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Falling Oak Twigs and Branches

Over the last week or so I have had a number of calls from homeowners concerned about small branches or twigs falling from their oak trees. There are a quite a few trees that have shown up with this problem. The culprit is what is called the oak twig pruner. If you take a close look at the ends of the twigs they appear to have been cleanly clipped off. Closer inspection will show a small hole in the center of the twig. If you split the branch and open it up all the way to the tip you may find a small ½ to ¾ inch larvae. This larvae will overwinter in the branch tips and then will emerge as a slender grayish-brown beetle in the spring. The beetle is ½ to ¾ inch long with antennae that are as long or longer than its body.  It is one of many beetles called long horned beetles because of their long antennae. Following emergence in spring and early summer, beetles deposit eggs at the tips of branches where a leaf joins the twig. After emergence the larvae bore into the bark and as it grows it eventually bores into the center of the shoot. As autumn approaches, the fully grown larva makes concentric circular cuts in the wood. Following this activity, the infested branch is held in place only by the bark and a thin layer of outer wood. Once this “pruning” is completed, the larva returns to its gallery in the center of the twig. Each larva overwinters in one of these galleries. The larvae are creamy white, legless with an enlarged body segment right behind the head. The oak twig pruner has been observed on at least 15 other species of trees and shrubs. The first evidence of an infestation is the appearance of branch tips with fading or off-color foliage that eventually turns brown. Heavy damage may detract from the aesthetic appearance of the tree, but this insect will not kill the tree. A strong wind breaks most infested branches at the point where the mature larvae chewed their way from the center of a twig outwardly to beneath the bark. Some of these branches do not break off but merely droop and remain attached. Most of them drop to the ground, however, and a large number of branch tips one to three feet long with dead foliage typically accumulate beneath an infested tree. To control or reduce the population of this insect homeowners should pick up the fallen branch tips and destroy them to eliminate the larvae that are inside them. There may be some reinfestation the next year if some branch tips remain on the tree or if beetles move in from neighboring areas.
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