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They have some Gall in Wexford! 

 

We happened upon two interesting finds in Wexford in late summer on our Oak trees to the west of 

the building: these were two types of Gall.  A Gall is a deformation of a plant structure around an egg 

laid by an insect under the bark, in a leaf, or in the fruit.  These can also develop in animals, but we 

will concentrate on the plant ones for now.  The morphology of a given gall is deterministic of the 

species of insect that caused it, and for the nerdy amongst you, the study of Galls has a scientific 

name ‘cecidology’.  The bulbous tissue of the gall is entirely formed by the host plant in response to 

the egg laid.  The gall of an insect hosts the egg and then the larval stages of the insect and once 

mature the insect will emerge from the pod.  

Redfern & Askew (Plant galls Naturalists Handbook, 1998) define a gall as ‘an abnormal growth 

produced by a plant under the influence of an organism (virus, bacterium, fungus, plant or animal); it 

involves enlargement and proliferation of plant cells which provide shelter and food for the gall 

maker. The gall of a particular gall former is constant and specific in form denoting that, although it 

is composed entirely of plant tissue, its growth is regulated by the gall former’. 

The key points in this are: 

 abnormal growth in the host plant 

 provision of shelter & food for the gall-maker 

 constant shape and form arising from a particular gall-maker 

 entirely plant tissue, made from the host’s cells 

 the larva of the causer remaining in the gall until maturity    

 

There are many varieties and I include a few seen in the southeast. 

    

In our Oaks at HQ there are two types of Galls identified – both on the same tree as it happens - one 

common enough and one a rare find. 

The golf-ball sized Oak Gall (Plate 3) is a common enough observation, and are often referred to as 

Oak Apples.  The small hole is the point of exit of the insect post the larval stage.  The Oak Gall is 

formed by a type of wasp Biorhiza pallida in the family Cynipidae.  The wasp lays its eggs in leaf 

buds.    

                     

Plate 1: Sawfly Gall (on a Willow leaf)(author)                   Plate 2: Willow galls (author) 
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The second gall found in the Wexford Oaks, is from another wasp of the Cynipidae family called a 

Andricus quercuscalicis and the very distinct gall is called a Knopper Gall.  This wasp lays its egg in a 

developing acorn and the resultant deformation is quite startling (Plates 5, 6, 7 & 8).  Sometimes the 

remnants of the acorn can be seen.  The green-brown knopper gall has a sticky coating too.  The gall 

darkens as the season advances to the point of emergence of the wasp.  The wasp imago usually 

over-winters in the gall and emerges in spring.    

 

  

    

Plate 5: Oak Knopper Galls Johnstown Castle (author)                     Plate 6: Andricus quercuscalicis (Craig            

Mabbett, Naturespot.org.uk) 

 

                 

Plate 3: Oak Gall  (author)         Plate 4:  Oak Gall Wasp (Peter Birch, Flickr)
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In a moment of scientific enterprise and enquiry, laboratory amateurs Siobhán Egan, Yvonne Doris 

and myself, dissected one of the galls to see what was on the inside.  Plate 9 reveals the contents 

including the tiny larva in its case and the ‘nest site’ in the core of the Gall.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Plates 7 & 8: Knopper Galls showing remnants of host acorns (author) 

 

Plate 9:  Knopper Gall with wasp larva and larval case (author) 
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The National Biodiversity Data Centre (www.biodiversityireland.ie ) has confirmed that this is only 

the second recorded sighting for Ireland of this wasp, though they do expect its presence is stronger 

than that recorded.  They report that it is a new species to these islands and has spread across the 

UK since arriving there in the 1960’s.   

If you want to know more about Oak Galls – of which I read there are some 70 species -  there is a 

phenomenally detailed account of them here: 

 http://www.nhm.ac.uk/resources/research-curation/projects/chalcidoids/pdf_X/Willia2010.pdf  

 

So keep your eyes open out there- you may never know what you might find! 

 

Dr Jonathan Derham 

EPA Headquarters 

Johnstown Castle Estate 
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