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OAK GALLS DO NOT DAMAGE TREE

By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent
Remember when Gomer Pyle used to say, “Golly, golly, gol-ol-ollly”?  At the time, I thought it was just a general exclamation of great surprise or excitement, but I now realize that he was in fact a horticulturalist and was describing a live oak tree in the fall!

Mealy-oak galls are abundant on many live oak trees at this time of year.  They look like little balls hanging down from smaller branches.  They are generally about 1 inch in diameter, down to 1/8 inch, and light brown to gray in color.  The mealy-oak gall is very common on live oaks in Texas, but neither the insects, nor the galls, harm the trees.  

Although these galls are caused by an insect, a very small wasp called Disholcaspis cinerosa, they are actually produced by the plant as a response to the wasp depositing its eggs in the plant tissue.  The tissue grows or swells abnormally and forms around the eggs, eventually encasing them in the gall.  When the eggs hatch, the gall provides protection and food for the larvae.  Once the galls are formed, they do not use nutrients produced by the oak tree.

Disholcaspis cinerosa has two generations a year, each producing a different type of gall on live oak.  The wasps that emerge early in the spring from the round galls found on small branches and twigs of live oaks at this time of the year are all asexual females that lay eggs without mating with a male. Their eggs are deposited in leaf buds and cause the development of a different type of gall on the leaves. These easy to miss galls are beige and look similar to a kernel of wheat in size and shape. The adults that emerge from these leaf galls are both males and females. After mating, these females lay the eggs that form the galls that enclose the asexual females.

Live oak trees vary in their capacity to produce mealy-oak galls.  If a young tree hasn’t formed any galls after 4 years, it probably never will.  On the other hand, trees that form galls pass through cycles of producing a very large number of galls for two to three years, followed by a few years of few or no galls formed, then several years of large numbers of galls, and so on. .

Other insects that are parasites of Disholcaspis can significantly reduce their population.  Parasitized galls can be recognized easily by their smaller size; they are only 1/8 to ½ inch in diameter, while unparasitized galls are ½ to 1 inch in diameter. This is because they are usually parasitized during the larval stage when the galls are are small. A parasitized larva stops producing the chemicals that stimulate the tree to form gall tissue, thus stopping gall growth.

The effect of the parasites is seen in the next generation when fewer of the insects are left to reproduce; often 90 percent of the gall wasps on a given tree will be parasitized.  Twelve different species of parasitic wasps have been found in mealy-oak galls.

So, what should we do about these galls?  First, be aware that your tree will not be damaged by the Disholcaspis infestation. If your tree is small, and you are so inclined, you can remove the galls by hand-picking.   Because the insects are inside the protective gall, controlling them with insecticides does not work.  It is not recommended as an insecticide will almost certainly kill off some of the beneficial parasites.  

In fact, the recommended control is to do nothing besides taking good care of the trees, which would include occasional, but very deep, watering and annual application of an organic mulch such as shredded leaves, bark chips, or compost.  Spread the mulch starting about a foot from the trunk out to as far as the drip zone, about two or three inches deep if possible.  If you don’t have enough mulch to do that, just spread it as far as it goes--any addition will help.  The most important thing about mulch is to keep it off the trunk-it should never touch the bark or it can cause it to rot, causing many more problems than galls ever will.  

I’m not sure what made Gomer Pyle say “Shazam”, but maybe it had a horticultural basis too.  
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