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TREES FOR THE FUTURE
By Todd L. Cutting, Master Gardener

Hurricane Harvey destroyed innumerable trees in its rampage through the Coastal Bend.  Many of the uprooted, broken off, or debranched trees were in the wrong place or in poor condition, and caused extensive property damage. 

As we recover from the destruction and plan for the future, let’s find space for new trees; the right tree in the right place, planted the right way to insure longevity.  Trees live a long time.  Witness the Lamar Big Tree and lots of other live oaks in our community that have been here for hundreds of years.  Most species won’t live that long but even the sorry, weedy ones like Chinese Tallow, Chinaberry, and Brazilian Pepper will survive for 50 to 100 years. Expect any tree you decide to plant to live for at least two people generations.  In its native forest, Southern Magnolia spends that long as an under-story tree then bursts through the canopy and spends that long again as an over story tree.

After deciding on a small, medium, or large tree depending on the space available, the tree’s habitat needs such as soil moisture, texture, and pH need to be considered.  What are its sunlight requirements?  Will your site provide for the physiological needs of the species selected such as drought, wind, and salt tolerance? Is there space to plant trees at least 15 to 20 feet from structures?

Climate change should be put into the tree selection equation.  Sea levels are rising; salt water intrusion will increase.  Air temperatures are rising.  More frequent droughts of longer duration are predicted.  Trees live a long time so what will they have to endure 100 years from now?  If you are on the edge of the live oak area now, expect to be in an area intolerant for live oak in the future.

The Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener Association publication, ”In Our Coastal Gardens”, describes eleven large trees, over 30 feet tall, and their requirements for a happy existence.  All these large trees will have a canopy at least 30 feet wide so must be planted a minimum of 20 feet from permanent structures.  Also, their root systems have the potential of having a 90 foot radius.  The more of this you can provide, the better for your new tree.  Large trees need lots of space.

“In Our Coastal Gardens” also includes small trees, under 30 feet tall, and large shrubs which could be pruned into small trees if one so desired. These are more appropriate for smaller lots and allow for more creative landscaping and diversity.  Those that say, “sun/part shade” are usually understory species that do better in part shade than in full sun.  Hurricane Harvey opened up a lot of previously heavy shaded areas but there is still enough for these under story plants.

You should invest in a soil test and if you have well water, a well water test.  Local soils are generally alkaline, whether the texture is sandy or heavy.  Most well water is salty.  Salt spray is ubiquitous.  Keep these factors in mind when selecting a tree species.  Plan on watering your new tree with city water for the first year.

Planting depth is critical with trees.  Planting too deep kills more new trees than any other single reason.  Do not dig the hole too deep to begin with.  If it is too deep, the tree will settle and end up too deep.  The trunk flare and upper roots should be just at or even slightly above the undisturbed soil level.  Use your excess energy to make the hole two or three times wider than you think necessary, not deeper.

Texas A&M AgriLife Extension has fact sheets on proper tree planting technique, and information on soil and water testing; contact the Aransas County office at 361-790-0103. 

If you purchase a container grown tree, take it out of the container at the retail location and check for circling, kinked, or girdling roots.  If present, either don’t buy it or know what to do about them.  Again, the Aransas County office of Texas A&M AgriLife Extension has the necessary information.  

“In Our Coastal Gardens” is currently out of stock, but is available on-line at https://aransas.agrilife.org/in-our-coastal-gardens/.  It is being rewritten, enlarged and will be available soon, I hope.  You could also consult “The Corpus Christi Garden Book”, available in the library or for sale at AgriLife Extension, 892 Airport Road, Rockport, Texas for information on recommended trees. 

Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office is located at 892 Airport Road in Rockport.  AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

