PLANTING TREES FOR SURVIVAL

By Claudine Young 

This summer is proof-positive that we must use plants in our landscaping that are Texas natives or adapted plants that are suitable to our particular part of Texas. East Texas plants have a tough time with our soil and our portion of “normal” rain fall. Texas is a big state and we have a lot of variety in our climates and soils.

Not only do we need to carefully consider what plant or tree we use; but we need to politely suggest to our new friends and neighbors that move here from another state that there are sources for help in choosing a tree. The county Texas AgriLife Extension office is a great source for information about plants and trees. 

It is best to plant new perennials and trees in the fall of the year, giving them more time to establish before the Texas summer hits. Trees that were planted this spring are dying in this brutal summer; even when they are being kept well watered. 
Not only do we need to plant native or adapted; but we need to plant a variety of trees in our yards. Planting a variety of trees is important because of life expectancy and disease. If you only have Live Oak and Red Oak trees and Oak Wilt disease hits your neighborhood you could be without trees within a year. Ornamental Pears are a favorite for many people and the life expectancy of the Ornamental Pear is 10 to 15 years with good luck. We “ahhh” over the wonderful look of a Weeping Willow and probably a hundred are planted for the one that survives the first year and the chance of it surviving to 5 years is a miracle. 
So often, we choose plants based on sentiment rather than facts. We remember a lovely tree from childhood or a tree that was Daddy’s favorite. Sometimes we buy a tree because it is gorgeous in our eyes and forget that it will die and break our hearts because borers love it too.

Know the spread of the mature size of the tree and step it off before digging the hole. Consider roof lines and power lines for the canopy and foundations, and underground lines for the root spread.  Be sure to plant the tree at the same depth or a little above where it has been growing. This is easier to accomplish if the hole is not dug too deep initially. Once the tree is watered in, if it looks too deep, dig it up and fill the hole in some. Otherwise the tree will probably die.

 Mulching our plants, even our trees, is extremely important, especially when we have extremes of heat or cold. Trees, large older trees included, should be mulched with 3 to 4 inches of mulch out past the drip line. Feeder roots extend out past the drip line. Keep the mulch several inches away from the trunk and replenish the mulch as needed. The feeder roots are in the first foot of soil. Mulching is the single, best thing we can do for any size tree.

A note for the 2 to 5 year old tree: when younger the tree canopy is sometimes not a good reflection of the root system; so mulch farther out. I’ve seen some young trees this summer that were faithfully mulched and watered but it was limited to the initial little circle made when the tree was planted.  This does not give enough protection.
Well-established, valuable, mature trees should be watered every week or two during times of major drought. When you water, do so deeply — 6 to 8 inches into the soil under the foliage of the tree. Avoid shallow frequent watering. You can measure the depth with a long screwdriver; taking note of how easy it slides into the soil. 

The easiest way to give your tree a good, deep soak is with a soaker hose or sprinkler system. A mature tree needs about an inch of water — or 60 gallons per 10-foot by 10-foot area — every week or two.

Young, newly-planted trees should be watered three times a week. During each watering, they need 5 gallons of water for every inch of stem — or trunk — diameter, which is measured 6 inches above the ground. So if your tree measures 6 inches in diameter, that’s 30 gallons of water, three times each week. Water bags are good or, drill a few holes in the bottom of a 5 gallon bucket, place it next to the tree, fill it up and let the water slowly drain out. 

CHOOSE trees that do well in our part of the state and PLANT IN THE FALL. Plant a VARIETY, being careful to consider the MATURE SIZE of the tree.  DON’T PLANT THE TREE TOO DEEP. WATER it carefully for several years and keep it MULCHED FOR SURVIVAL.
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