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The people of Aransas County love their trees or at least the idea of trees. And the trees that are loved the most are the weirdly shaped bent live oaks, the older and more misshapen the better and more beloved they become.  They love their neighbors’ almost as much as they love their own.  But when I drive around town or county, I see dead trees and dying trees and suffering trees more than I see healthy, vigorous well cared for trees.

Aransas and San Patricio Counties are the extreme southwestern end of the native live oak, Quercus virginiana, forest that starts at the Atlantic seaboard and extends more or less continuously to here.  Live oak can obviously withstand the vicissitudes of nature; witness the Lamar Big Tree and many other hundreds of year old trees in our urban forest.  Live oaks have a hard time with mankind’s activities.  At one time Padre Island was covered with live oak forest.  Now there are none.  Man cut down and burned so much of the forest that the environment was changed and the trees could not adapt to the changed conditions.  That same fate could happen here.

The live oaks in the “older” parts of town seem to have acclimated to life with man and withstood the most recent drought with little additional injury or stress.  In these areas only the old trees are left.  They are spaced out.  House and street construction effects have been coped with.  Many of the houses are of the post and beam construction type which allows air and water to penetrate the soil.  The road building and ditch digging for water and sewer lines was done long ago, in human terms, and the surviving trees have recovered from those assaults.  Many driveways were never paved.  There isn’t a lot of hardscape to seal off the tree roots in the soil from the oxygen and water in the atmosphere.

The Master Gardeners have a Tree Team whose duties are to advise homeowners on their tree problems that are of a nature that specimens can’t be brought into the Green Acres office.  Very few of our calls come from the older part of town.  Most come from the newer subdivisions or from newly constructed residences. These places are decidedly tree unfriendly, yet developers and contractors are encouraged to leave as many trees as possible.  Most new construction involves moving earth, lots of it, changing the land form, digging ponds or swimming pools, or creating multiple levels of housing.  Foundations are concrete slabs as are pool surrounds, driveways and sidewalks.  All of these seal off whatever roots weren’t cut off, from air and water.  Those few scrub oaks that were left, that the architect designed the house around, that were to provide shade and beauty for generations to come don’t stand a snowball’s chance in south Texas of surviving, much less thriving.

Fortunately for architects and developers and contractors, live oaks are tenacious and can take years to die from the stresses that man and nature impose on them. The trees in front of H.E.B. or Wal-Greens are witness to this.  They are alive but are they thriving?  These trees are essentially bonsais, root and branch pruned by nature until they reach equilibrium where each can sustain the other.

In September, I took a Master Gardener Specialist training course on trees, conducted by Texas A&M University Dept. of Horticulture.  One of the many things we were taught was that healthy trees, regardless of age, that have an adequate supply of air, water, and nutrients to the roots seldom have disease or insect problems.  Healthy trees produce a vast quantity of chemicals that repel or deter insects and disease organisms and prevent them from becoming active against the tree.  Put the same tree under an extended stress, such as prolonged drought, and it becomes susceptible to all sorts of insect and disease problems. The tree responds to the stress by shedding leaves to reduce water needs.  As leaves are lost, new growth is reduced or may die because there are no leaves to ‘pump’ water to it.  At the same time, underground, the most active feeding roots, are starved because, with fewer leaves, there is less photosynthesis producing sugars to provide energy to them.  This becomes a feedback loop: fewer roots, less water, fewer leaves, less sugar, fewer roots, etc.   The result is the exotic and photographic bent oaks of Aransas County that is no longer a forest but thickets and individual trees.

All is not lost.  There are potential solutions to these adverse effects of man and nature on the remaining live oaks.   First is to leave alone as much of the urban forest as possible.  Two other, active ways, are vertical mulching and creating an artificial forest floor.  Ninety plus per cent of the active tree roots that absorb water and nutrients are in the upper foot of soil surface to twelve inches deep.  These roots are actively growing.  They combine sugar with oxygen to create energy and give off carbon dioxide and water in the process. All the water and chemical elements that the tree needs are absorbed through them.  Oxygen levels decrease rapidly with increasing depth.  The remedial efforts of vertical mulching are focused on increasing oxygen levels in the active root zone.  Secondary effects are to increase water penetration and retention at the colloidal level while increasing the rate of removal of liquid water from the soil spaces.  Air and water cannot occupy the same space at the same time.

Vertical mulching is a man-made method of resolving man-made impediments to healthy roots.  Holes are bored or dug 18 to 24 inches deep starting at the tree trunk and extending at least to the drip line and preferably half again as far in all directions.  Holes should be three to four inches in diameter and three to four feet apart.  Fill the holes with pea gravel or coarse mulch to keep them open.  It takes a lot of holes.  This method is especially useful when the tree has a limited root area surrounded by asphalt or concrete.   Small amounts of controlled release fertilizer may be administered before filling with the pea gravel.  Most nutrients are provided to trees by leachate from fertilizing the turf.

The second method, artificially creating a forest floor, allows the myriad of soil organisms to do the work of digging the holes and otherwise modifying the soil to best suit the tree roots.  This method works best in out-of-the way areas, low traffic areas, and areas were grass won’t grow because of shade from the trees or buildings.

Spread a nine to twelve inch deep layer of loose hay over the area to be improved.  Water thoroughly.  Then cover with a one to two inch layer of transfer station mulch.  Water again.  Set your sprinkler system as you do for your lawn.  Go on vacation.  When you get back, the hay and mulch will have settled down and be in intimate contact with the soil.  If your vacation was long enough, the tree roots will be visible when you pull the hay back and if you dig deeper into the soil you’ll see all kinds of soil inhabiting macro and micro organisms.   Do this for a few years and you’ll see ample new growth on your trees, large, deep green leaves and good crops of acorns. 

Plant shade tolerant shrubs, perennials, or ground covers if you don’t care for the forest floor look.  Potential candidates can be found in IN OUR COASTAL GARDENS book published by the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners and available at no cost at the Texas AgriLife Extension Office, corner of Pearl and Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

If you have tree problems, contact The Aransas/San Patricio County Master Gardeners at 361-790-0103 to arrange for an appointment.  We make site visits on the third Wednesday of each month.

Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, TX.

AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

