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June 26, 2020  

Michael Davison  
Serrano Park Community Association  
24931 Calle Vecindad  
Lake Forest, CA  92630 Re:  

Brazil Pepper Street Trees  

Dear Mr. Davison:  

Thank you for meeting me and walking the Brazil peppers, on Paseo Sombra with me.  You are 
concerned that they may be reaching the end of their useful life span.  Also there have been some 
limb failures and, as we discussed, there may be some that are also at risk of trunk failure at the 
base.  

Project Streets: Paseo Sombra & Paseo 
Cipres  

< Project Area Map  

Background  
You informed me that these trees were 
installed nearly forty years ago, when the 
community was built out.  The parkway is 
about five feet in width.  So far, the details of 
past failures before or since your beginning on 
the landscape committee have not been 
provided to me.  Observations of past failure 
points on the trees I believe provides adequate 
information for this report.    

The main road of street trees is the primary  
focus of this report.  No formal observations of street trees on secondary streets was made.  
Those parkways appear to be even more narrow.  



6/26/2020  Brazil Pepper Street Trees  P a g e | 2  

ARBORGATE CONSULTING, INC.  
Arboriculture & Horticulture  

1131 Lucinda Way, Tustin, CA  92780 

Observations  
The Parkway is about five feet wide and many of the healthier trees have an above ground root 
flare that fills the space from sidewalk to curb.  There is a surprisingly low amount of sidewalk 
damage so far.  The underground portion of the roots is very dense tree-to-tree.  The smaller, 
stunted trees are usually between two healthier trees, indicating a lack of root space for all the 
trees.  In addition, the soil and turf have become slightly mounded up above the curb and 
sidewalk levels, which is at least partially due to the soil being displaced by roots.  

The lawn between trees is still in fair to good health, which combined with the slight mounding 
of the soil, resulting in more irrigation water runoff, indicates that the irrigation system is run 
frequently to meet the needs of the turf alone.  This contributes to shallow rooting of the trees.  

The foliage of the trees is of adequate to good in most cases.  The trees with smaller trunk 
diameters also tend to be sparse.  Brazil peppers are usually grown from seed, so there is more 
genetic variation.  Other than the stunted trees, foliage of most trees was of healthy color and 
density.  No signs of pest or disease was observed.  The small stunted trees do not appear to be in 
poor health due to pests, disease, or soil conditions.  The best explanation are root defects, root 
damage, decay, or crowding.  

The trunk diameter of these trees ranges from a little less than four inches to a little more than 
twenty-four inches.  I observed few recent replacement trees.  The smaller trees were stunted.  
Many of the smaller trees had one-sided root crowns, and or leaning trunks or dogleg trunks out 
over the street.  

The larger trees also had one-sided or damaged root crowns, and some were decayed from the 
combination of old lawn mower wounds and frequent irrigation spray against their root crowns. 
Such conditions should be expected to lead to decay.  This consultant is not aware of any past 
studies or testing to determine the amount or frequency of internal decay.  Nor was I supplied 
details of any whole tree failures resulting from basal decay.  

All the limb and branch failures that were observed were failures at the point of attachment. The 
quality of the pruning of the peppers is about average or slightly higher than average.  Crowding 
of codominant main limbs is a common defect, causing included bark between them.  
Codominant attachments are significantly weaker, and if there is included bark in any 
attachment, such attachments are even weaker.  One of the main purposes of pruning is to 
control such defects.    

While most of the foliage is concentrated in the outer layers, it is not specifically due to 
liontailing.  A reasonable and moderate amount of inner branching has been allowed to remain.  
On the other hand, crossing and rubbing branches in the inner part of the canopy is a common 
defect.  This defect did not appear to be the cause of failures, but it may in the near future.  

Trees leaning or weighted toward the street, that may fall into the street, are mostly smaller ones.  
This consultant was not requested to perform a risk assessment at any level.  Some general 
discussion regarding risk will follow in the Analysis chapter.  
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Photographic Documentation  

  
Five codominant limbs are attached at the same elevation.  Note included bark on the left.  

  
Surface roots run from curb to sidewalk.  Turf culture causes shallow rooting.  
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Note root damage and basal cavity.  Note limb failure at the attachment above.  

