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Monitoring the
health of Ontario
forests

Dan Rowlinson
Forest Health Field Coordinator, Science and Research
Branch, Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry

Ministry of Natural Resources and Forestry (MNRF)
forest health specialists are on the ground and in the
air collecting data on forest disturbances like native
and invasive insects, diseases, and weather-related
events. This work helps track trends and informs
forest management decisions. The following is a
snapshot of what's kept us busy in Ontario forests
this past season.

In the early summer of 2019, MNRF carried out an
aerial control program for jack pine budworm, a

destructive pest native to Ontario. Technicians
sprayed about 100,000 hectares of forest in the
Northwest of the province with the biological
insecticide bacillus thuringiensis var. kurstaki (btk) to
protect the foliage of susceptible jack pine.

Forest health specialists saw a surge in jack pine
budworm last summer. Chosen stands were sampled
for overwintering populations of early instar larvae,
which informs both the predicted defoliation level for
the following year and the area of stands to be
managed. Prescriptions range from a variety of
harvesting opportunities, continued monitoring, or
insecticide treatment.

Timing the aerial spray program was critical, with
the ‘booms on’ decision closely followed by an early
June start date. MNRF procured an aerial applicator,
spray, and permits, and monitored the control area
daily to see that both insect and host were ready.
The target for spray application is the peak of the
(Continued on page 4)
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third instar for the
insect, while the newly
developing shoots are
starting to flare or
candle. This helps
ensure the
microscopic droplets
land on needles that
feeding budworm will
eat. The cooler spring
of 2019 caused slower
host development
that in turn held up
the spray operation.

Pest control is costly
but provides foliage
protection as the
native jack pine
budworm moves
through its natural
course. The provincial
Forestry Futures
Trust fund, combined
with many hours of in-
kind contributions of
provincial and
industry staff, made this program possible.

While native insects cycle across the landscape,
MNRF also watches for invasive species that
threaten Ontario’s economy. Monitoring for invasive
species is far reaching and requires a collaborative
effort to be efficient and effective. This partnership
engages provincial and federal governments, special
interest groups, and academic partners to develop
and test survey methodologies, support biological
control research initiatives, and communicate this
information through training and public engagement
workshops. Early detection of forest invasives is key,
and this collaboration gives Ontario the best
opportunity for success. For example, we continue to
work with our partners alongside municipalities and
private wood lot owners to address the invasive
emerald ash borer. Their area of infestation

continues to expand, but there have not been
widespread detections in the boreal ash forest.

Tracking the health of Ontario forests goes back to
the mid 1940s. Originally managed by the federal
government’s Forest Insect and Disease Survey,
MNRF took the lead in 1998. This work used to mean
riding the rails and paddling the rivers in search of
the next big outbreak. The core principles remain the
same today, now aided by advanced survey tools like
DNA analysis, satellite and lidar imagery, and global
positioning navigation.

Watching for what is over the next hill or
around the corner continues to be key to

the sustainable management of Ontario’s
resources.
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