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PREPARING YOUR CITRUS TREES FOR WINTER

By Jennifer Thomas, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners
This article may seem early, but if you start early, your trees will thank you and you won’t have to worry. As a Master Gardener we are constantly learning. Recently, I handled a question about a backyard orange tree. Most citrus trees are relatively easy to grow and yet, also easy to lose without some basic preparation especially in our extreme south Texas weather conditions. I’ll focus this article on winter preparation rather than insects or diseases. If you have a healthy tree you shouldn’t have to worry about the other issues.  

First of all consider the location, if you are lucky enough to get the choice. Some things to look for:  elevation, protection, or large bodies of water.

Elevation can be a factor here in South Texas because coastal locations can be up to twenty degrees warmer than inland locations that are as close as five miles. If you are in a valley (or for us - have an elevation drop of five or more feet) you can expect milder conditions. Keep that in mind whether you are on the water or in the country. 

Protection can be a structure (house, shed, or barn) or it can be other vegetation/trees. Large bodies of water can affect the temperature that could mean the difference between a hard freeze and a soft one.

Learn about which type of tree you have. Some varieties are more resistant and cold hardy than others and different citrus groups tolerate cold better than others. For example, oranges and grapefruit are more cold-hardy than lemons and limes. So if you had an ideal location protected from the north wind by a structure and a location on a hill open to the north wind, then you should put the lemon or lime in the protected location over an orange or grapefruit.  

Let’s say you have a tree already planted, no choice in location. To prepare this tree for winterizing consider its size or age. A generalization is to protect any citrus tree less than 4 inches in diameter around the trunk. If the tree has problems (disease or insect infestation) then treat it now as part of your winterizing efforts. Don’t expect a ‘good winter’ to ‘fix’ your tree. A healthy tree will survive over an unhealthy tree every time.

Clear all vegetation under the tree canopy (all grass, weeds, flowers, etc), bare ground radiates more thermal heat up to the tree than anything else especially if you have limbs reaching the ground. As long as your tree is in a good protected location adding mulch up to 6 inches deep should do the job if you start now, this will not work if you do it a week before the cold front. Mulch for protection is preferable over compost at this time of year. We want dormancy and not new growth.

If your location is not ideal or your tree is very young then soil banks may be your solution. Create a mound around the trunk up to two feet high or two thirds of the trunk. The mound should be a gradual slope up to the trunk from the drip line (or leaf spread of the tree). A thin tall mound won’t provide much protection and neither will doing this a week before the cold front. The idea behind starting now is so that your tree can prepare itself by having a good foundation. Check your mound regularly for ants or fungus problems especially if there has been a lot of rain. These mounds can be spread out and mixed with compost in the spring to encourage new growth.

One other thing you can do to help your tree is quit watering it, dry winters help push citrus into greater dormancy. Now don’t deprive your harvest of grapefruit or oranges but gently cut back and quit watering completely a few weeks before harvest. Most tree-ripened citrus will get sweeter if withdrawn from water before harvest. There is a fine line here so if Mother Nature is taking care of things with some regular fall rain, don’t interfere. Factors that cannot be controlled are the duration of freezes and when they start hitting our area. Early freezes are the hardest on south Texas citrus trees because the trees acquire cold hardiness as a consequence of exposure to cold temperatures, so late freezes are not as apt to affect them as early ones. Our mild weather can trick citrus by not allowing them their natural dormancy process and those fast moving fronts that hit us don’t leave time for proper preparation. Starting your winterizing efforts in October will ensure your citrus are prepared to handle our south Texas winters.

The 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. 
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