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South Texas Palm Tree Sculpting

By Jennifer Thomas—Master Gardener

It goes against everything I’ve learned and lots of things I’ve heard from this area, the anomaly called palm tree care.  Let me start by saying any palm trees thriving under typical care in this coastal area are super strains because we abuse the heck out of them.   The ‘urban legends’ about palm tree care are just that, hand-me-down stories that are so far from the truth they are laughable.   A tribute to the extremes that palm trees can survive under serious stress is the simple fact that palms continue to thrive despite our human interference.  I’m going to cover a few facts and address some local misconceptions about palm trees; as always, contact the local Texas AgriLife Extension Service for information in your area.

First of all, there is only one palm tree that is native to Texas, the Sabal texana.  It is identifiable by the lack of hooked spikes on the leaf petiole.  This tree is slow growing, as far as fan-type palms are concerned, and cold tolerant.  Each leaf, while sticker-free, is not perfect; you may notice the tip curls down slightly.  This curling attribute is what makes the leaves less preferred for building or decorating with since they won’t lay flat.  A native cousin to the tall palm is the Palmetto palm, Sabal minor, which rarely forms an above ground stem or trunk and generally remains shrub like.

With any palm tree, care and maintenance should be considered before planting.  The biggest problem in this area is over-trimming, so make sure your tree will fit in its location when fully grown.   There is no need or benefit to a palm tree to trim its leaves off; these trees need their leaves for the nutrients they provide.  Palms have very small root systems and rely heavily on their leaves to survive.   A healthy palm tree should be allowed to grow until a “skirt” is formed with its old leaves, under the green layer of leaves.   A palm tree will naturally release dead fronds/leaves when it doesn’t need them.  Additional benefits to leaving the “skirt” on a palm tree include providing shelter for migrating bats in the summer and nesting birds or squirrels in the spring.

Of course, if there is a safety issue, do what needs to be done and trim those dead fronds, but if you can leave them on, it will make for a much healthier tree.  If you need to trim your palm tree, try to keep it to the lower leaves only.  If you can imagine the tree as a circle with the new leaf growth at the top and the dead leaves at the bottom, a proper trim should not cut leaves above the halfway mark of the circle.  Can a palm tree tolerate over trimming?  Definitely, as long as the leaf cap or head is not cut.  Over trimming won’t usually kill a palm, but what it does is alter its trunk and over time deprive it of necessary nutrients.  The trunk of a palm tree is different from other trees such as an oak which has bark.  Bark can regenerate and re-grow but palm trees are different; they do not regenerate.  Scars or damage to the trunk will remain forever.   Palm tree trunks should be the same diameter all the way up.  Repeated over trimming will cause a narrowing of the trunk just below the fronds, which will be a weak spot more likely to snap off during strong winds.

There is also no reason to tie up palm leaves except for transporting and that is just to minimize damage during transport.  After a transplant, palm leaves need to be released.  A palm shouldn’t be tied up for more than five days.  Photosynthesis, a plant’s most basic metabolic process, occurs with light intensity and frequency.  When a palm’s leaves are tied they cannot get sunlight and hence cannot continue to produce food for the plant.  So give your palms a break and just let them grow.

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. For more local gardening news, visit the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener website www.aspmastergardeners.org
