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Myke Praul
Town of Yountville
6550 Yount Street
Yountville, CA 94599

Arborist Report

Re:  Hopper Creek Tree Assessment

Summary

A survey of trees along the Hopper Creek corridor from Highway 29 to Finnell Road was 
conducted between September 24 and October 14, 2008.  The primary concerns were 
public safety issues, health needs for the trees and the identification of trees that would 
be suitable nominees for numbered Heritage Tree status.

The survey identified 45 trees that require work as soon as possible:
•  Removals: trees #18, 19, and 83.
•  Root collar clearing or  excavation, and examination:  33 trees.
•  Drill examination:  Tree #122.
•  Aerial exam: Trees #11 and 20.
•  Pruning:  18 trees.
•  Cabling:  Tree #11 (check old cable), #62, install a cable system.

A particularly large specimen valley oak (#93) growing on the bank by Hopper Creek 
Village is addressed in a separate report.

 A vegetation management plan is recommended in the interest of tree health and ero-
sion protection. Specifics of such a plan are beyond the scope of the survey.

Thirty four native oaks in the Hopper Creek corridor are recommended for nomination 
as numbered Heritage Trees.

  P.O. Box 25 Napa, California 94559 (707)226-2884  



Assignment

Myke Praul, Public Works Director / Town Engineer for the Town of Yountville, requested 
that I perform a visual assessment of the trees growing along Hopper Creek between 
Highway 29 and Finnell Road.  The purpose of the examinations and report is as fol-
lows:

•  Identify immediate safety issues that should be addressed this year (Priority One)
•  Make Priority One recommendations regarding health needs for individual trees.
•  Make recommendations for over-all tree health and root zone management, including 
Priority Two and Three work.
•  Identify trees that would be suitable nominees for Heritage tree status.

Methods

I made observations from ground level, using a tree diameter tape to measure trunk di-
ameters where they were accessible. Walking the creek bottom and the Hopper Creek 
recreation path, I used a measuring wheel to record tree locations in relation to bridges 
that cross Hopper Creek.  Tree locations are described in the text and recorded on a 
map, scaled 1”/100�.  The trees are not tagged in the field. I did not excavate root collars 
or drill to test for decay except for one tree (#93)

Tree numbers begin with #1 near Highway 29, ending with #126 at Finnell Road.  The 
survey includes trees with trunk diameters of about 12” and larger.  Seven trees that are 
Yountville Heritage Trees are cross-referenced in the report and on the map with their 
Heritage Tree numbers.

Hazard Rating
To assist with prioritizing work, I used cursory visual assessment data to assign a Haz-
ard Rating Score for each tree.  

The score is the sum of three components. Each component receives a score of 1, 2, or 
3.  Higher numbers indicate higher risk.  The minimum Hazard Rating score is 3 and the 
maximum is 9.   The components are:

•  Failure Potential, the apparent likelihood that a tree will fail.  Many of the larger, older 
oaks receive a “2” not because of observed defects, but because of the likelihood of 
hidden defects in older oaks.
•  Size of Part that is likely to fail. “3” indicates a large whole tree or large limbs.
•  Target.  “3” indicates a permanent target such as a house, active parking area or 
busy thoroughfare.  “2” indicates an intermittently occupied area, such as the recreation 
path.

The Hazard Rating Score is intended as a guide for prioritizing work, not as a detailed 
individual tree examination.  In some cases, trees with lower Hazard Ratings receive a 
higher Priority.
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Observations

I made the following field observations between September 24 and October 14. They 
are given in the attached tree survey reports in numerical order and in order of priority.

Exotic pest plants are present in significant portions of the creek bed and banks. Peri-
winkle (Vinca major) a species that is particularly detrimental to native oak trees, domi-
nates oak root zones or covers the root collars of seven trees (2, 50, 73, 77, 78, 79, 85).

Algerian ivy (Hedera canariensis) covers the root zone or trunks of four trees (24, 25, 
34, 35)

Two trees have other vines growing high into the canopies (43 and 99).

Himalayan blackberry (Rubus discolor) covers extensive portions of the creek banks 
and the tree root zones. For many of the trees, blackberry thickets prevented visual ex-
amination of root collars.

Erosion  has exposed buttress roots and is undermining the roots of 16 trees (1, 27, 30, 
31, 32, 33, 48, 50, 56, 77, 85, 86, 107, 112, 119, 122). The erosion  is generally moder-
ate.  Of the 16 trees, tree #1 shows the greatest degree of root exposure.  The trunk is 
still vertical.  None  show current signs of imminent failure.

