
 

Scientists uncover cause of tree-killing
fungus
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Nicolas Feau and Prof. Richard Hamelin are shown at the Harrison Mills poplar
plantation. UBC scientists uncover the root cause of tree-killing fungus. Credit:
Richard Hamelin

Forest scientists at the University of British Columbia believe they've
discovered the root cause of a deadly tree fungus: extra genes.

The fungus, Mycosphaerella populorum, uses extra genes to produce a
toxin that can cause fatal lesions on the leaves, stems and branches of 
poplar trees. The extra genes were found through genome sequencing,
the mapping of an organism's DNA.

The discovery of their existence, outlined this week in a study in The
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Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, brings researchers one-
step closer to fully understanding how the fungus attacks and kills trees.

"Our findings will help us develop better methods to detect the fungus
and prevent its spread," says senior author Richard Hamelin, a UBC
forestry professor and research scientist at Natural Resources Canada.

He speculates the extra genes could be the result of random events in
nature.

"When leaves fall on the ground, a big soup of microbes grow in close
proximity, which could lead to gene transfer," says Hamelin. "It's
probably rare, but it appears to be more common than we ever thought."

The fungus threatens poplar trees in plantations and is mostly found in
eastern North America. It was not widespread in B.C. until an outbreak
in 2005 at a poplar plantation in Harrison Mills, the study's research site.

Hamelin says there are ecological concerns the fungus will eventually
jump into native poplar trees, specifically black cottonwoods along
B.C.'s coast. The black cottonwoods help improve water quality, provide
for wildlife habitat and prevent erosion.

  More information: Horizontal gene transfer and gene dosage
drivesadaptation to wood colonization in a tree pathogen, PNAS, 
www.pnas.org/content/early/201 … /1424293112.abstract
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