CONTACT:  Ernie Edmundson


Or Nancy Freeman 361-790-0103













[image: image1.png]TEXAS A&M

GRILIFE
EXTENSION




RELEASE DATE: April 24, 2014
ARE YOU KILLING YOUR PALMS WITH KINDNESS
By Amanda Steves
Aransas/San Patricio County Master Gardener

When driving through towns in the Coastal Bend area, one can all too often see palm trees that are doomed.  Most of them have yellowing fronds, many look like they’ve had a bad haircut, and some have been wind-whipped until they are in tatters.  Others are enduring the slow death of disease resulting from overzealous trunk “shaving” and the use of climbing spikes.

If you are lucky enough to have palms where you live, it’s worth the effort to learn how to take care of them.  The three most common problems faced by palms in the area are extreme temperatures, wind, and potassium deficiency.  Sadly, these are all caused or made worse by the way we maintain them.

Palms don’t like cold weather.  A few species (Cabbage, Dwarf Palmetto, Pindo, Texas Sabal) are more cold hardy than most, but over-trimming can expose them to extremes that they aren’t prepared for.  Taking off too many fronds will expose the trunk and the crown shaft to cold damage.  Similarly, the summer sun can hurt a closely shaved trunk.  Shaving too high on the trunk does it too.

Here’s how to trim palms: don’t.  If you must, only remove completely dead fronds.  When you make a cut, leave a few inches of the frond stem on the trunk. If you try to pull off the whole frond or a firmly attached “boot” from previous trimming, you can tear into the trunk tissue, causing a wound that will never heal.  Palms are not self-healing like trees with bark, such as oaks.  Trunk injuries from boot removal, shaving more than one-quarter inch deep, and climbing spikes create entry points for diseases and insects for the rest of the palm’s life.

Palms need their green.  Unlike other trees, palms have a very limited number of green leaves.  When you prune off a frond with any amount of green on it, you are restricting the palm’s ability to nourish itself through photosynthesis.  Do not remove yellowed fronds, as this will result in the yellowing of other, healthy fronds.  Never cut the top off a palm-it will kill it.  If it’s growing under a power line, consider having it moved.

A healthy palm should look like a ball on a stick, maybe with a skirt of dead fronds.  You can remove dead fronds, leaving a boot, without endangering the health of a palm.  If you need to take off green fronds for safety reasons such as visibility, fire hazard, etc., healthy palms will be okay if you don’t go past an imaginary horizontal line dividing the “ball” in upper and lower halves.  But if your palm is stressed in any way (and most are), this can lead to decline and early death of the tree.

Most palms in the Coastal Bend area are suffering from potassium deficiency and are sometimes lacking in other nutrients, as well.  This is caused by a number of factors, including soil pH being very alkaline, watering with salty well water, and just a lack of nutrients in some of our soils.

Palms like to be fed 1-3 times per year, in the fall, spring, and summer.  Use a slow-release fertilizer that includes micronutrients with a 2:1:3 or 3:1:3 ratio of nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P) and potassium (K).  Use a granular fertilizer, and apply it to the soil in a band around the root ball, as far out as the canopy spreads.  For small palms, apply ½-2 lbs.  Medium-sized palms need 3-4 lbs, and large palms should get 5-7 lbs. total for the year, divided into two or three applications.  

You can tell if your palm has a nutrient deficiency by looking for yellowing of the leaves.  Be careful to avoid using grass-killing herbicides near palms, as they can be killed or damaged by some weed killers.

Water your palms when they need it, but not too much.  You can tell when to water by checking the soil, two inches deep.  If it’s dry, water thoroughly over the root zone.  A good, deep soaking every 10-12 days in the summer is better than a shallow watering once a week.  Over-watering and poor drainage are both bad for palms, since they can lead to nutrient deficiency and root damage.

Finally, some of the more delicate, long-fronded palms (Queen, Foxtail) are vulnerable to damage from our strong coastal winds.  It’s best to plant these beautiful trees in locations that are protected from wind and low temperatures.  Most palms, however, are very resilient in high winds, and for that reason they tend to survive hurricanes and severe storms better than other trees.  The practice of over-pruning (the “hurricane cut”) in preparation for a storm actually reduces the tree’s chance of survival, because only the youngest top fronds are left.  They are not strong enough to resist snapping off in high winds and need the outer fronds to protect them.
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