Buried and Covered Root Collars
Thirty three trees have the root collars either buried by eroded soil and accumulated 
natural litterfall, or hidden by vegetation. (#6, 20, 21, 25, 32, 35, 37, 39, 43, 50, 51, 63, 
71, 75, 77, 78, 81, 82, 84, 85, 86, 95, 95, 96, 98, 99, 104, 120, 121, 125, 126).  The 
health and structural condition of the root collars of these trees is not known at this time. 
A few of these are trees that lean sharply.  The condition of their buttress roots is not 
known.

Dead and Dying Trees and Trees with Significant Structural Problems
No standing dead trees were observed.   A few trees show very poor vigor (83, 120, 
121). These appear in Priority One recommendations.

Two large valley oaks show evidence of extensive decay:  Valley oak #93, which is dis-
cussed in a separate report (dated 10/9/08), and #122, which is included in Priority One 
recommendations for further examination.

Sixteen trees show a significant degree of lean with a high risk target nearby (#7, 16, 
18, 19, 30, 37, 39, 50, 55, 71, 94, 95, 98, 104, and 106).  These are included in Priority 
One for root collar or buttress root examinations.

Three trees show severe problems that would justify removal (# 18,19 and 83).
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(Observations cont.)

Dead or long, heavy branches over targets
Eighteen trees have dead branches or branches that are heavy with foliage and wood 
weight over potential targets (#5, 6, 7, 11, 16, 20, 30, 50, 71, 75, 77, 78, 104, 106, 120, 
121, 125, 126). 

One tree, #11, has a cable that was installed for structural support. The condition and 
tension of the hardware and cable is not known.  Another tree, #62, a large, double 
trunk valley oak, has signs of a weak attachment of the two trunks, with no current signs 
of imminent failure.

Heritage Trees
Seven trees are already registered as Yountville Heritage Trees. They are as follows.  
The number in parentheses is the Heritage Tree #:  2 (81), 3 (77), 40 (147), 41 & 42 
(220), 63 (75), 125 (134), 126 (133). 

Thirty four trees exhibit characteristics such as good placement, good health and struc-
ture that make them good candidates for status as Heritage Trees: # 21, 32, 35, 36, 37, 
43, 47, 49, 52, 58, 66, 67, 82, 84, 85, 86, 87, 88, 89, 90, 91, 92, 93, 94, 96, 97, 99, 100, 
101, 102, 104, 105, 110, and 111.  

Discussion

Exotic pest plants
Periwinkle is directly harmful native oaks.  Dense masses compete with the fine absorb-
ing roots of the oaks for air, water and minerals.  Ivy does this as well, but it also climbs 
the tree trunks, hiding structural problems.  It eventually grows out onto the branches, 
shading and suppressing tree foliage.

Himalayan blackberries also compete with the oaks, but not as aggressively as Vinca 
since they do not form tight surface mats.  All three of these prominent pest plants tend 
to crowd out native plants that are more compatible with the oaks.  Vinca  also provides 
habitat and a food source for the  blue green sharpshooter, an insect vector that infects 
grape vines with Pierce�s disease.

Aside from the negative effects of pest plants, they do tend to stabilize creek banks by 
preventing erosion.  Efforts to remove them should be coordinated with replanting of 
more desirable native plants.

Erosion
Native oaks in combination with under-story plants tend to slow erosion.  When banks 
are slowly eroded and tree roots are slowly undermined, oaks tend to live and remaining 
standing for  a great many years. Minor erosion and exposed buttress roots are not 
necessarily a cause for for immediate concern.  Trees should be monitored annually for 
signs of instability.
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(Discussion cont.)

Buried and Covered Root Collars
The root collar - the base of the tree where the trunk flares out into the buttress roots - is 
a critical juncture in the tree.  It is critical to tree health because all water and minerals 
conducted by the roots must pass through it into the trunk.   When it is buried or tightly 
covered with incompatible vegetation, the normal process of gas exchange is impeded, 
leading to  stress, tissue death and disease in the tree.  

The root collar is also a critical component of tree structure.  Defects and signs of decay   
that may indicate structural instability are often exhibited at the base of the trunk.

For those reasons, an initial visual examination is a critical aspect of tree assessment.  

When warning signs are present, such as a severe lean or a change in lean, or when 
the natural grade of a root collar has been buried by fill soil or the natural accumulation 
of eroding soil on slopes, it is often necessary to excavate the root collar back to the 
natural grade.  This, in itself, tends to be good therapy for trees.  

When structural instability in the buttress roots is suspected, it may be necessary to ex-
cavate deeper to allow for examination.

