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DEAD OR DYING LIVE OAKS

By Todd L. Cutting, Master Gardener

The eighteen month, 100 year drought of 2008/2009 is over but the long term effects on the live oak trees, Quercus virginiana, are yet to be determined.  Aransas and San Patricio counties are at the extreme southwestern limit of the natural range of live oaks.  This suggests that they are borderline adapted to the area under the best of climatic conditions.  When the environment acts up with an extended drought, the live oaks are really challenged to survive.  Extreme heat, cold and flooding are other natural factors that stress live oaks.  Any factor, natural or man-made, that reduces leaf or root area increases stress on the entire tree which then increases the likelihood of disease.

The drought that ended last summer provided extreme stress to our live oaks. Couple this with the flooding rains that ended the drought and the record breaking heat of last summer and the freezing nights last winter and the stress factors increase dramatically.  There are the man-made stresses of construction injury, streets, lawns, land clearing, buildings and parking lots.

All of these stresses, combined, have created an epidemic of Hypoxylon canker in our live oak urban forest.  This fungus known as Biscogniauxia (Hypoxylon) atropunctatum is an opportunistic pathogen.  It is present in the sapwood of almost all healthy, vigorous live oak trees.  Resistance mechanisms in healthy trees keep it from growing.  But when the tree is stressed, and has reduced carbohydrate and water levels in the tissue, Hypoxylon grows with a vengeance.

The symptoms of Hypoxylon canker, in progression, are:

· Yellowing to brown leaves that turn suddenly, hang for 2 to 3 weeks and drop;

· Small new leaves, and reduced twig growth, less than 3 inches per year;

· Thinning canopy;

· Dead limbs and branches;

· Water sprouts on trunks and large limbs;

· Dieback of feeder roots;

· Sapwood in the cankered area becoming white and stringy.

As these symptoms proceed and reach the sapwood phase, the outer bark will crack, loosen, and fall off exposing the fungus.  The signs of the fungus occur in three stages:

· Early stage, light to dark reddish brown to olive green colored crusty fungal tissue.  This needs space so it forces the bark off.

· Mid stage, a gray surfaced area that eventually flakes off to reveal a dark brown to black, dried tar, crusty material.

· Late stage, large discolored strips on the trunk and major limbs.

· As these stages progress, large limbs or the entire tree will die with a loss of structural integrity of the wood.

Loss of structural integrity means that these large limbs and trees are a danger to people and property, depending on location, and should be removed promptly.  Trees with 15% or less of the canopy affected should have all dead wood removed.  This is best done in the months of November to January to prevent spread of oak wilt.  If more than 15% of the canopy is affected, the tree should be considered for removal, depending upon its landscape value.

Since all live oaks in the Coastal Bend are already infected with Biscogniauxia atropunctatum, additional inoculation from infected trees is irrelevant.  Removed trees can be composted or used for firewood.  Firewood from infected trees should not be stored near live trees unless covered securely with plastic.

We are currently dealing with Hypoxylon canker epidemic brought on by drought and exacerbated by other factors.  Many trees, especially in landscape situations, may have received enough irrigation during the drought to not have stressed severely.  These trees can be further relieved of stress by “vertical mulching”.  This procedure is described in detail in factsheet, Part 3, “Managing Hypoxylon Canker”.  It involves drilling 2 to 3 inch diameter holes, 18 to 24 inches deep in a pattern under the entire drip zone of the tree and beyond to double the size of the dripline.  These holes are filled with pea gravel.  The idea is to aerate the root zone of the tree and to allow deeper penetration of irrigation water and also to provide more rapid drainage.  All of this increases root growth, uptake of water and nutrients, and better carbohydrate and water levels in the wood and leaves.

Further descriptions and pictures of Hypoxylon canker can be found at http://texasforestservice.tamu.edu/main/article.aspx?id=1262&terms=hypoxylon  or go to the TAMU AgriLife Extension Plant Pathology site to find three fact sheets about Hypoxylon canker: http://plantclinic.tamu.edu/page.asp?o=tamu&s=TPDDL&p=Factsheet
Texas AgriLife Extension - Aransas County office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu, and is located at 611 E Mimosa, Rockport.  For more local gardening news, visit the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener website www.aspmastergardeners.org. AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin. 
