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WHAT ARE GALLS?

by Lyn Chimera

Cornell publishes a monthly publication
during the growing season called 
“Branching Out”. It includes reports of 
what insects and diseases are showing 
up as well as Growing Degree Days.

Each issue includes a fact-sheet type 
pull-out page on a topic. Recently I 
read one called “It’s Galling” by Dan 
Gilbrien, Extension Entomologist for 
CCE in Suffolk County.

I often see galls on plants while 
walking but never realized there were 
so many types.

The Morton Arboretum describes 
galls as “abnormal growths that occur 
on leaves, twigs, roots, or flowers of 
many plants. Most galls are caused by 
irritation and/or stimulation of plant 
cells due to feeding or egg-laying by 
insects such as aphids, midges, wasps, 
or mites.” However, some galls are the 
result of infections by bacteria, fungi, 
or nematodes and are difficult to tell 
apart from insect-caused galls.

In general, galls provide a home for 
future insects. Eggs are laid. The 
developing insect feeds and devel-
ops. Each gall-producer is specific to 
a particular kind of plant. Galls may 
appear as balls, knobs, lumps, or 
warts, each being characteristic of 
whatever caused it. In addition to the 
variety and unusual structure of galls, 
they are noticeable due to their range 
of colors: red, green, yellow, or black. 
Stem galls on goldenrod are a good 
food source for overwintering birds. 
By the spring most of the stem galls 
have holes poked in them where a bird 
has extracted a larva. 

Galls usually form during the spring 
growth period of new leaves, shoots, 

and buds and continue to develop 
even after the insect has hatched 
out. When an insect chews or lays 
an egg on the plant it causes an 
increased production of normal plant 
growth hormones. Higher hormone 
production results in increased cell 
size or cell numbers. These abnormal 
cell growths are what turn into galls. 
Oaks are one of the most common 
hosts to over 500 different wasps, 
aphids, mites, and midges that cause 
galls on leaves and twigs!

The most common galls are leaf galls. 
They are formed on the leaf blades 
or petioles and look like leaf curls, 
blisters, nipples, or erineums (hairy, 
felt-like growths). They really look 
weird when you first see them. On 
occasion people bring in a sample or 
send a photo into the hotline office.

Galls are incredibly common and 
fascinating once you know what to 
look for.

Luckily plant gall damage is usually 
aesthetic and rarely harms the host 
plant. For this reason, galls are not 
considered serious or warranting 
treatment.

MORE ON GALLS …. SUCH A COOL 
TOPIC!
by Carol Ann Harlos

I was thrilled by Lyn Chimera’s article 
on Galls. One of my college professors 
had a gall collection and used to teach 
us about them!

The word “gall” comes from the Greek 
word galla which means oak apple. 
Galls grow not only on plants but on 
animals (warts for example in humans) 
and fungi! They can be caused by 

viruses, fungi, bacteria, mites, as well 
as insects. Scientists who study plant 
galls can tell you what creature caused 
a specific gall (a symptom).

Plant galls are harmful to plants 
because they remove resources from 
the plant’s growth to that of the de-
veloping insect. The galls grow in the 
plants as a response to chemicals 
injected by the insect. The insects 
inject the plant tissue during a time 
of great growth by the plant when the 
resources for growth are present. 

Meristematic tissue in plants (where 
growth occurs) is usually where galls 
are found. This includes fruits, buds, 
roots, branches. Insects that induce 
galls include : midges, wasps, aphids, 
thrips, scale insects, gall moths, and 
weevils.

Galls actually have uses. They are rich 
in tannic acid so they can be used in 
tanning and inks. Even larvae found in 
galls have been used as bait for fish!


