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Many homeowners wonder why their oak trees are so late putting out new growth.  Live oaks always have a stressful spring, the season they drop their leaves.  As new growth finally appears, tiny caterpillars are waiting to eat it.  Besides having to re-foliate a couple of times, this year the trees have coped with a drought which stressed them, weakening their defenses and making them more susceptible to extreme weather, insects, and disease.

A common belief is that trees put down deep roots in search of water, but actually the feeder roots that take in water and nutrients are only a foot or so beneath the surface.  Water is necessary to dissolve the elements plants need for growth but soil that remains saturated doesn’t provide oxygen which also is needed to sustain plant life.  Not much can be done to help trees during long wet spells, but in a drought supplemental water must be provided.  The Texas Forest Service, a member of the Texas A&M University system, tells how to water trees properly.

Newly planted trees need more frequent watering than older ones with established root systems.  Poke your finger up to your second knuckle and water only if the soil is dry.  Water established trees once a month during normal conditions and twice a month during dry weather.  To water a tree, turn on the garden hose to a slow and gradual trickle and place it on the ground under the tree until that area has been soaked with about 2 inches of water.  Then move the hose over a few feet.  Continue this until all of the soil under the canopy of the tree has been soaked.  This can take up to a day for a large tree, but will help the tree stay healthy until the next rain.

Organic mulch such as pine bark, compost or wood chips will help retain moisture.  Remove as much grass as possible and cover the area three to four inches deep (but leave space around the trunk).  Mulch also reduces damage by mowers and trimmers.

The seeds to many trees destruction occur when lots are cleared for building.  The machines that remove underbrush may injure trunks of desirable trees which provide an entry for fungi and insects.  As the grade level is lowered, existing roots are exposed to the air which reduces the supply of nutrients and moisture available to them.  Raising the grade level over existing roots can have an even greater effect on the future survival of existing trees.  When fill of any type is placed over roots it causes a reduction in the oxygen supply which in turn can increase noxious gases and chemicals harmful to growth, especially when organic debris is buried in the fill.  Gradually feeder roots fail to develop, roots die and the above ground portion of the tree begins to decline.  This also occurs when patios and driveways cover a tree’s feeder roots although trees may linger on for several years before dying.

Valuable trees can be protected with tree wells and aeration systems of pipe or tiles; a fact sheet on protecting existing trees from construction damage due to grade changes is available from the Texas Cooperative Extension Service.

