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Kauri dieback
Key facts about 
Phytophthora taxon Agathis (PTA)
August 2008
A disease has been identified in the Waitakere Ranges Regional Park that is threatening the health of kauri trees in the area. 

The kauri dieback is caused by a pathogen, known as Phytophthora taxon Agathis (PTA). Until April 2008 it had not been identified as a new species, nor was it known that PTA killed kauri.

The dieback has been observed at the Cascades in the Ranges by Dr Nick Waipara (ARC Biosecurity) and Dr Ross Beever (Landcare Research), although it was reported by local residents on the Maungaroa Ridge Track near Piha in 2006.

It is now known that it kills trees of all ages and sizes. 

Symptoms include yellowing of foliage, canopy thinning, appearance of dead branches and tree death. Affected trees can also develop lesions that bleed resin.

PTA is a soil borne species – spread by soil and soil water movement, plant to plant transmission through underground root-to-root contact, human and animal vectors.
Its closest known relative is a chestnut pathogen from Korea (Phytophthora katsurae). The assumption is that it is an exotic pathogen, possibly tropical in origin. However nothing is known about this particular species overseas.

There are significant information gaps about the disease, its vectors and management options. Although kauri damage has only recently been discovered, the disease may have been in the Ranges for many years, as symptoms may take years to become apparent. 

The disease has now also been identified as present on Great Barrier Island, and has also been isolated from soil at Waipoua Kauri Sanctuary, Northland.

More research is urgently needed into the biology, pathology and management of PTA, the extent of PTA in the Waitakere Ranges, its vectors of spread and possible control methods. ARC is looking at supporting or underwriting initial research until national funding can be obtained. 

Landcare Research is preparing a two-year research proposal to fill in necessary knowledge gaps, including a delimitation survey of where the disease is present in the region, its vectors of spread, and preliminary work on control of the disease. 
PTA is not listed as Unwanted Organism under the Biosecurity Act 1993 as it would not be regarded as a new organism under the Hazardous Substances and New Organisms Act 1996 (HSNO) because it is now known to have been present in New Zealand prior to 29 July 1998.

Management options
· Eradication is unlikely due to the extent and widespread nature of the pathogen and the time since it was first recorded. 

· Containment options are being implemented for known affected areas until there is more survey information to determine the extent of distribution.

· Protection of PTA-free areas is possible through exclusion of vectors (closing tracks, restricting access, disinfection of equipment). However water and feral pig movement may also be important vectors. 

· Control through tree injection or foliar spray is an option as related Phytophthora diseases are effectively managed in NZ and Australia this way.

What is the ARC doing right now?

· ARC staff are working with outdoor events organisers to ensure precautionary management measures are implemented to prevent PTA spread during these events.

· A protocol has been developed to cover all future sporting and recreational events in the Waitakere Ranges, which will include immersion of footwear in a disinfectant bath at both ends of the event, and the distribution of advisory material.

· An operating procedure has been produced for Council staff and contractors working in kauri forests.
· Information is being sent to community, conservation, recreational and related groups, and concessionaries, film companies and other commercial entities that utilise the Waitakere Ranges.

· The media has been informed and the ARC website updated.

What else does ARC plan to do?

· Signs will be erected to inform the public and stress the need for all footwear and machinery exiting the Waitakere Ranges to be cleaned, especially before entering other kauri forest areas.

· ARC Biosecurity is taking action to reduce feral pig numbers in the Waitakere Ranges.

· ARC is consulting the Minister of Conservation and the Minister of Research, Science and Technology, expressing Council’s concern that PTA is an emerging threat of national significance, and that research should be funded nationally as a priority.

· The Council will engage with the Foundation for Research, Science and Technology, that emerging disease threats such as PTA in native ecosystems should be included and supported as part of the 2009 Ecosystems bidding round.

· The Council will adopt further management and containment measures as appropriate.

 Contact us

For more information, or to report any suspect sightings of diseased kauri (expect at Huia, the Cascades and Maungaroa Ridge at Piha) phone the ARC biosecurity team on 366 2000 or email biosecurity@arc.govt.nz. 
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