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Forest Health Conditions in the Vicinity of Wrightwood, CA

Preliminary Report, June 1, 2003

Laura Merrill, Forest Health Protection


On May 22, 2003, I visited some areas of the Angeles National Forest in the vicinity of Wrightwood, CA, with Rich Borden (Resources, Angeles National Forest) and Andrinae Hudson (Biological Technician, Forest Health Protection, San Bernardino National Forest).  There was some concern that Wrightwood could experience tree mortality and fire danger comparable to the communities around Lake Arrowhead.  In addition, the Forest was interested in the use of pesticides to prevent bark beetle attacks on specimen trees by the Big Pine Station.


In general mortality was low on National Forest System lands outside of Wrightwood.  This was particularly true of areas within the Narrows Fire of several years ago.  A dead Jeffrey pine at Grassy Hollow Visitor Center had been killed by Jeffrey pine beetles.  Two recently killed Jeffrey pines were examined at the Big Pine Station.  One was ca. 18 inches in diameter and was currently infested with nearly mature larvae of the California flatheaded borer.  The other was 43 inches in diameter, and no insect pests were found in the lower bole.  No pitch tubes were observed on the bole of this tree. It seemed likely that this tree had also been killed by the California flatheaded borer, probably in combination with Ips sp.   


We drove through Wrightwood and found one recently dead tree growing next to the road.  It was not infested with the Jeffrey pine beetle.  We observed, but did not visit, some dead Jeffrey pines on undeveloped private land above Wrightwood.  


The Jeffrey pine beetle, Dendroctonus jeffreyi, is a serious pest of Jeffrey pine.  When D. jeffreyi populations are high this insect can aggressively kill stands of Jeffrey pine.  This species is known to occur in Wrightwood.  On this visit I did not find any in or around Wrightwood.  This is similar to a visit I made to Wrightwood with a CDF “bug crew” in July, 2000.  I was attempting to collect Jeffrey pine beetles, but of the trees felled by CDF that day, I only found one pair of the beetles.   It appears that Jeffrey pine beetle populations have been low in Wrightwood for some time.


The California flatheaded borer, Melanophila californica, can kill seriously weakened pines, often in conjunction with engraver beetles, Ips spp.  It is unusual for either species to colonize vigorously growing trees.  M. californica  eggs are laid in clusters in bark crevices of host trees.  Upon hatching the larvae tunnel into the phloem where they may feed for a few months to 4 years without causing much damage to the tree.  If the tree is sufficiently weakened, the larvae pass into a rapidly growing stage and kill the cambium.  


Ips spp. usually attack broken limbs and logging slash.  They can successfully attack the tops and limbs of drought or disease weakened mature pines. 

Conclusions and talking points:

Is Wrightwood like Lake Arrowhead?

Differences:

· Composite, rather than wood, shingles used as roofing in Wrightwood

· Good escape routes out of town

· Arrowhead has ponderosa and Coulter pines, the hosts of the Western pine beetle (a rapidly breeding and aggressive pest); and sugar pine (along with ponderosa, is a host of the mountain pine beetle, whose populations are currently high).  Wrightwood only has Jeffrey pine, and it’s only aggressive pest is not present in significant numbers at this time.  Note: there is also singleleaf pinyon in the vicinity of Wrightwood, but it’s primary bark beetle pest is Ips confusus, a much less aggressive species.)

· Tree mortality in Wrightwood is currently very low.

· Much of the NFS lands in the vicinity of Wrightwood have burned in recent years, and as a consequence, stocking levels are generally not excessive and tree mortality is low.

· The San Gabriels have not experienced as severe a drought as the San Bernardinos have.

Similarities:

· Trees on private land in Wrightwood are mostly overstocked, as were the forests within the San Bernardino Mt. communities prior to the recent mortality.  This overstocking puts trees at risk to attack by bark beetles and the California flatheaded borer.

· Vegetation is sufficiently dense and close to residences to present a real fire hazard.  

What actions can Wrightwood community residents take to make their forest more drought and insect resistant, and more fire safe?

· Clear vegetation away from structures, as recommended by USDA Forest Service and CDF.

· Keep high water use plants (such as nonnative annual flowers and lawn grasses) away from the roots of native pines.  If that is not possible, at least maintain a cleared space inside the dripline of the native trees.  Consider landscaping with native annuals and perennials.

· Thin native pines to maintain a low stocking level.

· Treat all freshly cut conifer stumps with a thin layer of Sporax (see flyer).

· Prune out dwarf mistletoe brooms to improve the health of individual trees.

· Have emergency evacuation plans.

Should the ANF treat pines around Big Pine Station with pesticides to prevent bark beetle attack?

Pesticide treatment should be considered a temporary treatment to help a tree survive for a limited time until stress (construction damage, drought, etc.) can be relieved.  Normally such treatment is applied to the bole of the tree to prevent attack by Dendroctonus spp.  Mortality at Big Pines is associated with California flatheaded borer, a species against which pesticide treatment is unlikely to succeed.  At this time it does not appear that there would be any significant benefit to be derived from treating trees at Big Pine with pesticides.

