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DON’T PANIC…LIVE OAK LEAF DROP IS NORMAL
By Ginger Easton Smith
You may be wondering why the leaves are yellowing and falling off many live oaks in the Coastal Bend.  Not to worry, it is almost surely just the natural leaf drop.  It takes place around this time of year rather than in the “fall” when trees in more temperate climates drop their leaves.  Not all the live oaks in an area, or even in a yard, will drop their leaves at the same time, making it a little more confusing.

Although live oaks are sometimes referred to as “evergreen oaks”, they are not true evergreens.  They do drop their old leaves, but tend to do so as the new leaves are growing, so it appears more gradual than with some other species of trees.  Because the old leaves fall as the new ones are beginning to grow, the leaf drop occurs in the early months of the year-January through March, depending on the weather.  The combination of life-giving rain we have received in the past few weeks and the warmer temperatures causes the leaf buds to “break”, opening and expanding into new leaves.

Still, due to the threat of oak wilt disease, a deadly disease which is not in Aransas County, but which we need to be on the lookout for, it is a good idea to take a close look at the trees.  A sign that trees are experiencing normal leaf drop, rather than a disease problem, is that when the old leaves start yellowing, new little buds are beginning to grow.  Look for the new buds close to where the old leaves are attached to the branch.  They will be tiny at first, but soon after the leaves fall, the buds swell and open up into small, light green leaves.   

The older leaves may turn yellow rather quickly, and may develop brown or black spots or blotches just before they drop. Sometimes the veins of the leaves turn brown while the rest of the leaf stays green.  This vein-browning symptom may be similar to a sign of oak wilt; however, oak wilt symptoms usually show up in the summer, rather than early spring.  Oak wilt also will typically kill a live oak in two to four months.  

If new leaves do not develop, check the branch.  If it is flexible, all is probably well, but keep an eye out for new buds and leaves.  If the branch snaps easily when you bend it, it is probably dead.  Another way to check is to lightly scratch the bark with a fingernail and see if it is green underneath.  Every tree will have a few dead branches, but if a tree has 10 to 15 percent or more, there is likely a problem that needs to be investigated further.  Contact the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners at the Texas AgriLife Extension office at 790-0103, or at apmastergardeners@gmail.com.  

Keep in mind that established trees do not need, or even do well with, frequent watering.  They only need occasional watering, a deep soaking once a month is sufficient for an ornamental tree.  In the heat of summer, increase it to every two weeks.  Watering shallowly, and frequently, will result in a shallower root system and sometimes leads to root rot.

If a plant is turning yellow, unless there hasn’t been rain for a long time and it doesn’t get supplemental water, it is much more likely to be due to too much water—that is too frequent watering—than to not enough water.    

As with anything, the best defense against disease is to maintain trees in as healthy a state as possible.   Sometimes easier said than done, but follow the basics: deep infrequent watering,  a layer of mulch several inches thick (but never touching the bark),  a light application of fertilizer—or even better, compost—a couple times a year, and keep the weeds away in a circle several feet from the trunk.  Prune only if really necessary, and then only in the coolest months when the trees are semi-dormant.   On oak trees only, seal all pruning cuts with pruning paint or latex paint within 30 minutes of cutting—and preferably immediately after making the cuts.  

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

