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Figure 1—Distribution of relative eastern hemlock basal area, 2006.

Table 1—Eastern and Carolina hemlock statistics in the eastern United States, 2009
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Value of Hemlock

Due to its widespread distribution, long
lifespan, and shade tolerance, hemlock plays
a distinctive role in forest ecosystems. Its
unique ecological, recreational, and aesthetic
qualities make it a highly valued component
of reserves and parks in the Eastern United
States. Of particular importance, the niche

it fills in riparian areas makes it essential for
the regulation of microclimates including

soil conditions and stream temperature.
Additionally, dense stands of this slow-growing,
long-lived species provide habitat to many
species of wildlife.

Hemlock Woolly Adelgid

The hemlock woolly adelgid (HWA) (Adelges
tsugae Annand) is a destructive, introduced
pest that feeds at the base of the needles of
hemlock trees. HWA is native to East Asia and
Western North America, and was first noticed
in the Eastern United States in the 1950s.

Since then, it has been expanding its range

at between 4.7 and 12.7 miles per year and is
currently distributed in 18 States (fig. 2). In areas
where populations have established, adelgids
frequently reach high densities due to a lack
of predators and parasites, and little resistance
to infestation by the native hemlocks. These
infestations can lead to widespread defoliation
and mortality of hemlock trees. HWA currently
infests about 45 percent of the range of
hemlock in the United States including about
41 percent of the total hemlock basal area.
These percentages are up from 26 percent and
25 percent, respectively, since 2004.

Changes in Regional Abundance of Eastern
Hemlock

A recent analysis of FIA data over a 20-year time period across
433 eastern counties containing hemlock showed an overall
increase in live-tree hemlock basal area in both infested and
uninfested counties. Additionally, results of the analysis showed
that the general regional trend in the Eastern United States
over the past 50 years has been one of increasing hemlock
volume, even with infestation by HWA. Thus, while HWA can
have substantial negative impacts on hemlock populations at
small (i.e., stand-level) scales, analysis of FIA data suggests that
infestation by HWA has not yet reduced the overall abundance
or volume of hemlock even in most States where HWA has
been active for decades (fig. 3). Despite increasing hemlock
volume over the last four decades across most of the Eastern
United States however, regions with long-established HWA
populations are also the regions with the slowest accumulation
of hemlock, indicating the impacts of HWA on net growth and
mortality rates may begin to reverse this trend.
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Figure 2—Distribution of hemlock adelgid in United States counties, by year of infestation.
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Figure 3—State-level records of hemlock volume from historical

inventories.
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Growth and Mortality of Eastern Hemlock

Although several studies have documented the impacts of
HWA on growth and mortality of eastern hemlock at specific
sites, these impacts have not been quantified across the
range of the insect in the United States. Annual net growth
of eastern hemlock averages about 2.1 percent and annual
mortality averages about 0.5 percent across its range. The
year of HWA infestation was assigned to each county in order
to associate growth and mortality rates with duration of
HWA infestation. Net growth rates decrease as years of HWA
increase and mortality rates increase as years of HWA increase.
Mortality equals net growth in areas where HWA has been
present for 10 to 20 years, and mortality exceeds net growth
in areas where HWA has been present for >20 years (fig. 4.

Hemlock woolly adelgid on eastern hemlock foilage. (photo by
USDA Forest Service, Bugwood.org)
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Figure 4—Net growth and mortality rates for eastern hemlock by
duration of HWA infestation (FIA data from 2007 and 2008; HWA
duration based on 2006 distribution).

Ecological Impacts

Although the hemlock represents only one of many
tree species in eastern forests, it hosts a diversity of
birds, animals, and insects that play important roles. For
example, recent work on the arthropods (insects and
spiders) found in the canopies of hemlocks indicates
these trees may support > 1,000 species, as such, these
trees are a key asset in the maintenance of biodiversity
in eastern forests.

Biological Control

Efforts to control the HWA include chemical, silvicultural,
and biological control programs. Chemical control

has been shown to be highly effective in high value
recreation areas and urban settings, however, it is
expensive, and because the insecticides impact many
other species found on hemlocks, application over entire
forests is not ecologically or economically reasonable.
Six beetle species (Sasajiscymnus tsugae, Laricobius
nigrinus, L. osakensis, Scymnus camptodromus,

S. sinuanodulus, and S. ningshanensis), in addition to
fungal pathogens are being evaluated and applied

for the biological control of HWA. These have the
potential to provide long-term, low-cost control of HWA
abundances.

Hybrids

Although eastern and Carolina hemlocks express

little resistance to the HWA, hemlock species from the
adelgids native environments express varying degrees
of resistance and/or tolerance to infestation. Current
research with the National Arboretum has produced
the first generation of hybrid hemlocks using both
Asian species and Carolina hemlocks. It is hoped that
these crosses may ultimately lead to a hemlock which
is resistant to the adelgid, while retaining some of the
characteristics of native hemlocks.
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Riparian hemlocks provide shade necessary to keep steams cool.
(photo by Randall Morin, U.S. Forest Service)
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