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"Tree deaths - a cold case review of jarrah deaths" 
by 

Dr Elaine Davison (Curtin University) 
 

In December 2020, Dr. Filipe Albornoz Ramirez spoke to the Royal Society about his investigations into the decline of 
Norfolk Island pines at the Somerville Auditorium. Filipe’s talk generated considerable discussion about whether this 
was the result of fungal infection, or whether site factors and weather conditions contributed to the decline. 
Jarrah dieback is another serious and commercially important example of tree decline and death. The was the name 
given to the sudden death of Eucalyptus marginata in the 1940s and was of great concern to the Forests Department in 
WA and the Forestry and Timber Bureau in Canberra. In the 1960s these deaths were attributed to the introduced soil-
borne pathogen Phytophthora cinnamomi. The supporting evidence, however, was weak, although this was not 
realised until 1980. Renewed interest in jarrah pathology in the early 1980s showed root infection by P. cinnamomi in 
live trees was infrequent, but in recent deaths it could be isolated from the root collar and large roots of some, but not 
all trees. Jarrah deaths result from hydraulic failure, implying extensive damage to the sapwood. This is unlikely to 
result from P. cinnamomi infection which preferentially invades the bark; it could result from waterlogging, which 
causes sapwood dysfunction. An interpretation of past deaths based on stress factors better fits where, when and how 
deaths occur. 
This talk will outline the history of the jarrah dieback investigations and will include previously unpublished data which 
has only recently become publicly available. 
 
Biography 
In 1979 Dr Davison was appointed as a mycologist/plant pathologist in the WA Department of Conservation and 
Environment, to provide back-up support to local researchers working on jarrah dieback. Since then, she has worked as 
a plant pathologist and mycologist in both natural ecosystems and horticulture. Most of her career has been in the 
public service in WA. Now retired, she is an Adjunct Research Associate in the School of Molecular and Life Sciences, 
Curtin University, and a Research Associate of the WA Herbarium. 
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