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Q: I have a fig tree in my backyard. It is in a slow decline. This winter (2005-06) I

could rock the tree back and forth in the ground. I think there is a problem with

the root system. Can you help?

A: The above question piqued my curiosity, so I made arrangements to visit the

address where the tree lives. The fig tree was indeed barely standing upright and

was showing a decline as evidenced by the fact that many branches had been

pruned off due to the fact that they had died. A few shovelfuls of soil and roots

revealed a very sparse root system, which was very distorted and full of galls.

Also some roots were badly decayed.

The root sample was sent to the nematology laboratory at U.C. Riverside for

analysis. I just received the results, and even I was surprised at the severity of the

problem.

The damage to the root system is being caused by root knot nematodes. Lesion,

ring, stubby root and spiral nematodes were also found in the soil in large

numbers. All the nematodes listed are plant feeders and are parasitic on this fig

tree. As the laboratory technician stated: The roots of the fig tree are “quite a zoo”

of wildlife.

The root decay found is caused by Armillaria mellea, also known as oak root

fungus. Between the nematodes and the fungus this fig will probably not survive!

If the homeowner wishes to try remediation or even if the fig tree is removed,

several changes need to be made in this backyard. First, fig trees are plants that

need very little water, so the area around the tree should be dried up. Remove the

lawn and the sprinkler system for at least a six-foot radius around the tree (out at

least three feet beyond the dripline). Second, research has shown that marigolds,

particularly the species Tagetes patula, are helpful in reducing nematode

populations. Plant these marigolds in a thick carpet in the circle around the tree.

The marigold plants should be thick – stems three to four inches apart over the

whole area. When the plants have bloomed out at the end of summer, do not

remove them. Mow them down with your lawn mower and leave the plant parts
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on the soil as a mulch. Besides the marigold mulch add other mulch – leaves,

lawn clippings, straw, wood chips, composted manure, etc., to the circle as well.

Research has shown that soils high in organic matter tend to be suppressive to

plant parasitic nematodes.

Drying up the root zone area of the tree will help suppress the Armillaria fungus

as well.

Author’s Note: The University of California office of Communications Services has just

released a new edition (2nd) of Wildlife Pest Control around Gardens and Homes, publ.

No. 21385. This book provides a complete discussion of wildlife pests from birds to

mammals to reptiles. Laws concerning wildlife management are reviewed as are all forms

of control, exclusion and management. This book has information for persons of all

persuasions from making your landscape less appealing to wildlife to methods of control

and eradication. Publication 21385 can be purchased at your local University of

California Cooperative Extension Office for $25.00 plus tax ($1.94).

Spring and planting season are here or coming very soon on the Central Coast. So while I

am on the subject of publications, the California Master Gardener Handbook, an excellent

reference on gardening and landscape activities in general, can also be purchased at the

UCCE office. The price is $35.00 plus tax ($2.71).

Send your landscape and garden questions to: The Coastal Gardener, 624-A West

Foster Road, Santa Maria, CA 93455.


