
FOSC’s Efforts to Protect the Pallid Manzanitas 
 
The pallid manzanita, Arctostaphylos pallida, is the only species in the watershed that is listed as endangered at the 
federal and state levels. The pallid manzanita occurs only in the East Bay, with most of the plants located in two of 
the East Bay Regional Parks, Huckleberry and Sobrante Ridge. Other single plants and groupings are scattered, 
with most of them near Skyline Boulevard across the upper edge of the Sausal Creek Watershed. The total number 
of pallid manzanitas is approximately 1,500 plants. FOSC has been working since 2003 to protect a population of 
about 70 plants on both sides of Skyline Boulevard near the entrance to Roberts Recreation Area, as well as a 
group on the campus of the Chabot Space and Science Center. 
 
Most of FOSC's efforts at the site near Roberts have involved removing other vegetation that competes with the 
pallids for light and space. We removed many tall young Monterey pines, coast live oaks, and madrones that were 
shading the plants, as well as coyote brush, French broom, native blackberry, and other understory plants that 
were crowding the manzanitas. Many cubic yards of vegetation were removed, especially in the first few years. 
The manzanitas responded by expanding their canopies into the new open space, and many showed improved 
vigor. 
 
Another part of the effort has been monitoring the plants. In 2006, we completed an effort to install a metal plant 
tag stapled into the soil at the base of the plant. Each plant was measured, its overall health was assessed, and 
the amount of shading was estimated to help us plan future vegetation removal. Survey efforts are repeated every 
two to three years. We sometimes discover new seedling manzanitas and also have recorded the deaths of 
several plants. Some were cut by fuel management contractors, others slowly turned brown and died. 
 
About three years ago, a soil test confirmed what we had long 
suspected: The soil in the area west of Skyline Boulevard is infested 
with Phytophthora cinnamomi, a soil pathogen that affects the roots of 
many plant species. It thrives in warm, moist soils, and we had 
observed that the pallid manzanitas seemed to begin declining when 
we had late spring rains. 
 
The presence of P. cinnamomi has meant that FOSC volunteer 
workdays must follow a careful protocol. Work at the site takes place 
when the soil is dry, usually in late summer and fall. We clean our tools 
and disinfect them with alcohol. Volunteers are asked to clean all 
traces of soil from their shoes before coming to the site, and we step 
into a dishpan with alcohol to prevent tracking additional pathogens 
into the site.                    Distressed pallid manzanita 

 
The soil pathogen also complicated the efforts of the City of Oakland 
Tree Services crew that removed a large cypress that shaded the 
site. In order to avoid spreading the pathogen, they could not let the 
branches drop to the ground. Instead, each branch had to be roped 
and lifted to the chipper with a crane. 
 
FOSC has negotiated with the Chabot Space and Science Center 
(CSSC) to thin the tree canopy on the campus to improve conditions 
for the manzanitas there. Although CSSC has completed a Habitat 
Enhancement and Conservation Plan, and the Wildfire Prevention 
District has agreed to fund the work, implementation has been 

stalled in the city bureaucracy for several years. Meanwhile, manzanitas at the site continue to decline and die. Of 
the 21 plants on the site in 2003, only a few remain alive. 
 
FOSC is committed to preserving the watershed’s pallid manzanitas. We plan to continue to work at our 
manzanita site to control competing vegetation and monitor the health of the plants. We also plan to raise 
funds to construct a fence around the area in order to keep fuel reduction crews from cutting the plants and to 
keep casual foot traffic from entering the site when wet soil conditions could spread the pathogen.  
 
A larger effort under consideration is to establish an additional site to create a new population of pallid manzanitas. 
Soil at a new site would have to be tested for Phytophthora cinnamomi first. If plants are to be propagated in the 
nursery, we would have to invest in a soil sterilizer because P. cinnamomi has been found in commercial nursery 
soils. Another possibility for establishing a new population is to sow seed directly on the new site. 
 
--Karen Paulsell 


