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A lot has changed in the 15 years since sudden oak death began killing trees in Monterey County.

Scientists have been able to track the disease and have learned how it spreads. Now, they are calling for residents to join the fight.

"It's a very aggressive disease," said UC Berkeley forest pathologist Matteo Garbelotto. "If it has just appeared in your area, you can help prevent its spread. But once an oak is infected, you basically can do nothing to save it."

Sudden oak death is a fungal pathogen that began killing California oaks in the mid-1990s. Big Sur was among the first areas where the disease appeared. Oak trees in the area have been decimated.

Infected bay trees, which carry the disease but don't die from it, are the first sign of sudden oak death in an area. To help stop the spread of the disease, Garbelotto has organized "SOD blitzes," an annual weekend event developed during the past three years that recruits locals to collect bay tree leaves.

Participants mark where the samples were taken and send them in to Garbelotto's lab for testing. After looking for signs of the pathogen's DNA, the researchers publish maps showing where infected trees are located, imposed over Google satellite maps.

The results of this spring's blitz were published Monday. The maps show the disease has spread along the Peninsula, is expanding in Marin and Sonoma County, and was recorded for the first time near Carmel Valley Village.

"It could be very bad in this area," said Garbelotto. "People's houses are surrounded by trees. Some have built their homes around them. Beyond the reduced property values and increased fire risk, people love their trees."

Sudden oak death causes trees to become dry and brittle. They can collapse, causing building damage and increasing fire risk. Squirrels and birds have less to eat when acorns disappear. Many mushrooms live in symbiosis with oaks and need them to grow.

"We've lost five oaks on our own property and it's been devastating," said Sue Welch, a resident of Los Altos Hills. Welch, a member of the Los Altos Hills Open Space Committee, has helped organized SOD blitzes in her area since 2008.

"Participating is a great time. I enjoy scrambling around the hills, taking samples. I've even learned how to use a GPS," she said. "You get to participate in real scientific research and contribute to what we know about the disease."

Prevention is the only way to save oaks, said Garbelotto. People usually don't act until their trees are infected.

"And then it's too late," he said.

Garbelotto suggests avoiding heavy yard work or moving soil when the ground is wet in the spring wet soil is a requirement for transmission and infection. Keep infected wood on your property, he said. Moving the wood will move the disease.

Agri-Fos, a fungicide, should be applied. Removing bay trees from around your oaks further reduces the risk of infection, as does applying a fresh, fine, commercial-grade compost to the base of the trunk.

Several times a year, Garbelotto runs workshops at his Berkeley lab on treating trees for sudden oak death. Upcoming dates include Oct.20 and Nov. 3. The workshops are free, but registration is required. Each session is limited to 20 people. Call 510-847-5482 or e-mail kpalmieri@berkeley.edu .

Danielle Venton can be reached at 646-4358 or dventon@montereyherald.com .

Sudden oak death
· Sudden oak death is a fungal pathogen that was discovered in 1995.
· The disease causes the trees to become dry and brittle and eventually collapse.
· The disease can be transmitted through wet soil.
· For maps showing infected areas, see matteolab.org .

