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For almost half a century aerial surveyors in Oregon have used fading foliage in true fir as the primary indicator for infestations by the balsam woolly adelgid (BWA).  Using the fading foliage signature, very few acres of BWA damage were mapped in Oregon since the early 1970’s.  In contrast, recent roadside ground surveys have indicated that BWA infestations have in fact spread into many host stands in eastern Oregon and are causing significant damage not detected by aerial surveys prior to 2000.  The fading foliage signature for BWA infestations was clearly not working.

 In 2000, aerial surveyors in Oregon started using the black color in subalpine fir stands as the only BWA signature.   This black coloration was later found to be associated with lichen cover on dead and declining trees.  Using the black coloration of trees as a BWA signature, the acres of BWA damage mapped in Oregon has increased to levels not seen in more than three decades.  In 2004, ground crews sampled nine polygons drawn during the 2003 survey using the black tree signature.  All of the 2003 survey polygons visited contained BWA hosts and damage.  The lichen signature was more pronounced in subalpine fir than the other tree species present in these high elevation mixed conifer stands. The prominent lichens from subalpine fir in these polygons were species of Bryoria.  It appears visible Bryoria cover is a living signature for dead and declining subalpine fir associated with BWA infestations.  This signature can be used by both aerial observers and ground personnel to identify BWA infestations.  Because lichen cover, unlike fading foliage, is always present, it provides a stable signature during the times aerial or ground surveys are normally conducted. 
