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Virus-related symptoms such as vein banding, leaf roll, chlorosis and subsequent necrosis on birch leaves were increasingly recorded throughout Finland since 2002. Affected trees belonging to the species Betula pendula (silver birch), B. nana (dwarf birch), B. pubescens (downy birch), B. pubescens var. czerepanovii and var. appressa (mountain birch) often showed reduced growth and scattered defoliation. Trees exhibiting such symptoms are widespread in the country and have also been noted in northern Norway and Sweden. Leaves, buds and catkins of symptomatic shoots collected during the vegetation period in 2007 were subjected to an IC-RT-PCR specific for Cherry leaf roll virus (CLRV). Infection of several Betula species from different locations was confirmed, revealing a high virus incidence all over Finland. The virus was detected in B. pubescens as well as common, mountain and dwarf birch. This is the first time that the latter two Betula spp. have been confirmed as hosts of CLRV. CLRV has not previously been recorded in northern Finland. Sequence comparison of amplified fragments indicated a heterogeneous virus population in Finnish trees, which could be differentiated from other CLRV strains infecting Betula spp. in Germany and other European countries. Referring to the rate at which symptoms have spread within the last few years, CLRV might become a serious problem in northern birch forest ecosystems and for the local forest industry. Therefore rapid efforts are needed to conduct detailed studies on distribution, means of spread, and the biological and economic importance of CLRV among birch species and possible other hosts.