  
Note limb failure at the attachment above.  Note 1-sided roots and basal cavity.  
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Note included bark at right on trunk and above.  Hanging limbs can fall at any time.  

  
Note cavity, plus broken and dead root flare.  Remove trees like this now.  
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More than 50% or root crown is missing.  Circling roots and 1-sided root flare.   

  
More than 50% or root crown is missing.  Remove trees like this now.  
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Decayed base and trunk, plus included bark.  Remove trees like this now.  

Analysis  
Based on my observations, I believe nearly all the larger trees should be removed and replaced in 
the next five years.  The average urban tree in Los Angeles was reported to be 17 years.  An 
average suburban tree is supposed to last 25 years.  Most people can understand that trees 
growing in narrow parkways, with less than ideal care have shorter life spans.  These now are 
about 35 to 40 years old.  

Enough of the trees have defects that cannot be corrected without losing most all their aesthetic 
value.  Not all basal decay will be visible or have significant external symptoms.  There are 
enough visible indications combined with expected internal defects and decay that risk is an 
issue, especially noticing the speed that some drivers drive on Paseo Sombra.  While car drivers 
and passengers may survive an impact with one of the larger trees, a low sports car or 
motorcycle driver may not.  If they fell, some trees may land on the sidewalk and others may 
land in the street.  

A large part of the beauty of these trees is their uniformity looking down the street.  Spot 
replacements even with the same species will not keep up the uniform look.  In addition, the new 
trees will have serious competition from the surrounding established trees.    

A couple of the benefits of removing larger groups of trees is that all the existing roots can be 
replaced and the soil amended.  Also, root barriers cold be installed and the grade corrected so 
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that mulch could be applied and runoff reduced.  A new higher efficiency irrigation system could 
be installed and water use easily cut in half or better.  Spot replacements would not allow these 
benefits.   

Very few of the small trees are worth saving.  There shouldn’t be much resistance to removing 
them.  A few have symptoms of bacterial gall, so it would be best to sterilize any tools used in 
removing them before pruning any other trees, especially peppers.  However, this is not the time 
to replace them.  

A level 2 risk assessment would help rate different sections of the two streets to help decide what 
sections should have priority for removal.  If you have a budget for removing and replacing only 
20% of them, make a five-year plan to do so based on those with the highest risk getting first 
priority.  To get trees that meet good standards and have them every year when needed may 
require a contract grow.    

Recommendations  
Hire an ISA Tree Risk Assessment Qualified arborist to perform a level 2 risk assessment 
(according to American National Standards Institute (ANSI) A300, part 9) and compare different 
sections of trees along the road.  Each zone should be nearly equivalent to about 20% each of the 
overall list of street trees.  Prioritize so that the zone with the highest risk level is replaced first.  
Try to select entire blocks on one side or the other, so that entire parkways can be ripped to 
remove roots, amend soil and replace the present irrigation system.  

Remove all turf in the parkways.  Do not replant the turf in the next street tree plan.  Replace the 
turf with a wood chip mulch.  Tree chips from tree service chip trucks are suitable, unless them 
come from diseased trees or trees with aggressively sprouting seeds, e.g. Brazil peppers.  

Hire a professional irrigation designer to redesign the irrigation of the parkways for a drip or 
other efficient, reliable and durable irrigation system.  

Before planting the new trees, install a 30-inch deep root barrier along the entire edge of the 
sidewalks.  Be careful to keep the top edge of the barrier visible at the soil surface, but not above 
the sidewalk.  Using 60-80 mil moisture barrier is recommended.  It comes in long rolls to 
minimize the number of joints, and it doesn’t have vertical ridges to deflect roots down.  If roots 
are deflected down, they may eventually come up on the other side under the paving.  

Before selecting new trees have the soil tested in an independent agronomic lab.  At least two 
samples should be taken per every 100 yards on each side of the street.  Each sample site should 
have a sample from the top 12 inches and a sample from the next 12 inches down.  Amend the 
entire parkway according to soil lab recommendations.  

Work with a qualified arborist or horticulturist, such as this consultant, to prepare a list of 
suitable street trees for a five-foot wide parkway, your soils, and your climate zone.  Excurrent 
species or cultivars should be preferred.    
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High quality trees must be selected from and at the nursery.  Use Florida “Fancy” nursery 
standards to prepare a nursery contract grow arrangement to provide trees for every future phase. 
Verification of “Fancy” grade are to be determined at the time of delivery.  

