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Class One Arboriculture 
1061 Jedburgh St 
Glendora, CA 91740 
(818) 495-5344 

 
 
October 6, 2014 
 
**Redacted** 
 
Per your request, I have prepared a report discussing the cause of loss for the trees at 
**Redacted**. I have determined the cause of loss to be deliberate herbicide application. 
 
Subject Tree Background 
 
Subject trees are located on a hillside planting, separating the back yards of single-family 
residences in an HOA in **Redacted**. The houses along **Redacted**have back yards that 
face the ocean, and the houses along **Redacted**have back yards that face east (uphill). The 
entire neighborhood has a prominent view of the ocean.  
 
The hillside slope is west-facing, and there is an access path on the uphill side of the planting. 
Eight of the subject trees are Monterey Pines, and two are Guava. 
The reported date of loss was August, 18, 2014. 
 
Site Observations 
 
On Friday, September 19th, 2014, I met with **Redacted**, homeowner, and **Redacted** of 
**Redacted**. They showed me the affected area and answered questions about the care of the 
site. 
 
I observed a characteristic pattern of dead ground cover around the base of all but one of the 
affected Pine trees, pictured on the map in Appendix B. Although there were multiple species 
affected, the pattern of dead ground cover tended to center around the Pine trees only. One of the 
affected guava trees was immediately adjacent to an affected Pine, and another was immediately 
adjacent to an affected area of ground cover. 
 
Several of the affected pine trees had completely browned out. Several of the pine trees had 
brown needles on the eastern (uphill) side of the canopy with live needles on the western side of 
the canopy only. I carefully scraped away bark on a small observable section of the affected trees 
and revealed living cambium tissue. All but one of the subject trees had some form of living 
tissue, even if the foliage had completely browned out. 
 
I observed the irrigation system. It was functioning normally, and there was an even distribution 
of irrigation water over the entire hillside planting. Scott and Ahmad told me that the gas and 
sewer lines ran from the houses to the street, so there were no gas or sewer lines beneath the 
hillside planting. They also told me that shortly after the loss, they sent soil samples to a lab to 
test for the presence of pathogens; these tests detected no soil pathogens.  
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Some of the houses around the affected areas had pools, but there was no correlation with 
proximity of pool and dead ground cover. 
 
Lab Testing and Analysis 
 
Soil samples were taken from an unaffected area on the hillside and from one of the affected 
regions. Each of these samples was analyzed for fertility, pH, and the presence of herbicides and 
gasoline. Additionally, one tissue sample was taken from each of the two affected species. This 
tissue sample was analyzed for elemental toxicity. Lab results are shown in Appendix C. 
 
The soil tested positive for the presence of Glyphosate and Triclopyr, two common landscape 
herbicides. The contaminated soil also contained toxic levels of Boron, an element that can be 
used in conjunction with Glyphosate to increase the effectiveness of the herbicide mix. 
 
The tissue sample from an affected pine tree showed toxic levels of Boron as well. The tissue 
sample of the Guava did not show high levels of any element. 
 
There was no significant Chloride or gasoline present in any of the samples. 
The pH of the contaminated soil was strongly acidic when compared to a more neutral pH in the 
clean soil. 
 
Discussion 
 
The two most compelling observations were the presence of herbicides and the pattern of dead 
plant material.  
 
Two common herbicides Glyphosate and Triclopyr were found in concentrations well above the 
detectable limit. This is especially compelling because they have a field half-life of about 45 
days and the samples were taken more than a month after the declared date of loss. Since these 
two herbicides degrade in soil rapidly, it is highly unlikely that the detectable amounts were 
residue from an unrelated application. 
Glyphosate and Triclopyr are sometimes mixed together to increase effectiveness, as shown on 
the example herbicide label in Appendix D. I have only attached this label as supporting 
evidence that the two herbicides can be mixed to increase effectiveness against pine species; I 
am not concluding that this specific brand of product was used. 
 
The dead ground cover areas were nearly always centered on the affected Monterey Pines. The 
dead tissue tended to be on the eastern (uphill) side of the affected areas, as if the herbicide was 
spray-applied from the access path. The Myoporum ground cover had a very distinct division 
between living and dead tissue, and there was healthy tissue found on the same shoots as the 
completely dead tissue. This shows that the herbicide was neither poured into the soil nor 
emanated from the ground. It was only sprayed on the foliage of the trees and the ground cover. 
If herbicides had killed enough roots to cause the observed amount of ground cover to die, then 
the entire shoots would have been dead. 
 
This same localized pattern of dead material was found on Asset 5, a Guava tree. There was a 
small pattern of dead material on the upper portion of the canopy immediately adjacent to the 
larger spray area around Asset 6. This suggests that Asset 5 was a collaterally damaged tree and 
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not one of the targeted trees in the spray application. Asset 4 was a Guava tree that was 
immediately adjacent to Asset 3, a pine. It was close enough to the affected pine that residual 
spray could kill it. By considering Assets 3 and 4 to be collaterally damaged trees, then the 
targeted trees were all one species: Pinus radiata. 
 
The species of targeted tree is significant in determining a motive for vandalism. Pinus radiata 
was the only species in the hillside planting that will eventually grow to a significant height. The 
guava trees and bottlebrush trees typically crown out at heights of around 20 feet at maturity, but 
Monterey pines can reach heights of 80-100 feet in 30-40 years. This community is highly 
valued for its views of the ocean, as reflected by the real estate values. If these trees were to 
reach maturity, they could block the view, detracting from the value of the adjacent properties. It 
is likely that the motivation for spraying these trees was to ensure that the views from the houses 
along **Redacted** did not lose their views of the ocean. 
 
