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Memo
To: Mayor and Council

From: Lesley Riddle, Director of Public Works

CC: Tracey Douglas, City Administrator

Date: November 14, 2019

Re: Tree Canopy Report

The Mid-Atlantic has many species of oak tree that are native to our urban, suburban, rural and forested 
region. Quercus Alba, white oak, is a prevalent species in Prince George’s County and throughout 
Maryland. This tree and other native oaks have a high ecological value, supporting over 600 species of 
insects, and multiple native bird species. Unfortunately, there has been a significant decline in white oak 
and other oak species over the past several years. Specifically, this year we have lost many white oaks 
due to a rapid decline in heath. It appears that the trees have leafed out in spring, with no overt 
symptoms of disease. In late August and early September after three months of little to no rain, specific 
trees began to show signs of dieback in large scaffold limbs, with apparent dieback of the entire upper 
canopy in 10 to 14 days of the first symptoms. The loss of trees in not just localized to Hyattsville but is 
present regionally. 

In late August, staff conducted an inspection of trees in surrounding municipalities and found significant 
evidence of this systematic stress in urban trees throughout the region. Staff also included inspection of 
larger tracts of wooded areas, which included North Woods and Buddy Attick Park in the City of 
Greenbelt, Greenbelt National Park, and Patuxent Wildlife Refuge in Laurel. It appears, but is not 
documented, that in more contiguous stands of trees with more established ecology the dieback of white 
oak and other native oak species is minimal if present at all. 

Initially the prognosis of this decline and death of oaks was attributed to biotic sources such as 
Phytophthora ramorum (sudden oak death), Armillaria mellea (root rot), and Ambrosia beetle. The 
current prognosis relates all these biotic sources as only secondary symptoms, and not the original 
reason for the significant decline and death of these trees. The diagnosis currently suggests that the main 
cause of death is abiotic, which is a physical insult to these trees, and generally caused by drastic changes 
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in weather. The University of Maryland published a report this fall with an overall assessment that 
supports this diagnosis. The report also concludes that there are still many unanswered questions and 
their research is ongoing. The report suggests that as our oak trees begin to enter dormancy, deep but 
infrequent watering within the trees’ root zone could be beneficial.  

In conclusion: changes in our weather pattern (such as historic amounts of rain, record heat or cold and 
drought) can all have a negative effect on our native species. City staff has and will continue to research 
alternate tree species that can withstand climate fluctuation. As we replant and plan the maintenance 
and enhancement of our City tree canopy it is critical that we make sustainable planning decisions for 
our parks, right of ways and greenspaces.