Planting of the new trees must be controlled by American National Standards Institute (ANSI) 
A300, part 6, and staking controlled by ANSI A300, part 3.  

Please let me know if you have any questions.  

Respectfully submitted,  

 
Arborgate Consulting, Inc.  
Greg Applegate, ASCA, ASLA emeritus  
Registered Consulting Arborist #365  
ISA,  Tree Risk Assessment Qualified  
  
Attachment below, species profile.  



 

 

SCHINUS terebinthifolius  KamCards®  WIP 09/04/10  
SHY-nus  teh-reh-binth-ee-FOH-lee-us  Synonym:  None  Family:  Anacardiaceae  
Gk Mastic tree, Gk the turpentine tree, L a leaf  Origin:  Southern Brazil, Paraguay, Venezuela to northern Argentina  
Common Name:  Brazilian Pepper, Christmas Berry, Aroeria, Brazilian Mastic, Wilelaiki  Species in Genus:  28  
WHAT IT WILL BECOME  

Height:  15-40'  Habit:  Round-headed, Umbrella, Horizontal  Texture:  Medium-fine  Density:  Medium  
Width:  15-50'  Spacing:  12-15'  Planting Depth:  _-_'  Growth:  Moderate to Fast  
Leaf:  Evergreen, alternate, 4-8" odd-pinnately compound, 5-15 elliptical, obovate to oblong-lanceolate, ½-4 x ½-1½" 
sessile leaflets, toothed or entire margin, pointed tip, rounded base, prominent midrib, winged rachis, leathery, smooth, 
glossy, bronzy juvenile growth, matures dark green above, paler below, variable color and habit, scented when crushed. 
Flower:  Dioecious, creamy white to chartreuse, male and female blooms, inconspicuous, dense ¾-5" terminal or axillary 
pendent panicles, in fall and spring.  
Fruit:  Green ⅛-¼" drupes, mature pink to red, glossy, 2-3" compact panicles, red pulp, 1-seeded, persist, in fall-winter.  
Bark:  Gray-brown, smooth, matures rough, scaly, furrowed, resinous, curved, single or multi-trunked, 2-3' + diameter. 
interwoven stiff, erect to spreading upper branches, pendulous branchlets, roots sprout, hard to eradicate, resists rot. 
Special Maintenance:  Properly stake in youth.  Prune in spring for a strong central leader and traffic clearance, remove 
long limbs that can break in windy conditions.  Don’t over water, which causes heavy growth and weak branches to trim 
out.  Wear protection when working on this plant.  Pick up litter.  
WHERE IT WILL GROW  

Sunset Zones:  15-17, 19-27, H1-H2  Seacoast Zones:  2-3  MPA:  6-10'  Sun/Shade:  ☼, ☼  
WUCOLS:  M-M-M-M-/-M, •, o  PDR:  Deer, scale, Oak root rot, root rot, powdery mildew, Verticillium wilt.  
Firescape Zones:  Retardant  USDA:  9-11  Hardy:  Down to 20-25°F  Altitude:  From sea level-3,000'  
Culture:  Any moist to dry, well-drained soil, slightly acidic-very alkaline.  Tolerant of smog, dust, smoke, heat, cold, 
inland salinity, poor soil, drought or wet.  Shelter from cold and strong winds in zones 13-14.  
WHY USE IT  
Usage:  Shade, patio, garden, highway, specimen, hedge, screen, lawn, golf course, windbreak, erosion control, container, 
ornamental, honey production, floral arrangement, attracts birds, bees and mammals.  
Notes:  Authored by Giuseppe Raddi.  Moderately lived for 20-40 years.  Average rooting system.  Can inhibit other plants.  
Water infrequently and deeply to encourage deep rooting.  Select a tree with lush foliage and female if fruit is wanted.  
Form varies from seed.  All parts are slightly poisonous, avoid sap that can cause severe dermatitis, berries in quantity can 
cause gastric distress and pollen or foliage can cause allergic reactions.  Pest status in Florida’s unique areas.  

Overall, downtown Los Angeles, CA  Leaves new and old  
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