
Mount Sutro Forest: 
A Hidden Treasure in San Francisco 

About 4,000 trees to be felled 

A presentation from SaveSutro.com 



Sutro Forest 

• 80 acre dense eucalyptus Cloud Forest  

– 61 acres owned by UCSF  
• “Mt Sutro Open Space Reserve” 

– 19 acres by SF RPD  
• “Interior Green Belt” (Natural Areas Program) 

• UCSF estimates its “Open Space 
Reserve” has about 45,000 trees 

• Located behind UCSF’s Parnassus 
Campus 

 

 

 



A “Cloud Forest” in the Fog Belt 





HOW IT WORKS 

 

1. Trees grab moisture from fog, 
clouds.  

2. Rains it down onto forest floor. 

3. Water soaks into the duff — 
(crumbly layer of leaves, twigs etc 
on ground). 

4. Dense layer of understory plants 
slow evaporation. Blackberry, ivy, 
ferns, ~90 or other species. 

5. Tree canopy and sub-canopy 
shade  forest floor, further slowing 
evaporation. 

6. Longest dry period (without rain or 
fog)  is about 7-10 days in a year. 

 

 The forest is damp all the time 
and would take a long time to dry 
out – except where it’s opened up. 



Cloud Forest 



Sutro Forest’s  

Ecosystem Services 

• Carbon sequestration – eucalypts excel.  
– Tall, dense, so store more carbon 

– Grow fast, so absorb more carbon 

–  Live long – so keep it sequestered. 

• Pollution reduction, especially particulates 

• Slope stabilization - Living geotextile. 

• Windbreak – a 150-foot soft fence 

• Sound absorption – like thick curtains 

• Slows water runoff – sponge effect 

• Winter-flowering – habitat value 

 

 



Eucalyptus Myths Busted - 1 

• Eucs are 100 years old - end of their lives. 

– Reality: They can live 400-500 yrs. 

• Nothing grows under eucalyptus trees 

because they poison other plants.  

– Reality: Understory is dense - fog drip. 

• Eucalyptus pollen causes allergies. 

– Reality: Wind-pollinated plants like oak and 

grasses much more allergenic. 



Eucalyptus Myths Busted - 2 

• Eucalyptus groves don’t support birds.  

– Reality: Birders identified ~50 species in Sutro Forest. 

• Eucs kill birds through ‘beak-gumming.’  

– Reality: No dead birds found under or around eucs. 

• Eucalyptus doesn’t attract bees, pollinators.  

– Reality: Bees love euc flowers 

• It’s invasive.  

– Reality: Eucalyptus groves expand slowly under ideal 

conditions. 



Eucalyptus Myths Busted - 3 

• Eucs drops branches and kill people 
– Reality: Tree-fall fatalities rarer than death by lightning strike – 

and eucs no more than any other tree. (Oaks – more fatalities) 

• Eucalyptus is extremely flammable and is involved in 
most California wildfires.  
– Less flammable than native grass and shrubs 

– Less flammable than homes 

– Do have a heavier fuel load than oak forests 

– Not involved in most CA fires 

– “Thinning” euc forests increases fire hazard, so does clear-
cutting because replacement vegetation will be more flammable. 

– Eucalyptus can slow fire spread by acting as a wind break and 
catching flying embers. 

 



UCSF’s DEIR 2013 Plan 

• Phase I: On 7.5 acres of forest:  

– Cut down 90% of the trees, leave them there 

as chips and logs (spacing 30-60 ft) 

– Mow down 90% of the understory 

– Kill all the vines by cutting them off at ten ft. 

– Potentially use toxic herbicides (Roundup, 

Garlon) to prevent regrowth 

• Phase 2: Extend this to three-quarters of 

its forest, or around 46-48 acres. 

 

 



UCSF Revised Plan (Unpublished) 

• Work on 30-35 acres not 46 acres 

• Cut down 4,000 or so trees up to 10 

inches in diameter  

– These can be canopy trees up to 150 feet tall. 

• Remove the understory and vines. 

• NO PESTICIDES 

 



Progress? 

• No herbicide use.  

– UCSF’s portion of Mt Sutro has been herbicide-free 

since 2008 

– DEIR indicated potential herbicide use exceeding that 

of 1000-acre Golden Gate Park – for 7-10 years. 

• Clarified objective 

– Former plan confused multiple objectives including 

native plant conversion, access, fire-safety. 

– New plan focuses on hazards, making rational 

discussion possible. 



However: Gutting Half the Forest 

• Plan to remove 

around 4,000 trees 

• All trees up to 10 

inches in diameter 

Worst affected – 

south side of forest 

• Gut understory  

• Kill vines on 

remaining trees 



Imagine one Tree Here -  

and no Understory 



Why the Destruction? 

