Saving the Butternut

· Butternut trees are a close relative of eastern black walnut and grow across much of the same geographic region in eastern North America. 

· Trees are highly valued for their wood by woodcarvers, and people and wildlife seek out their tasty nuts.

· An exotic fungus causes a lethal canker disease that is threatening the existence of butternut throughout its range.

· The North Central Research Station and many partners are identifying and propagating butternut that may have resistance to the disease with the objective of conserving and restoring this species. 
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What we know 

· First detected killing butternut in 1967, a previously unknown fungus was described as a new species in 1979 and is thought to be an introduced pathogen from an unknown origin.

· Today the butternut resource is being lost throughout its range in North America and its scarcity is increasing the value of the wood.

· In parts of its range, some healthy “butternuts” are actually hybrids between butternut and Japanese walnut and are “diluting” the pure species in the landscape.

· Butternut fruits are high in antioxidants and butternut bark extracts have a high level of antifungal activity against a range of human pathogens indicating potential pharmaceutical values.

· The fungus is spread by insects, infested seed and probably by birds.

· Butternut is the only species killed. Eastern black walnut and Japanese walnut can become infected, but are not killed. In the greenhouse several other hardwood species and commercial walnut cultivars are susceptible to varying degrees.

· There is good evidence that there are resistant butternut trees growing among severely diseased trees and these trees need to be conserved for future research, breeding and restoration.

What we don’t know 

· How much genetic diversity has been lost and how much remains among surviving butternut populations?

· The origin of the fungus and its potential to damage other tree species.

· The exact environmental conditions and entry courts necessary for infection and disease development.

· The potential threat of the disease to commercial walnut orchards in California if the fungus should become established there.

· Whether the dark-barked trees with apparent disease resistance are genetically different from susceptible trees and if they can be used for breeding to develop resistant trees for restoration.

· The ecological impact of the loss of butternut to forest biodiversity and wildlife

What we are doing

· Collecting and propagating butternut trees with apparent disease resistance

· Conserving butternut trees in plantations in MN, WI, IL, NY, VT and IN

· Challenging butternut and walnut species in greenhouses and the field with the pathogen to determine their level of disease resistance

· Determining the potential host range of the pathogen by challenging other hardwood species in the greenhouse

· Testing various forest management systems to conserve and regenerate butternut

Contact: Michael E. Ostry 651-649-5113 (mostry@fs.fed.us)

