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POST-HARVEY SPRING PLANT CARE
By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

Many people have asked what they should do for their trees, especially the oaks, right now and whether to prune them.  The main thing they need now to help them recover from the destruction of Harvey is a deep watering all the way around the tree. 

Deep-rooted plants of all types: trees, palms, shrubs, grass, etc. are more drought and storm tolerant.  So, water thoroughly, soaking the soil to at least 4 inches deep, but do not water frequently to encourage the roots to grow deep into the soil.  For established trees and palms, every three to four weeks is ideal at this time of year. However, if the roots have been pushed up out of the ground, water them once a week. Water shrubs and grass just once a week. 

A light application of complete fertilizer, and some compost would also be beneficial for all plants.  A complete fertilizer contains nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K); check the bag for the percentages of each of these major nutrients; apply ½ - ¾ of what the label says.   Spread the fertilizer and/or compost under as much of the canopy as you can.  Include palms too as they particularly need N and K for the warm weather months.  

Do not prune oaks now due to the threat of oak wilt disease, which is as close as Goliad County.  Wait until July or later (winter is ideal).  Trees damaged by Harvey are still stressed, so do not prune them until next January.  Leave small shoots growing on the trunk or branches until next year since the trees need every leaf right now to make food for the tree.  Mow or weed eat the oak seedlings growing up seemingly all over the place. Give the trees time to recover; some will take longer than others.  Unfortunately, some won’t make it, but don’t be in a hurry to cut them down if there is any chance that they’ll recover. 

It is fine to prune shrubs and other trees but pruning of flowering plants needs to be done when it will minimize the disruption of their blooming.  When is that time?  It depends on what time of year they flower.  Plants that flower in early spring, bloom on last year’s growth and should be pruned soon after they finish blooming.  If they are pruned too late, many of the branches that would have formed flower buds would be cut off.  Pruning after flowering will stimulate vigorous summertime growth and encourage plenty of flower buds the following year.
Shrubs and trees that bloom on last seasons' growth include Wax myrtle (Morella), Texas Mountain Laurel (Sophora), Indian Hawthorn (Raphiolepis), Anacacho Orchid Tree (Bauhinia), Redbud (Cercis), Elbowbush (Forestiera), Azaleas (Rhododendron spp.) and some climbing and rambling rose species (Rosa spp.).  These plants should be pruned by the end of April.

It is a different story for plants that bloom in the summer; their flower buds form on branches that grew the same spring. Prune these plants in the winter, until the end of February, to promote vigorous growth in spring so they have many places for flowers buds to form.
Flame Acanthus or Hummingbird plant (Anisacanthus quadrifidis), Texas Lantana (Lantana urticoides), Crape Myrtle (Lagerstroemia indica), Kidneywood (Eysenhardtia texana), Shrub Althea (Hibiscus syriacus), Chaste Tree (Vitex agnus-castus), and most shrub rose species and varieties (Rosa spp.) are in this group.  
It gets a little more confusing when to prune plants grown for their berries or fruit.  Shrubs with ornamental berries, like Beauty Berry and Yaupon Holly, bloom in spring and produce berries in summer or fall.  Prune them lightly after berries shrivel or before spring growth begins.  

Follow this general plan for pruning anything, with an eye toward keeping the plant’s natural shape and beauty, and the direction you want the growth to go.  Remove diseased, dead or damaged branches first, then any that are rubbing against each other, and next those branches growing from one side of the plant through the middle, to other side.  Also, remove any branch growing in the same space or direction as branch next to it (keep the one which has more space to grow or the one that is stronger), and branches that are growing downward.

Make your cuts, especially on branches larger than ½” diameter, beyond the branch collar (the area of slight swelling where the branch attaches to the trunk or to another branch).  Do not make the cuts flush with the trunk.   Prune judiciously and remember it does not all have to be done in one session.  Sometimes it is best to do an initial pruning, then come back to it in a few days or a week and look at it with fresh eyes to see if any branches seem out of place and cut a bit more.

Oh, and did I mention watering?  Deep water about once a month for our beloved oak trees.    
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