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CHALARA FRAXINEA – KEY SCIENTIFIC FACTS 

Background 
Ash dieback is a disease of ash trees caused by the fungus Chalara fraxinea1.  The 
disease causes leaf loss and crown dieback in affected trees and it may lead to tree death.  
Ash trees suffering from symptoms likely to be caused by Chalara fraxinea (C. fraxinea) 
are increasingly being found across Europe.  These have included forest trees, trees in 
urban areas and also young trees in nurseries.  C. fraxinea is a quarantine pest under 
national emergency measures. 

Confidence ratings as used below:  

High – supported by experimental evidence and repeated observations which have been 
published in the peer-reviewed scientific literature. 

Moderate – supported by long-term observation or multiple observations from reputable 
sources that come to the same conclusion, or by comparative analysis of related species. 

Low – supported by a few observations or many observations from reputable sources that 
are not suggesting a consistent pattern, or an accumulation of anecdotal evidence that 
suggests a consistent pattern. 

 
What is Chalara dieback of ash? 
1. Chalara dieback of ash is a disease of ash trees caused by the fungus Chalara 

fraxinea (Kowalski, 2006).  The disease causes loss of leaves, dieback of the crown of 
the tree and can lead to tree death (Kowalski and Holdenrieder, 2009).  (High 
confidence) 
 

2. C. fraxinea has infected many species of ash but with differing intensities (Forest 
Research, 2012).  As some ash species show very few symptoms after infection, they 
may act as undetected carriers.  There is evidence of low susceptibility to disease in 
some Asian ash trees (Drenkhan and Hanso, 2010). (Moderate confidence) 
 

3. Common ash (Fraxinus excelsior) is the most severely affected species.  Young trees 
are particularly vulnerable to C. fraxinea and succumb to disease rapidly.  (Kowalski, 
2006; Forest Research, 2012).  (High confidence) 

 
4. Ash dieback has seriously affected a high percentage of ash trees in continental 

Europe (Forest Research, 2012; Bakys et al., 2009; Engesser et al., 2009; 
Halmschlager and Kirisits, 2008; Ioos et al., 2009; Kowalski and Holdenrieder, 2008; 
Lygis et al., 2005; Ogris et al., 2010; Szabo, 2009; Talgo et al., 2009), most notably in 
Scandinavia (including Denmark, which has an estimated 90 per cent of ash trees 
infected) and Baltic States. (High confidence) 
 

5. There is no evidence that C. fraxinea can spread to tree species other than ash or that 
it is harmful to the health of people or animals. (High confidence) 

 
How does infection happen? 

                                            
1  Chalara fraxinea is the asexual form (anamorph) of Hymenoscyphus pseudoalbidus, responsible 
for the current ash dieback epidemic in Europe (Kowalski, 2006; Queloz et al., 2010).  For ease of 
reference, Chalara fraxinea is used as the common term in this document. 



2 

6. Infection is via spores from fruit bodies on leaf litter.  Spore production (in fruit bodies) 
occurs on infected fallen leaves and shoot material in the growing season after 
infection; trees are likely to need a high dose of spores to become infected 
(Timmermann et al., 2011). (High confidence) 
 

7. C. fraxinea infection starts primarily on leaves and is progressive over time with 
dieback and stem lesions usually manifesting in the next growing season.  Leaf 
symptoms can be detected within two months of infection (experience from Denmark). 
(Moderate confidence) 

 
8. C. fraxinea causes infection from June – October, mainly in July – August 

(Timmermann et al., 2011; Kirisits and Cech, 2009; Kowalski and Holdenreider, 2009).  
Moist conditions favour production of the fruiting bodies. (High confidence) 

 
How is infection likely to spread? 
9. Spores are produced on Chalara fruit bodies formed on fallen leaves and shoots the 

year following infection.  Natural spread is by wind-blown spores (ascospores) from 
these fruiting bodies (Kowalski, 2006; Kirisits et al.2009; Kowalski and Holdenrieder, 
2009; Queloz et al., 2010). (High confidence) 
 

10. Wind-blown spores may be dispersed up to 20-30 kilometres (Solheim, et al., 2011).  
Longer distance spread occurs via infected plants or potentially via wood products 
(Husson et al, 2012; EPPO, 2010; Prokrym and Neeley, 2009). (High confidence on 
wind dispersal; Moderate confidence on untreated wood products). 

 
11. There is low probability of dispersal on clothing and footwear or via animals and birds.  

(High confidence).  Transmission by routes other than wind and planting material are 
likely to pose a comparatively low risk but the risk cannot be ruled out. 

 

12. C. Fraxinea is found in seeds (Cleary M., et al. 2012) this is reflected in the legislation 
which restricts the movement of plants and seeds. 

 
13. There is lower risk of C. fraxinea spreading over the winter since there is now a ban on 

ash imports into the UK, restrictions on plant movements through Statutory Plant 
Health Notices and as spore production is not expected to resume until June 2013. 
(High confidence) 

 
14. Scientific advice from Norway suggests a disease progression rate of up to 30 km per 

year once C. fraxinea is established (Solheim, 2009; Solheim, et al., 2011). (High 
confidence) 

 
What are the consequences of infection for ash tree health? 
15. Trees cannot recover from infection but larger trees can survive infection for a 

considerable length of time and some may not die (current experience from Denmark). 
(High confidence) 
 

16. The impact of C. fraxinea infection depends on tree age, location, weather conditions 
and co-presence of honey fungus (Armillaria) or other secondary pathogenic / 
opportunistic organisms.  Trees in forests are more susceptible because of the greater 
prevalence of honey fungus.  Timber trees are generally felled before they are killed by 
honey fungus. 

 Trees under 10 years of age are likely to die from C. fraxinea in 2-10 years. 



3 

 Trees under 40 years old will die in 3-5 years if also infected with honey fungus, 
and likely more rapidly if the tree is already debilitated. 

 For mature trees over 40 years, there is no direct evidence of tree deaths just 
from C. fraxinea to date but there is little comprehensive survey data from 
Europe on which to base firm conclusions. 

(Moderate confidence) 
 
Further evidence would be helpful to strengthen the development of management options 
to minimise the environmental, economic and social impacts of Chalara fraxinea, including: 

 Improving detection of Chalara. 

 Improving knowledge of the aetiology, pathology and epidemiology of Chalara. 

 Understanding the nature and scale of the environmental, economic and social 
impacts of Chalara. 

 Assessing how to mitigate the risks of Chalara. 

 Assessing how to adapt to the presence of Chalara. 
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