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GARDENING WITH THE MASTER GARDENERS,

TEXAS COOPERATIVE EXTENSION

LIVE OAKS SHED THEIR LEAVES – FERTILIZING TREES

By Elayne Arne, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners


If you have recently moved here, are used to deciduous trees in other climates and are new to live oak trees, you may think that you have landed in an upside-down world. As tons of live oak leaves fall, be assured there is nothing wrong with your trees. It is spring, which is when live oaks lose their leaves and begin new growth. You may have seen acorns drop earlier. Later we will see pollen and as sure as the sun rises, the “woolly worm” (tussock moth caterpillars) and leaf rollers will attack the live oaks in mid March. As the late Joan Howie once wrote, “Live oaks are like children. They are messy and aggravating, but we love them anyway.”

Live oak leaves do not turn dramatic colors before they fall – they just brown and fall off. The new growth is happening almost simultaneously with the loss of old leaves. One might even say the new is pushing off the old growth and the canopy thins some before it fills back out again. Once in a while, some trees may be so late in putting out the new growth that people begin to think the tree has died. Be patient and they will soon look fine. The heavy caterpillar infestations that have been a part of the live oaks ecology for ages can put stress on those trees that are late in starting their new growth. In two weeks, we will talk about the caterpillars and leaf rollers along with control methods.


If your live oak is putting on a few inches of new top growth each year, it is healthy. As the size of the tree increases, so does the amount of leaves it loses each spring. Over time, there will be more and more leaves to deal with as the trees grow. This is all good as the leaves are so valuable in the landscape for many uses.

If you are an avid home compost fan, it is best to shred live oak leaves first before blending them into compost. This is because the leaves don’t break down very quickly in their original size. Leaf shredders of various costs are available at hardware stores. Add layers of shredded oak leaves along with layers of dirt and other green yard waste. With some moisture and occasional “fluffing” and turning, you will soon have rich compost to add to beds and use as mulch. 

Because the whole leaves take a long time to break down, they make excellent mulch to create garden paths or use them between rows in vegetable gardens. Once I rake them off lawn areas, I like to distribute them back into areas that have been left in a natural state. The long lasting leaves enhance the natural or woodland look in these areas. There the leaves “give back” to the tree. They shade, cool and feed the tree roots with organic matter as they decompose.

Last, you can bag leaves and take to the Transfer Station on Prairie Road in Fulton. Using large equipment, the station composts many tons of organic material. Residents can purchase finished mulches there most of the year for a very reasonable price.  The bagged leaves left by the curb for garbage pickup will go to the landfill and are not composted.


Live oaks are native and require little fertilizer. Trees in your lawn, including live oak, usually get all the fertilizer they need from what you apply to your lawn. Nitrogen flushes very quickly from our sandy soil. Outlying small stands of trees that are not part of a regularly fertilized lawn, will benefit from an application of ammonium sulfate, 21-0-0, in late spring if they have been stressed by particularly hard insect and weather conditions. If the percent nitrogen is 21, then the actual nitrogen in a ten pound bag is about 2 pounds. For trees 2 – 12 inches in diameter, use one pound of actual nitrogen per 2 inches of trunk diameter. Apply under the canopy and 10 feet beyond the drip line. Be sure to water fertilizers in well.

For other trees outside of fertilized lawn areas, larger trees 14 inches in diameter and up, apply ¼ pound of actual nitrogen per 2 inches of diameter. The message is that trees don’t need much fertilizer so step lightly. At most you would only add extra fertilizer every couple years in these areas that otherwise are not fertilized. Follow nursery recommendations if you choose a slow release fertilizer. You should never use “weed and feed” products near trees because each year it could damage or over time even eventually kill the trees.


The next free Master Gardener Brown Bag Seminar is “Those Funny Plant Names” with Tim Moore. It will be held at the Aransas County Library, Noon, Friday March 9th. The Master Gardener Spring Plant Sale will be Saturday, March 17th, 9AM – 1 PM at Green Acres. Many hard-to-find herbs, citrus, and native plants will be featured.

Questions about horticulture in Aransas or San Patricio County? Contact a Master Gardener Texas Cooperative Extension Aransas County Office, phone 790-0103, M- F, 8-5 PM, 611 East Mimosa.

Also don’t miss “Green Acres” Public Demonstration Gardens, 611 East Mimosa, Rockport, which is co-located with the Offices of Texas Cooperative Extension Service. The Gardens are free and open to the public during daylight hours, 7 days a week.

