“We take our trees for granted”
Observations from the City of Windsor

By: Sarah Willis

The emerald ash borer (EAB) is so firmly entrenched in ash trees throughout Windsor, CFIA officials have, more or less, written the trees off as a lost cause. Instead, they are focusing containment and eradication efforts on the Essex/Kent county border where the leading edge of infestation lies.

However, forestry staff and arboriculture companies within Windsor are left to manage the devastation caused by this voracious, 10 mm long pest.

“We are looking at the loss of 6,000 street trees alone,” says Bill Roesel, manager of Forestry and Horticulture for the City of Windsor. “That’s not including city trees on parkland, in naturalized areas or on private property. The environmental and economic impact of this pest could be enormous.” Roesel adds that because the indigenous soil in the Windsor area is generally poor, the versatile ash tree is often the species most suited for many sites. 

“Fortunately, our planting policy has promoted diversification for quite a while,” says Roesel. The City of Windsor’s planting policy currently states that no more than three trees of the same species can be planted in a row. “This means that, even though we have lost all our ash trees, there will still be other species left in city plantings.”

However, even after years of promoting biodiversity within the urban forest, there are still areas within the City of Windsor planted predominantly with one species. For example, there is a 25-year-old subdivision where Fraxinus make up 25 to 30 per cent of the tree population. The loss to the homeowners in monetary, aesthetic and environmental values when these trees come down will be significant. “We tend to take our trees for granted until something like this happens,” says Roesel.

“Right now, the biggest problem we have is funding,” Roesel explains. Money is needed for tree removal and planting – as well as research, as the EAB is so new to North America that little scientific information is available. “If we don’t manage to contain the EAB now, it has the potential to spread as far as Saskatchewan and the East Coast – wherever native ashes can be found. We have been cutting down trees, but this is a fast-moving pest and flies quite easily. It has spread through all parts of the City of Windsor.”

Roesel notes that the city is able to insist on the removal of privately owned trees deemed dangerous (usually dead or dying) – actions that could result in significant costs to homeowners. “The issue of liability and responsibility hasn’t arisen yet, but it is just a matter of time before it comes up.”

The fact remains that Essex County has the least forest cover of any region on Ontario. The estimated loss of one million trees throughout the area will bring ramifications that will last a long time.

“The irony of this situation is that many of the ash trees coming down were planted to replace the elms lost to Dutch elm disease (DED) in the 50s and 60s,” says Roesel who believes the impact of EAB will be much worse than DED.

