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Post Harvey Tree Effects
By Todd L. Cutting, Master Gardener

Hurricane Harvey defoliated almost every tree and shrub in Aransas County and surrounding areas.  As is patently obvious, the defoliation lasted only about two weeks before latent buds were sparked into growth.  Leaves re-emerged, telling us which trees and/or parts there-of were alive or dead.  Along with leaves, epicormic growth, that is suckers or water sprouts, emerged from living branches and trunks. 

Harvey uprooted, broke off or severely pruned large and small branches from all tree species.  Many of these have been removed from residential areas.  This would be a good time to take a hard look at invasive species that may be on your property, such as Chinese tallow, Triadica sebifera, Chinaberry, Melia azedaroch; and Brazilian pepper, Schinus terebinthifolius, and decide if they contribute to the landscape esthetic you wish to have or if they should be removed. Remember, they provide a seed source that helps spread these pest trees far and wide.  

Pines, Pinus spp, are not native to the southern coastal bend, but they do grow rapidly and thrive here.  Harvey was especially hard on mature specimens whether growing separately or in a plantation.  Pine trees are stiff when mature, which is why they make good power poles, but when subjected to wind they don’t bend, they break- one reason 200,000 power poles were down.  If your pine is all brown needled, cut it down because it’s dead.  Many people will see a few green needles and believe the pine is still alive, as indeed it is; but is it healthy?

Pines can appear healthy and alive and then die for no apparent reason two to five years after a hurricane event.  Three reasons for this are:  1. The interior fibers of the trunk were broken; 2. The root system was damaged; or 3. There weren’t enough surviving needles to feed the trunk and roots.

Another issue with pines that were mostly defoliated is generalized stress, not enough needles left to feed the tree, and bark beetles.  We have bark beetles in the area that attack mature, stressed pines of all species.  As the beetles’ larvae live under the bark in the sapwood, they are virtually impossible to control.  So expect your stressed pines to have an epidemic of bark beetles in the next few years.  If your pines are mature, more than thirty years old and were mostly defoliated, consider removing them.

Palm trees are structurally mutant grass plants.  They are designed to bend and twist and give with the wind.  The bud, or growing point is at the top, usually protected by the older fronds.  If the wind doesn’t break the trunk off, the bud will survive even if the fronds are blown away.  It will be slower to leaf out compared to regular trees and may not leaf out until the next growing season.  So be patient with your palms unless you can tell the bud was blown away.  In a couple of years it may be back to normal.  Since most of our palms are nutrient deficient, it would be a good idea to fertilize with a quality palm fertilizer this fall and again in February/March.  The palms at Cactus Corner, the purple building at the corner of Cactus and Bus.35 in Fulton, are an example of new growth emerging from the top.

Queen palms and other marginally frost intolerant palms’ new growth may be more susceptible to freeze injury as it won’t have had time to harden off before freezing weather conditions.
The Aransas/ San Patricio Master Gardeners have a “Tree Team” that make on-site visits the 3rd Wednesday (usually) of each month to help home owners with problems too large to bring to the office.  Contact Aransas AgriLife Extension at 361-790-0103 with your tree questions and concerns and you will be contacted by a member of the tree team to schedule an appointment to view your tree(s).

Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office is located at 892 Airport Road in Rockport.  AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

