
Mistletoes and dwarf mistletoes are shrubby, or
dwarfed, photosynthetic plants. They are all para-
sitic on the stems of woody plants, from which they
derive water and nutrients. True, or leafy, mistletoes
derive most of their nutrients from the products of
their own photosynthesis and obtain little from their
hosts. Twelve species of true mistletoes occur in the
United States, limited in the northwest by the 45º N
parallel. This northern limit seems to be determined
by winter temperatures. True mistletoes attack both
deciduous and coniferous plants in the west, with
economic damage considered light. The mistletoe
collected and marketed at Christmas is a true
mistletoe.

Dwarf mistletoes are small and leafless. They are
considered to be the most evolutionarily advanced
of all mistletoes and occur across the Northern
Hemisphere. Sixteen species of dwarf mistletoe
occur in the United States, in every region except
the pine forests of the southeast. Dwarf mistletoes
cause more damage than any other group of forest
pathogens in western North America. Five of these
species infect eleven native conifers in Idaho. Major
hosts are Douglas-fir, western larch, lodgepole pine,
and ponderosa pine.

Life Cycle. Dwarf mistletoes are either male or
female. Both can damage trees, but only the female
plants produce seed. Seeds are borne in berries. From
mid-summer to late autumn (depending on the species)
pressure builds up in the berries as they ripen and
causes the seed to explode from the fruit at initial
speeds of 60 feet per second, often traveling distances
of 20 to 30 feet. The seeds are covered with a gooey
substance that helps them adhere where they land.
Seeds that land on conifer needles slide down to the
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is weaker and has poor pulping qualities. Distorted
trunks and abnormally large knots are also common,
further reducing wood quality. With large proportions
of dead foliage and branches, dwarf mistletoe infected
trees are also very flammable making them serious fire
hazards.

Dwarf Mistletoe Rating (DMR) System. This
method of rating dwarf mistletoe infection is used
throughout western North America.

Step 1: Divide live crown horizontally into thirds.
Step 2: Rate each third separately. Each third
should be given a rating of 0,1, or 2 as described
below:

0 - No visible infections.
1 - Light infection (1/2 or less of total number of

branches in third are infected).
2 - Heavy infection (more than ½ of total number of

branches in third are infected).
Step 3: Add ratings of thirds to obtain total rating
for tree (total rating scale is 0-6).
Step 4: Average stand rating can be obtained by
averaging individual tree ratings (all live trees).

Infection intensity for individual trees is usually charac-
terized as follows: 1-2 = light; 3-4 = moderate; 5-6 =
heavy. Significant growth reduction begins to occur in


