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	Title: Compatible Plants for Oak Trees 
	Author: by Susan Merrill, UC Master Gardener
	Page 1: Oak trees are one of the real treasures of the Central Valley. What makes them so special and what can we do to keep them healthy?We live in the heart of the once vast Valley Oak riparian forest. When the first pioneers arrived, valley oaks (Quercus lobata) covered a 400 square mile area. Many trees were cut down for lumber and to clear the land for agriculture. Today these giant trees flourish along the Kaweah, Tule, and Kings Rivers and the creeks and waterways that meander through our towns and countryside. In addition to the valley oak, other species are also native to this area. The interior live oak is distributed extensively throughout our foothills, the canyon live oak is along the foothill stream beds, the blue oak has populations in the Springville area, the black oak is at the higher mountain elevations and the scrub oak is plentiful in all the foothills. There are also a multitude of other tree oaks, shrub oaks, and hybrid oaks that occur in the state. Valley Oaks are naturalized in stream areas that have rainfall in the winter and spring and then are dry for the duration of the hot valley summer. The valley oak stores a tremendous amount of water in its system during the winter months for use in the summer. When landscaping our yards and homes, we need to be aware of the natural habitat of these great wonders and try to be as "native" in our planting around the oaks as possible.There are two diseases to which oaks are particularly susceptible: crown rot and oak root fungus. These diseases are very serious to the tree's health and longevity and are caused by soilborne fungi, (Phytophthora species and Armillaria mellea, respectively). If you notice wilting, mushrooms or other fungus growth on or near the trunk, tree decline, or premature leaf drop, you may want to consult an expert. The best defense is to not let them start. The best prevention is not to have excess moisture, poor drainage, soil compaction or extensive soil displacem+ent near established oak trees.The area closest to the trunk (about 10 feet from the tree's base or root crown) should not have any plants or irrigation, as this is the "root disease critical zone" and is most crucial to the survival of the tree. Organic mulches should be used in this area to approximate the natural surrounding of the trees. 
	Page 2: Roots may actually grow 2 or 3 times beyond the drip line (the edge of foliage) and near the surface. Avoid injuring oak bark and roots or changing the soil conditions around the tree. Fertilization is not required for healthy oaks growing in undisturbed conditions. Once oaks are established, they seldom need supplemental irrigation to survive, but can benefit from one or two deep waterings during the long summer.Many of California's native plants are compatible in the oak environment and can be planted 10 feet or more away from the base of the tree, leaving the root disease critical zone clear. Why are our native plants compatible with oak trees? Because like oaks, they thrive without summer irrigation. Some of the various shrubs that are compatible for use under oaks are manzanitas, barberry, butterfly bush, ceanothus (wild lilac-there are various varieties), western redbud, forsythia, toyon, Oregon holly grape, plumbago, Salvia greggi (autumn sage), lilac and fremontodendron. This is only a partial list of some of the plants I enjoy. The book "Compatible Plants under and around Oaks" published by the California Oak Foundation, has an extensive list. So does the Master Gardener office.Groundcovers include cotoneaster, California strawberry, creeping mahonia (holly grape), rosemary, and sageleaf rock rose. Some perennials are artemisia, day lily, coral-bells, douglas and bearded iris, sea lavender, catmint, Mexican evening primrose, penstemon (beard tongue), matilija poppy, Mexican sage and California fuchsia. Annuals include California poppy, nigellia (love-in-a-mist), and nasturtiums.There are a wide variety of native bulbs, but I especially enjoy the non-natives alstroemeria, freesia, daffodils and crocuses. Some native ferns can also be planted such as the western sword fern. Bunch grasses grow under oaks in nature and are becoming more available in the nurseries. My favorite is fountain grass but I also enjoy the purple needlegrass.As you can see there are many options for all kinds of plant material under our beautiful oaks that will keep them healthy and still provide a beautiful landscape. So choose wisely, and happy planting.
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