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Plants suffer more in hot, dry weather than we do.  At least we can stay indoors, have a cool drink and take showers.  Without rain, they are dependent on us for what little moisture they get.  Water restrictions make it harder.

Water is necessary for photosynthesis, the process in which plants use light, carbon dioxide and water to create energy producing carbohydrates.  The release of this energy makes plants grow and, to flourish, plants must produce more energy than they release.  Hot weather, especially at night, interferes with thus complicated process.

Water keeps tissues firm and also transports nutrients from roots to branch tips.  Plants lose moisture through open places in their leaves, transpiration; hot temperatures, wind, and low humidity increase water loss.  As water is transpired, more moves from roots to leaves.  Plants differ in their ability to extract water from soil and in the amount they need.  Some plants are classified as drought tolerant since they can function in dry soil.  These plants usually have deep, well developed root systems; waxy leaves; leaf hairs which reduce wind evaporation; shiny, light reflecting surfaces; and leaves that fold up or drop under stress.

Other plants may respond to drought by wilting, color changes, and leaf loss.  Many shrubs and flowers show burning of leaf margins as inadequate water flows through them.  Some drop their fruit as well as leaves.  All are trying to compensate for lack of moisture.  A thick layer of organic mulch in garden beds is essential to retain soil moisture during hot, dry, spells.

Ornamentals and vegetable plants can be watered enough to keep them alive, but lawns may suffer.  Turf grasses show stress by wilting; footprints remain after a walk across the lawn.  St. Augustine grass rolls its leaves to reduce leaf area and water loss.  Grass may become dull rather than shiny.  Eventually it will turn brown, but once the rains begin it will green up from the roots.  Raising the cutting blade on the mower will help protect the roots from drying.  Also, blades should be kept sharp; raggedly cut grass blades lose more moisture.

Not all yellowing turf is from water loss.  Chinch bugs which suck nutrients from grass are in their element during dry summers.  Look for tiny bugs showing black wings marked with a white cross.  They can be found scurrying among grass roots before burrowing into the soil.  Larvae, some of them red, may also be seen.  The coffee can technique helps find them.  When a can with both ends removed is forced into the soil and filled with water, chinch bugs will float to the top.  Several lawn chemicals can be used to kill them including diazinon and Dursban8.  Plants shouldn’t be sprayed with pesticides when they are very dry or wilted as they are susceptible to spray injury then.  Lawns should be watered before granules are applied and then watered well afterwards.  This means treating on your watering day or when it rains.