The toxic levels of Boron in the contaminated soil relative to the clean soil indicate that Boron 
was mixed with the herbicides to increase its effectiveness. The extremely low pH of the 
contaminated soil is consistent with the herbicide hypothesis because Glyphosate tightly adsorbs 
to soil particles, displacing other minerals and thus lowering the pH. 
 
The foliage sample from Asset 6 showed toxic levels of Boron which is also consistent with the 
spray-application hypothesis. The foliage sample from Asset 5 did not show high levels of 
Boron, but that is likely because the sample was taken from the interface between living and 
dead tissue and not from the dead tips. It is likely that if another sample were taken of the dead 
tips of the affected Guava tree, it too would show toxic levels of Boron. 
 
The observation of live cambium tissue is consistent with the spray-herbicide hypothesis. 
Glyphosate and Triclopyr affect leaves and needles primarily. Upon contact, the outer foliage 
died. However, the inner cambium was not directly exposed to the herbicides. It will remain 
alive until the absence of photosynthesis in the canopy eventually leads to the cessation of life 
processes. 
 
Other possible causes of loss were considered but ultimately rejected: 

- Climate and Weather: Since the damage was localized to this one hillside planting within 
a much larger homogenous HOA planting, effects of climate, weather, and sunlight 
exposure could be eliminated. There were identical, healthy trees on comparable planting 
sites just a short distance away from the affected areas. 

- Contamination from Pool Water: In planting areas near pools, sometimes chlorinated 
pool water can spill into the soil, causing a Chloride toxicity that kills the plants. This 
was ruled out by examining the Myoporum ground cover. If the Myoporum had been 
killed by its roots, then the entire shoots would have died. Furthermore, some affected 
areas were not near pools. 

- Contamination from Gas: Gas and sewer lines did not run through the area, so leaks in 
those lines were ruled out. Furthermore, soil tests confirmed that there was no gasoline 
deliberately applied. 

- Soil Pathogens: The soil tests conducted by the landscape company Artistic Maintenance 
showed no pathogens present. 

- Problems with Irrigation: All of the irrigation lines were connected to the same source of 
potable water. Since all of the unaffected areas were irrigated with the same water, there 
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was no contamination in the irrigation water. All of the sprinklers were functioning well, 
so there was no localized issue with irrigation either. 

 
Correctional Treatment 
 
Although Glyphosate and Triclopyr have relatively short half-lives, Boron is extremely immobile 
in soil. Therefore it will be difficult to mitigate the presence of Boron and its residual toxic 
effects on the Assets. Left alone, the trees with affected soil that are still alive will likely die 
completely within the next year or two. 
 
If the trees are replaced, the contaminated soil should be replaced with fresh, clean fill soil. 
Boron, Glyphosate, and Triclopyr are usually found in the top 6 inches of soil, so this is the 
minimum recommended depth of soil replacement. 
 
Conclusion 
 
From my observations, I can conclude that the loss of these trees was due to a deliberate spraying 
of herbicides. 
 
Disclaimer 

 
My investigation was limited to above-ground observations of the subject trees and the 
surrounding site. My investigation was based upon my site inspection on September 19, 
2014 and on information provided to me by the client. All of the information provided to 
me by the client was assumed to be true. 
 
I do not guarantee the safety, health, or condition of the subject trees. There is no 
warranty or guarantee, expressed or implied, that problems or deficiencies in the subject 
trees may not arise in the future. 
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Certificate of Performance 
 
I, James Komen, certify: 
 

- That I have personally inspected the trees and property referred to in this report, and have 
stated my findings accurately. The extent of the observations and analysis is stated in the 
attached report and in the Assignment section; 
 

- That I have no current or prospective interest in the vegetation or the property that is the 
subject of the report and have no personal interest or bias with respect to the parties 
involved; 
 

- That analysis, opinions, and conclusions stated herein are my own; 
 

- That analysis, opinions, and conclusions were developed and this report has been 
prepared according to commonly accepted arboricultural practices; 
 

- That no one provided professional assistance to the me, except as indicated within the 
report; 
 

- That my compensation is not contingent upon the reporting of a predetermined 
conclusion that favors the cause of the client or any other party. 

 
I further certify that I am a member of the American Society of Consulting Arborists, Registered 
Consulting Arborist #555, and acknowledge, accept, and adhere to the ASCA Standards of 
Professional Practice. I am an International Society of Arboriculture Board Certified Master 
Arborist #WE-9909B. 
 
 
 
 
 
Please let me know if you have any questions, 
 
 
 
 
 
James Komen 
BCMA #WE-9909B 
Registered Consulting Arborist #555 
Class One Arboriculture Inc. 
classonearboriculture@gmail.com 
818-495-5344 
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Appendix A: Site Photos 
 

 
Asset 1, looking West 

 
Asset 1 close up of foliage 

 

 
Asset 2, looking North 

 
Asset 3, looking West 
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Asset 3, looking North. Green foliage is only on the 

west side of the canopy. 
 

Asset 4, looking North. This Guava tree was 
immdiately adjacent to Asset 3 

 
Asset 5, looking North 

 
Asset 6, looking West 
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Asset 6, looking Northwest, showing the pattern of 

dead ground cover 
 

Asset 7, looking Northwest 

 
Asset 8, looking North 

 
Asset 9, looking west 
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Asset 10, looking south 

 
Affected Myoporum ground cover 

 

Close‐up of affected Myoporum ground cover with 
partially live shoot 
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Appendix B: Site Map 
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Appendix C: Lab Test Results 
 

Clean Soil 
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 Contaminated Soil 
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 Plant Tissue Analysis 
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 Herbicide and Gasoline Analysis 
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Appendix D: Herbicide Label for Sample Product 
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