
 
 
 
Q: I have an old apple tree and something seems to be drilling holes 
around the stem, do you know what might be causing this?�

 
 

A. Yes, a small bird called the Yellow-Bellied Sapsucker.  The holes they drill are 
never deep-just beyond the bark and are always in rows, one right after the other.  
In extreme cases when they are feeding heavily on a tree, these rows will form a 
square or rectangular shaped area.  Sapsuckers drill holes and wound trees so 
they can "drink" the sap. These wound sites then attract insects which the 
sapsuckers also eat…a clever little bird!  I often see sapsuckers feed on apple, 
sugar maple, and the "hardwood" pines, but I have seen them do a number on 
mature beech trees as well.  Usually, there isn't a need to take any action to 
prevent them from feeding, unless they are completely circling or "girdling" an 
area.  When trees are damaged to that degree, food and water cannot travel 
through the girdled areas and some dieback will occur.  In these cases, I wrap a 
piece of burlap, metal screening, or any breathable material around the damaged 
area until the sapsuckers lose interest and move on.  Once you know you have the 
situation under control, don't forget to remove the wrappings. Never use sticky 
traps or risk harm to the birds to prevent them from feeding on a tree.  Also, do 
not girdle your tree with an old line or wire because that is worse than any 
damage a yellow-bellied sapsucker could do.   
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