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Tree Care in Drought—
Water Deeply and Infrequently

By Ginger Easton Smith

It’s time to water our trees!  The key to watering is to apply the water infrequently, yet very thoroughly. This encourages deep and healthy root growth.  Watering for short periods of time encourages shallow rooting which can lead to more drought damage. 

Plants use water for basic functions such as photosynthesis and can’t live without it.  During an extended drought, small feeder roots die and plants can’t absorb as much water, even after the soil is re-moistened.  Worse yet, energy reserves are used to replace the lost roots. 

Drought might not (or it might) kill a tree outright, but the stress makes it more susceptible to serious secondary insect and disease infestations, such as boring beetles and Hypoxylon canker disease, in both the current and following years.  

Proper watering is one of the most important factors in tree health.  The most common watering mistakes are watering too frequently and watering too lightly (shallowly).  Too much or too little water can result in tree injury, but in 20 years as a County Ag. Agent here and in Hawaii, I have seen many more plants damaged by overwatering than by under watering.  

Deep water trees every two to three weeks, and shrubs once a week if we don’t get 1” of rain.  

Irrigation systems designed to water turf do not sufficiently water trees--they need additional water. Water slowly and deeply in one or two applications so water doesn’t run off.  Use soaker hoses, a regular hose, or a hose end sprinkler, starting several feet from the trunk and moving the hose outward until the entire area is covered.  

The general rule of thumb for trees is 5-10 gallons of water per inch of trunk diameter; use the lower end for healthy trees, and the higher end for stressed trees and those with roots covered in turf or groundcover, or located next to paving.  Add enough water to wet the top 8-12 inches of soil. This may take several hours or more depending on how its applied, and you’ll need to use a screwdriver or metal rod to determine how deep the soil is easily penetrated (dry soil is very difficult to penetrate). 

To determine how long to water, do a quick check by placing several straight-sided containers, like tuna fish cans, around the area the sprinkler covers.  After 10 minutes, measure how much is in each can and figure out how long it will take to deliver one inch of water.  Once you know how long it takes, just set the timer and move your sprinkler or hose every time it goes off. 

Most of a tree’s feeder roots, which absorb moisture and nutrients, are in upper one or two feet of soil.  On an established tree, roots are “far out”—probably twice as far as the drip line.  For a tree which has been in the ground less than two years it will be considerably less, check to see how far the roots extend. 

When watering, cover as much of this root area as possible, beginning two to three feet from the trunk (don’t water the trunk!), and going at least a foot beyond drip line.  It is better to wet a small area to 8-12 inches deep, than to only wet the surface few inches over a large area.  For more information, download “Tree Watering Tips--Caring for trees during extreme drought”, or watch a video by the Texas A&M Forest Service, at  http://texasforestservice.tamu.edu/main/popup.aspx?id=14964, then scroll down to Watering Tips.  

The City of Rockport drought contingency plan has set our schedule, and it’s a good one for plants; it allows watering twice a week and, to reduce evaporation, only between 7 at night and 10 in the morning.  If the leaves on plants will be wetted, it’s best to water them in the very early morning to avoid conditions favorable to disease.  Allowing water to run off into the street or gutter is prohibited.  Residents with even numbered house addresses may water on Thursdays and Sundays, and those with odd numbered addresses may water on Wednesdays and Sundays.  Most irrigated lawns receive twice as much water as needed.  Twice a week is ideal for turf grass and more than enough for trees so it should result in happy and healthy landscapes, as well as conserving precious water.  

Mulching around trees is one of the best ways to manage water stress. A four inch deep layer of mulch, starting six inches from trunk and going as far out as you have mulch to cover, will greatly reduce evaporation from the soil.  Use wood chips, shredded bark, leaves, light colored rock, or other materials.  Coarser material, such as wood chips, allows better water penetration.  Always keep mulch off the trunk as it will cause rot.

Following these guidelines will help preserve our trees, the most valuable assets to our landscapes, and will also meet guidelines for water conservation during drought periods
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