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SHAKING THE TREES 

by Annette Stark 
Fearing an outbreak of Sudden Oak Death, a tree-killer which has raged through coastal Northern California in recent years, wiping out majestic trees in its path, four states – Florida, West Virginia, Kentucky, and Louisiana – have now completely banned the import of California-grown plants; another 11 have partial bans. The battle over a cure to the disease – first reported in a March 4 CityBeat cover story – suddenly exploded into nationwide panic when the fungus believed by some to cause SOD, Phytophthora ramorum, turned up in two Southern California nurseries. And not just in trees, but also in ornamental plants like Camellias. 

Oregon and Washington State then instituted 90-day emergency quarantines against 59 species of California plants, and others followed suit. Previously, SOD appeared to have been confined to 12 quarantined Northern California counties. 

Now Don Dillon Jr., board chairman of the California Association of Nursery and Garden Centers, is urging scientists to recognize that California’s $3 billion wholesale nursery industry and 169,000 jobs are at stake. “Comments made by researchers – like when they found it on a wild rose in Sonoma, leading to the inference that all roses are at risk of spreading this disease – are ridiculous,” he says. “It’s like saying all human beings have the potential of getting SARS; therefore all human beings should stop traveling.” 

The Sonoma rose findings involved a wood rose that was artificially inoculated with the fungus in a Berkeley lab. The announcement fueled the controversy about what exactly causes Sudden Oak Death and how it can be controlled and cured. P. ramorum fungus is widely accepted as the primary cause of SOD, but there is a growing debate as to what needs to happen next. 

On Friday, the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) finally issued rules regarding the 12 quarantined counties, as the California nursery industry heaved a collective sigh of relief. The rules, say state nursery spokespeople, preempt individual states from issuing their own quarantines that go beyond federal regulations. “From our point of view, the USDA’s rules are a legally binding quarantine for those 12 counties where SOD is widespread,” says Dillon. “We’ve been obeying it, burning and destroying plants. But by failing to act, the USDA was saying that the states could make up their own rules.” 

“I don’t want to point fingers, but there’s been a lot of over-dramatized statements,” says UC Davis professor Dr. Michael Coffey. “Now, it’s discovered on one wild rose. Big deal. I can collect three hundred species, inject them in the lab, and I guarantee that I will find more hosts. In my opinion, it’s irresponsible.” 

Coffey joined the staff at UC Riverside in 1981, in what was then one of the state’s most prestigious programs to study P. ramorum. He did early work on avocado root rot and the P. cinnamomi fungus that nearly destroyed that industry. Coffey concluded that there is no distinction between any of these fungi. 

He also insists that SOD is worldwide. “I predicted we would find it all over Southern California. It’s all over the world. When they found it in 300 nurseries in the U.K., I said, ‘Don’t you realize it’s all over the goddamned British Isles?’” 

Disputing the idea that P. ramorum is the primary cause of SOD, some scientists question Berkeley’s research. “Even if you take the strictest definition of SOD – the Phytophthora pathogen – there are still problems, the most serious one being that the mosses were not controlled-for in their test,” says Dr. Lee Klinger, who holds numerous MAs and Ph.Ds from the University of Colorado and has been independently studying worldwide tree decline since the mid-’80s. Klinger, who built his career on studying mosses, first published their effect on tree roots in 1991, and maintains that mosses might be killing the oaks. 

Additionally, Klinger believes that only trees with SOD are being studied. “If the tree doesn’t have SOD, they’re not studying them. [But] most of the trees that are dying have no sign of Phytophthora.” 

As reported in CityBeat, Marin County botanist Ralph Zingaro has been treating trees, and reportedly curing them, by adjusting acidic soils with phosphates. He says the fungus is only opportunistic, and environmental causes are dominant. 

“It’s real easy to be on the outside and tossing around ideas, but are you willing to tell the people in North Carolina that P. ramorum isn’t a problem?” says UC Davis’s Dr. David Rizzo, who first isolated P. ramorum with UC Berkley scientist Dr. Matteo Garbelotto, and now credits Zingaro as the first to notice the disease in 1994. “As a person who cares deeply about our forests, I couldn’t do that in good conscience. I’m always open to other ideas, including soil acidification and re-mineralization. But, we’ve looked at hundreds of soil samples and haven’t found it. The trees are dying from the top down.” 

Also shrouded in controversy is the one lone SOD treatment currently available, the phosphonite fungicide Agri-Fos – the stuff Zingaro was using – which was first announced in the press as something of a cure. “We’re just surprised that there hasn’t been a run to buy the product,” says Bill Stringfellow, North American vice president for Agrichem, manufacturers of Agri-Fos. He notes that six months ago, the information was that Agri-Fos was highly effective against the disease. “When Berkeley first did the research, they said it was effective [as a cure]. Now, all they’ll say is that it’s a prevention.” 

About the product, Rizzo says: “It’s best for trees that haven’t been infected yet. It only works if applied before the pathogen arrives. If we do, will it affect the ecosystem?” 

“It’s less toxic than aspirin,” Stringfellow argues, indicating that the treatment has proved to be very efficacious without a single complaint for non-performance. Currently, one of its biggest, most satisfied users is director George Lucas’s Skywalker Ranch. 

“The only way it can hurt you is if you trip on the container,” Zingaro adds. 

“The SOD effort is great big pork barrel project for the SOD task force and the USDA, which is getting huge government funds to cut down trees,” Stringfellow argues. “So, this is job security, a retirement fund that’s worth millions of dollars.” 

At Cornell University in Ithaca, New York, experiments that treat tree decline with minerals, such as calcium, are ongoing. “Re-mineralizing the soil is the clear solution, which I came up with in the laboratory years ago,” Klinger says. “This is what the Native Americans have been doing for thousands of years. When you travel, you see that trees are whitewashed all over the world – in the tropics, China, India – and that’s how they heal. Using ground-up seashells, lime, we’re seeing recoveries in less than a year.” 

“We’ve been trying to develop disease-resistant plants,” says Rizzo. “But oaks are a heck of a lot more complicated than avocado. Oaks in the wild are so genetically diverse. Thankfully, we determined that some oaks develop resistance. The question is how can we use that in a practical sense? 

“We’re not avoiding other issues,” he concludes. “Because SOD doesn’t occur in a vacuum. Oaks were dying before SOD, and that’s where the validity is in what Lee and Ralph are saying. We’re not ignoring them, but they can’t ignore our work either.”
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