Dead and Dying Trees and Trees with Significant Structural Problems
Dead, dying and unstable trees are a natural part of a woodland setting along a creek.  
Hopper Creek runs through the town, with numerous potential targets nearby.  There-
fore, tree management decisions should be prioritized with respect to public safety.  At 
the same time, it is a naturally occurring and self sustaining system, valued by the 
community for its wild, natural beauty.  It should not be overly managed nor maintained 
as a formal garden.

Cable systems, which are commonly installed for structural support, should be installed 
only when no other alternative is available and after pruning has been performed to ad-
just weight and windsail.  After a cable system is installed the hardware and the cable 
tension should be inspected every three years.

Heritage Trees
The Town of Yountville Resolution Number 1965-02 defined a Heritage Tree as “any na-
tive oak tree, 20” in circumference or greater...” In 1995-96, the Heritage Tree Commit-
tee  performed a survey, establishing 260 oaks as numbered Heritage Trees.  The 
Resolution states that “Heritage Trees include, but are not limited to, all trees shown on 
the Heritage Tree Survey.”

Since that time, some of the numbered Heritage Trees have had to be removed, while 
others, unknown in number, have increased in circumference upward of 20”.
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For the Hopper Creek tree assessment I examined trees with trunk diameters of about 
12” and larger (about 36” circumference), i.e. large enough to be of concern with re-
spect to public safety.  I identified 34 trees for nomination as numbered Heritage Trees.  
There are additional smaller native oaks between 20” and 36” circumference in the 
creek corridor, which could be added to the list of numbered Heritage Trees if the Town 
so wishes.

Conclusions

Immediate safety issues
Two large valley oaks, (#93 and #122) show evidence of extensive decay and a high 
potential for the failure of  the whole tree or large limbs onto a significant target. Tree 
#93 is addressed in a separate report.  The hazard potential of tree #122 can be better 
determined through further examination.

Sixteen trees have trunks leaning over or toward significant targets. Root collar and but-
tress root excavation and examination would help to better determine  the risk of failure.

Eighteen trees that have dead branches or long heavy branches over targets should be 
pruned to reduce the risk of property damage or injury.

One tree (#11) has a cable system that should be checked.  Another (#62) has weakly 
attached trunks that should be cabled together.

Health needs for individual trees
Buried root collars are detrimental to tree health and they impede visual examination.  
Thirty three trees have root collars buried or covered with vegetation.  These should be 
excavated back to the natural grade and examined for signs of disease and decay.

Erosion  tends to slowly remove soil that the trees need as a source of minerals and 
moisture, and it affect the anchorage of trees on stream banks. Sixteen trees show 
signs of various stages of erosion around or under the roots.  None are currently at a 
critical stage.  Appropriate vegetation management and monitoring will help to prevent 
tree failures and to conserve soil in tree root zones.

No rampant insect pests or diseases were observed that would call for intervention 
measures. 

 Invasive pest plants, Vinca major in particular, contribute to stress in native oaks  These 
should be cleared away from tree root collars at the very least, and preferably removed 
entirely from tree root zones.  

There are no standing dead trees. Only 3 trees show very poor health.
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Over-all tree health and root zone management
Tree health on a large scale in a natural setting is best addressed by reducing the more 
manageable stress factors, while  interfering with the naturally self sustaining system no 
more than is necessary.  Maintaining root collars at their natural grades and minimizing 
erosion will tend to facilitate good health  in the trees.

Heritage Trees  should be added to the Town�s survey list and map of numbered Heri-
tage Trees on an ongoing basis as individual trees attain significant size.  Thirty four 
good nominees were identified in the survey.

Recommendations

1.   Perform all Priority One work as described in the attached Tree Survey Report as 
soon as possible.  Perform Priority Two and Three work in  2009 and 2010. The tree 
service contractor should work under close supervision by the Town.  Root collar and 
buttress root excavations should be performed when the soil is moist. Cooperation and 
approval from the California Department of Fish and Game will be necessary where  
excavation or tree removals are recommended on the stream bank or in the creek bed.

Monitor all trees in the Hopper creek corridor annually, and update recommendations as 
needed.

2.  With the approval of the Department of Fish and Game, develop a vegetation man-
agement plan  to remove exotic pest plants, to replant with oak-compatible native 
plants, and to minimize erosion.

3.  Approve the 34 new nominees for designation as numbered Heritage Trees.  Provide 
direction as to the Town�s preference for designating smaller trees as numbered Heri-
tage Trees.  Numbered Heritage Trees would then be tagged in the field and added to 
the map of Heritage Trees as soon as possible.

  
Prepared by:

Bill Pramuk
Registered Consulting Arborist #409

Attached:  

Tree Survey Report by Number
Tree Survey Report by Priority
Map
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