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California Conservation Corp. sawyer Christian Echevarria, left, clears away oak trees killed by Sudden Oak Death (SOD) at Jack London State Park in
Glen Ellen. At right is his supervisor Daniel White. (Kent Porter / Press Democrat, file)
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Prolonged drought curbed the spread of sudden oak death in parts of
Sonoma County and 12 other counties near the coast, but some locales —
including west Sonoma County — remained hot spots for the disease that
has ravaged the region’s woodlands since 1995.

A relatively arid spring deprived the sudden oak death pathogen of the
wet winds it typically rides from host bay laurel trees to vulnerable
species of oaks and tanoaks, enabling landowners to pinpoint and
possibly eliminate the most persistent sources of the infection.

“If we had one more year of drought it would really be ideal,” said Matteo
Garbelotto of the UC Berkeley Forest Pathology and Mycology Lab.

Garbelotto is not hoping for more drought, but he said the evidence is
clear that sudden oak death infection rates dropped during both of the
two multi-year drought cycles between 2008 and 2014.

In some cases, infected bay trees returned to health “because the
pathogen dies,” he said.

Results of the seventh annual Sudden Oak Death Blitz organized by the
UC Berkeley lab found both extremes in Sonoma County, where the
disease has infested more than 105,000 acres.
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In the Cloverdale area, where a new outbreak was confirmed last year,
none of the 13 bay trees sampled had the disease this year, dropping from
an 11.5 percent infection rate. “I would say it is there but we just didn’t
find it,” Garbelotto said, noting the small number of samples.

East of Highway 101, the rate dropped slightly, from 26 percent last year
to 23.3 percent of the 305 trees sampled in the blitz, conducted April 19-
20 in Sonoma County.

West of the freeway, primarily in the hills from Sebastopol to the coast,
the infection rate hit 33.1 percent this year, up from 18.3 percent in 2013.

More than 500 volunteers participated in the blitz, collecting leaves from
2,125 trees in 13 counties, with an overall infection rate of 15.2 percent, 3
percent lower than last year.
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