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PLANT A WINDBREAK TO PROTECT YOUR GARDEN & HOME

By Amanda Steves

Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener Intern

We love our sea breezes, but sometimes they don’t “love” us back.  Salty ocean winds and cold north gales can wreak havoc with our gardens.  Planting a windbreak is a great way to reduce those harsh effects on our plants and homes.

The first order of business is to answer the question, what do you want to accomplish with your windbreak?  If it’s protection from the cold winter wind, you will plant perpendicular to the prevailing direction of cold fronts.  For ocean-wind mitigation, you will position it to intercept the prevailing sea breezes.  Here on the Texas coast, we plant across the 

- North and East for cold-wind protection

- South and East for ocean-wind protection

The next factor to consider is will a windbreak block your view?  Generally windbreaks consist of bushy evergreen trees--the taller the better for wind-blocking effectiveness.  But if you want to preserve your view, a hedge or planting of shrubs might fill the bill.  A solid fence or wall built for wind-breaking actually causes a sharp updraft, downdraft, and eddies, which increase the wind’s speed on the other side.  Filtering the wind through a living wall slows it down considerably. 

And finally, how much space is available for your windbreak planting?  The best windbreaks are designed with several rows of trees and shrubs to diffuse and slow the wind most effectively.  But if your property is fairly small, you won’t have room for all that, especially if you have a house in the middle.  A windbreak of trees too close to the house can cause problems with water lines, sewer lines, and septic tanks.  In fire-prone areas, full-sized windbreaks should be kept 75 - 125 feet away from houses and other buildings.  Our yearly burn-bans attest to the fact that we are at risk, so a row of highly flammable conifers close to a building could be a fire hazard.

If you live in a residential neighborhood, the houses, trees, and fences already provide some wind protection.  A well-placed hedge could add more shielding for your yard or garden.

If your property is large and open, your house and garden are fully exposed to the wind.  The good news is you can get creative with a full-on windbreak.  Start with a row of shrubs as the first line of defense, and add a row or two of evergreen trees backed up by more shrubs.

You can plant flowering bushes, fruit or berry-bearing, or even some with foliage that changes color seasonally.  Just remember, evergreens provide the best and most consistent wind protection all year.  A windbreak that is ‘L’-shaped provides much more coverage in the shielded area than a single-line arrangement.  Multi-row windbreaks work best when you stagger the plants’ positions.

For the Texas coast, choose drought- and salt-tolerant plant species.  Evergreen trees that have branches all the way down the trunk provide the best wind protection.  The ideal windbreak tree grows fast, is visually dense, and has strong branch attachments and stiff branches.  Here are some recommendations from the Corpus Christi Area Garden Council for windbreak trees and shrubs in our area:

Trees

- Afghan Pine or Mondell Pine (Pinus eldarica): 30-60 ft. tall, 20 ft. spread

- Aleppo Pine (Pinus halepensis): 35 ft. tall, 20 ft. spread

- Arizona Cypress (Cupressus arizonica):  40-50 ft. tall, 20 ft. spread

- Eucalyptus (Eucalyptus camaldulensis, E. rostrata):  50 ft. tall, 20-30 ft. spread

Shrubs

- Coppertone Loquat (Eriobotrya hybrid): 6 ft. tall, 6-8 ft. spread

- Elaeagnus (Eleagnus ebbingei): 8-10 ft. tall, 3-5 ft. spread

- Indian Hawthorne (Raphiolepis indica): 2-6 ft. tall, 3-4 ft. spread many varieties excellent for seashore

- Japanese Yew (Podocarpus macrophyllus): 25 ft. tall, 3-5 ft. spread

- Lantana (Lantana hybrids): 3-6 ft. tall, 2 ft. spread, excellent for seashore; but don’t plant Lantana montevidensis, Trailing Shrub Verbena, as it can be invasive.

- Purple Sage or Texas Sage, Cenizo, Texas Silverleaf (Leucophyllum frutescens): 6-10 ft. tall, 3 ft. spread

- Sandankwa Viburnum (V. suspensum): 6-8 ft. tall, 4-8 ft. spread

- Yaupon Holly (Ilex vomitori): 8-25 ft. tall, 3-ft. spread

For more information, see:  

http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/southerngarden/coastplants.html  and The Garden Book for Corpus Christi and South Texas.  
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