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Amid California drought, fears rise of trees
dying, falling

July 31 2015, byChristine Armario

This Wednesday, July 29, 20135, file photo, shows a fallen 75-foot-tall, 75-year-
old pine tree in Pasadena, Calif. As Californians and the communities they live
in cut back water usage and let lawns go golden, arborists and state officials are
worrying about a potentially dangerous ripple effect. Nearby trees going

neglected and becoming diseased or dying. (Walt Mancini/Pasadena Star-News
via AP, File)

As Californians and the communities they live in cut back water use and
let lawns turn brown, arborists and state officials are worrying about a
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potentially dangerous ripple effect: Nearby urban trees going neglected
and becoming diseased or dying.

With cities ordered to reduce water use by 25 percent during the state's
four-year drought, many residents are turning off sprinklers—not
realizing that trees can be permanently damaged by a sudden reduction
in the amount of water they receive.

"You don't want to be cutting back the water to the trees," said Ruben
Green, an arborist with Evergreen Arborist Consultants in Los Angeles.
"The tree can't adjust."

Across the state, 12 million trees died over the past year due to lack of
water, according to the U.S. Forest Service. While the bulk of those
deaths occurred outside urban areas, conservationists and officials are
now focusing on cities, where mandated water reductions are becoming
visible in drying limbs and scorched leaves.

Fears that parched trees could pose a danger were heightened this week
when a 75-year-old, 75-foot-tall pine tree fell on a group of kids from a
camp at a Southern California children's museum, leaving a boy and girl
hospitalized with serious injuries. An independent arborist and another
from the city of Pasadena are conducting an investigation into the cause,
which has not been determined to be drought-related.

Green visited the site of Tuesday's tree collapse and said it appeared
unlikely the drought was to blame because the area around the tree
looked well irrigated and its root system appeared compromised—a sign
of rot, decay or injury, not necessarily the drought.

Still, the collapse highlighted concerns about the health of urban trees.

Los Angeles alone has more than 25 square miles of parks and about
350,000 trees.
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Green and other arborists said they have seen an increase in the number
of diseased trees in the city. As they get less water, they become more
prone to illness caused by pests. In addition to bark beetles, Green has
seen a newer pest drilling tunnels in the trunks of "dozens and dozens of
trees."

Arborists say the number of falling trees and limbs does not appear to
have risen in Los Angeles, but there are concerns that could be next.

"We're really right on the brink of starting to face more serious issues,"
said Cindy Blain, executive director of California ReLeaf, a nonprofit
network of urban and community foresting groups around the state.
"This is a critical time."

The University of California's Tree Failure Report program tracks trunk
and branch collapses across the state and has recorded a substantial
increase, from 2,587 incidents in 2010 to 5,776 as of May of this year.

Arborists also are worried that if a strong El Nino brings a wet California
winter, already distressed trees will collapse when a storm hits.

California Releaf has partnered with Save Our Water, a coalition of the
California Department of Water Resources and Association of
California Water Agencies, to launch a campaign informing residents
about proper tree care during the drought.

Blain said many of the people she's spoken with say they have forgotten
about their trees or gotten worried and began watering at the tree's base.
Trees should be watered from the edge of their canopy.

If a tree goes too long without enough water, it will become unable to

soak up the liquid at all.
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Like many Californians, Bruce Birkett has reduced lawn watering at his
childhood home in Los Angeles in response to the drought. Recently,
though, he's watched in grief as the giant cedar in the front yard became
brittle and brown.

"That was hard," he said, "watching this lovely tree looking poor."

© 2015 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.
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