Time to take shisham out of the woods
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PESHAWAR: Shisham trees are gradually vanishing from Peshawar, Charsadda, Mardan, Nowshera and Swabi districts of the NWFP due to the killer dieback disease.

“The shisham tree, whose botanical name is Dilbergia sissoo, is facing possible extinction. The disease was first reported in 1998 when 20 to 50 percent heavy infestation rate was noted in these areas,” says a study. In the Katlang Forest Range (KFR) in Mardan, 65 percent of mature shisham tress have been infested, while 40 percent of sub-mature shisham trees have died. Infection was found in 25 percent of mature trees and 37 percent of sub-mature trees in the range, according to a study conducted by Sultan Muhammad, a forestry expert.

In the Charsadda Forest Range (CFR), dieback has destroyed 30 percent of mature and 10 percent of sub-mature trees. Similarly, at least 40 percent of shisham trees were found infected among mature and 24 percent in sub-mature trees in the CFR.

“The dieback disease, which the locals call the cancer for trees, has damaged 36 percent of mature and two percent of sub-mature trees in the Swabi Forest Range (SFR),” according to a study conducted by AS Ansari, a research student of the Pakistan Forest Institute (PFI), Peshawar. The dieback infection rate in mature trees is 34 percent and 32 percent in sub-mature trees in the SFR, according to the study. 

Root injury, prolonged draught, water logging, high temperatures and nutrient deficiencies are the causes of dieback, experts say.

Dr AH Khan, a pathologist wrote in his book ‘Pathology of Trees Volume-II’ that dieback in shisham was found in the early 1900s in the subcontinent. In 1956, he had observed various fungi, including Ganoderma lucidum in Khanewal in Punjab, which eventually led to dieback. Shisham, which was introduced in Changa Manga in 1866 to produce coal for railways, has been a valuable source of income for farmers. “My father had planted shisham trees when he was told that the it would solve his financial problems,” said Sher Muhammad Khan, 45, a farmer in Katlang village, in Mardan district.

He said that he was planting the seedlings of the species and selling them to fund his daughters’ dowry and higher education of his sons. “Last year 54 shisham trees in my farmland were attacked by cancer which was a great loss for me,” he said. “I started replacing shisham with mulberry and poplar,” said Farooq Khan of Motty Banda, Mardan.

Dried up shisham trees can be seen along the shores of the Upper Swat Canal, which links Katlang-Swabi, Michi Canal in Dargai Malakand and Harichand in Charsadda.

“Dieback is an international problem as the disease has also been reported in India, Nepal and Bangladesh,” said Dr Iqbal Sial, the NWFP chief conservator of forests. 

“We have brought shisham from its natural habitat of hilly areas to the draught-hit plains that make the tress more vulnerable to the disease,” he said.

The dieback has made little impact on shisham trees in hilly areas such as Mirpur in Azad Kashmir as compared to the draught hit areas of Mardan, Swabi and Charsadda, he added. He said that the roots of the trees had been damaged during the cleaning of water channels in these districts.

“The major cause of dieback has not been identified yet,” said Dr Sial, adding that the NWFP Forest Department would welcome contributions from international donors to strengthen its research programme to control dieback.

“A national dieback-working group consisting of 10 forestry professionals had been constituted in the Punjab Forestry Research Institute (PFRI) in Gutwala in Faisalabad in 2001 to assess the damages to the plant, conduct research and forward recommendations to the government,” said Dr Nasar Iqbal Warriach, the Biological Sciences Research Division (BSRD) director, Peshawar.

The seventh meeting of the group was recently held in Peshawar where a majority of the members agreed that “Botryodiplodia Theobromae, a type of fungus, was the major cause of dieback,” he said, adding that 80 percent of shisham trees had been infected by this fungus.

“We have not adopted precautionary measures, consequently 20 to 26 percent of the trees have been affected by the disease both in Punjab and the NWFP,” said Dr Nasar. 

He said, “A shisham dieback project, a component of Forestry Sector and Research Developmental Project (FS&RDP), was launched three years ago to conduct research and suggest ways to arrest the disease. The project would continue for another three to fours years, he added.

“We have brought the seeds of Dilbergia Latifolia, a type of shisham, from Nepal which is highly resistant to dieback,” said Dr Nasar. “Research on Dilbergia Latifolia is underway which will take 10 to 15 years to replace the old shisham,” he said. The old stumps, plantation of untested seeds and cutting of trees without sharp edged instruments are some of the causes of dieback, he said.

“We have set up a research development directorate in the Forest Department to regularly conduct research on dieback and other plant diseases to ensure that the timber needs of the country are met,” said Noorul Haq, the NWFP environment, forests, wildlife and fisheries secretary. Dieback was found mostly in mature trees, which have already completed their life, he added.

“The government has planned a comprehensive strategy to save shisham from dieback and compensate losses incurred from the disease in the next four to five years,” Major (r) Tahir Iqbal, the environment minister, told the seventh meeting of the group in Faisalabad on January 23, 2006. “Trees with less than 30 percent injury would be treated while the completely dead trees would be uprooted immediately to control the spread of dieback,” he said. The minister said that healthy seeds would be used for new forestation to eliminate the disease once and for all. app

