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Introduction  

 

Western gall rust, caused by the fungus 
Endocronartium harknessii, is a very common 
branch and stem disease of ponderosa and 
lodgepole pines (Figures 1 & 2).  It is a native 
disease in the western United States and 
occurs throughout Idaho.  Damage is generally 
more severe in the southern portion of the 
state.  Western white, whitebark, and limber 
pines are not susceptible to this fungi. 

 

  

 

Biology  

 

The life cycle of western gall rust is relatively 
simple, producing only two or three spore 
types without an alternate host to complete its 
life cycle.  In other words, the fungus spreads 
directly from pine-to-pine. 

 

Yellow to orange blister-like fruiting structures 
form on the surface of woody branch galls, and 
more subtly along the margins of trunk 
cankers, in late spring and early summer 
(Figure 3).  These rupture and release 

Figure 1.  Typical, medium-size gall of western 
gall rust.  

Figure 2.  Trunk or ñhipò canker on stem of lodge-
pole pine.  
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windborne spores that infect the green, succulent 
tissue of expanding pine shoots. 

 

During certain years, known as ñwave years,ò the 
conditions for infection are optimal.  Due to the 
numerous infections that can take place on same-
year shoot growth during a wave year, many galls 
subsequently form on shoots of the same age 
class or, in time, at the same position on tree 
stems. 

 

After infection takes place galls begin to form, first 
as inconspicuous, marble-sized swellings, then 
continuing to grow each year (perennial 
structures), sometimes reaching softball-sized 
proportions.  Production of fungus spores from the 
gall, begins the year after infection occurs and can 
continue as long as the gall is alive. 

 

Galls located near the ends of branches often die 
from secondary fungi and/or insect infestation.  
This kills the portion of the branch beyond where 
the gall was located, causing a ñflag,ò or dead 
branch with red foliage, to be visible (Figure 4). 

 

Disease Recognition  

 

Western gall rust is easily recognized and 
identified because it forms spindle-shaped, oval, or 
round galls on infected trees (Figure 1).  Galls form 
frequently on branches but may also form on the 
bole of young trees.  When the fungus is fruiting in 
the early summer, galls can appear bright-yellow 
to orange over their entire surface and are readily 
visible.  Rodent-feeding is often evident on and 
around branch galls due to the sugar content of 
infected tissues.  On the main stems of larger 
trees, galls can continue to develop for many years 
and form large cankers called trunk or ñhipò 
cankers (Figures 2, 5, & 6).  Even though such 
bole cankers may appear to be composed of dead 
and dried tissue, inspection of the margins in the 
spring can reveal small patches of sporulating 
tissue, proof that the fungus is still active. 
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Figure 3.  Sporulating gall.  (Photo by James W. Byler, 
USDA Forest Service, www.forestryimages.org)  

Figure 4.  Shoot dieback distal to western gall rust in-
fections in mature, heavily-infected ponderosa pine.  

(Photo by Brennan A. Ferguson, Ferguson Forest Pa-
thology Consulting, Inc.)  