• UCSF say the forest is unhealthy 

– And chopping down 90% of the trees and 

90% of the understory will improve its health. 

 

• UCSF say it’s a fire hazard. 

– And felling 90% of the trees and mowing 

down 90% of the understory and leaving them 

as chips and logs will reduce the fire hazard. 



“Autopsy” of Dead trees.  

 

• Autopsies used to find cause of death 

• Do not indicate much about the population 

– every living thing will die, of a cause. 

• It is *natural* for a forest to have funguses 

and insects. It’s part of the ecology of the 

forest. 

• Does not indicate that the forest will 

die.  



The “Diagnosis” of “Dire Straits” 

• “Amateur plant pathology...”  
– “faith-based botany” 

– “a conflict of views and beliefs parading as a technical 
("scientific") debate” 

• “Unconvincing as an argument that pretends to 
show some state of pathological emergency in 
Sutro…” 

• “Many of the signs and symptoms described 
there are not particularly surprising (some of 
them, like the leaf anthracnose agents, may not 
even be pathogens at all)” 

 

 



Some of the Specifics 

• Armillaria is native… all over the place in 

… rampant in Golden Gate Park.  

• “…wholesale logging to remove trees may 

make the problem much worse…” 

• “Eucalyptus tortoise beetle doesn’t kill the 

trees … it scallops the leaves” 

• “Trametes versicolor - mostly found on 

dead wood” 

 



Typical Sutro Forest Canopy  

(June 19, 2014) 



Healthy Forest: Arborists 

Letter from two Certified Arborists:  

 

• “We saw a thriving forest…” 

 

• “Removing existing trees in these forests 
will not improve the forest’s health… 

 

• [It] will send the forest into decline 
destroying a healthy environmental 
treasure.” 

 



Healthy Forest: Forest Ecologist 

• Dr. J. Mascaro, professional forest ecologist: 

 

• “A diverse, functioning ecosystem providing many 
services, the most interesting of which is that it provides 
a small piece of wild nature in the heart of our city.”   

 

• “…Old, but it may not yet be mature.”   

 

• “…No forest perfectly analogous to what exists on Mt. 
Sutro – a cosmopolitan mix of species, much like San 
Francisco.” 

 

• “The fact that the forest is strange to us is not a 
sufficient  justification for destroying it.” 



CalFire’s Assessment 

• CalFire has noted that there are no “Very 

High Severe Fire Hazard” zones in San 

Francisco. 

• It gives Sutro Forest its lowest hazard 

rating (yellow on the map). 

• The only place in San Francisco with a 

“High” rating is on the Southern border of 

the city – shown in orange on the map. 



CALFIRE Fire Hazard Map Shows 

“Moderate” Risk – Its Lowest Rating 



Bay Area Red Flag Warning 

• CalFire’s Red Flag 

warnings indicate 

severe fire hazard 

• August 20, 2013 – 

worst day of the year. 

• San Francisco is 

excluded. 



Why? Fog Belt 

• This picture was 
taken the same day 
as that warning. 

• While most of the Bay 
Areas was dry and 
flammable, in San 
Francisco we had fog. 

• Sutro Forest is in one 
of the foggiest areas 
of San Francisco. 



Fire Hazard Increases 

• J. Mascaro, forest ecologist: 

• “the management activity will increase—not 
decrease—the risk of fire.   

• “…present microclimate of the Sutro forest is cool and 
moist, with predominately healthy trees.  The forest 
promotes fog drip, and blocks wind.”  

• “By thinning the forest and removing most of the 
understory vegetation, the management activity will open 
the canopy of the forest resulting in drier and hotter duff 
on the forest floor and a greater risk of fire.” 

• We have seen this in areas where forest has been 
opened up with removal of trees and understory, e.g. 
Interior Greenbelt along the new trail 



Landslide Risk Increases 

 

 

• Terrible landslide in 
Oso, Washington 
State linked to tree 
removal. 

• Research shows tree 
removal can cause 
slides 10-15 years 
later. 

• Mt Sutro known to be 
slide-prone 



People Oppose the Plan 

• The petition to Save Sutro Forest has over 4,000 

signatures. 

• The DEIR received 189 comments; only *20* 

supported the Plan. 

• At the public hearing, over 50 people spoke, and 

the overwhelming majority opposed the Plan. 

• People love the forest, use words like: “Magical”, 

“Paradise”, “Spiritual”, “Enchanted” 



UCSF’s Actions /Plans  

(as of June 2014) 

• Over 1200 trees already cut down from 
August 2013 

– 1000 trees, all of understory over 12 acres as 
“urgent fire safety” work.  

– April/ May 2014 – Cut down over 200 trees 
during the nesting season. 

• Our fears:  

– Using “hazard” or “disease” as an excuse to 
cut down more trees;  

– Cede Sutro Forest management to nativists. 


