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CARING FOR TREES STILL STRESSED FOLLOWING HARVEY
By Todd L. Cutting, Master Gardener

We had about 30 certified arborists from the International Society of Arborists Texas Branch here in Rockport on January 13 and 14, along with Texas A&M Forest Service and AgriLife Extension staff.  Their purpose was to conduct Tree Risk Level 1 assessment of the trees of over 200 homeowners who signed up in response to the notices published in the Rockport Pilot. The arborist did this as a service project at no charge.  I accompanied an arborist from San Antonio as he evaluated his list of 15 properties.  

We found very few imminent hazards but lots of over-pruning and poor pruning:   stubs, flush cuts, etc.  One tree was flagged for immediate removal and one large branch for immediate pruning.  Most of our sites had hanging broken limbs that were out of reach of homeowner ladders and pole saws. Not immediate risks, but ones that  should be taken care of and not forgotten about to fall on their own.  

The arborist taught me a lot and really emphasized the following points:  

1. Tree leaves and sunshine convert atmospheric carbon dioxide and soil obtained water into sugar, glucose.  Other tree cells in the leaves and branches convert the glucose to starch which the tree stores in its wood for later use.  This stored starch provides the energy for all of the tree’s biological processes except photosynthesis.  Energy is created in the leaves, moved as glucose and stored as starch in leaves, twigs, branches, trunk and roots.  

2. Every life process the tree undertakes uses some of this energy.  Regular daily respiration, pumping water from the soil, making new leaves, twigs, branches and circumferential growth, healing (compartmentalizing) wounds, repelling insects and disease organisms, and flowering and reproducing. 

3. The monoculture of live oaks, ​Quercus virginiana, that makes up the Aransas County urban forest, was completely defoliated by Hurricane Harvey.  For two to three weeks there was no photosynthesis and creation of new energy.  The trees had to use stored starch energy to activate dormant buds and produce new leaves to restart photosynthesis.  At the same time, the wound compartmentalization process was being triggered.  This requires cells to produce certain chemicals in large quantities to create chemical walls or barriers to seal off the storm broken areas so wood rotting fungi and bacteria can’t infect the uninjured wood.  The trees did not totally refoliate, replace all the lost leaves.  There was and is a great drain on the stored starch reserves plus fewer factories to make more.  

4. It is our duty, as tree owners, tree huggers and tree lovers to do everything we can to conserve the stored starch reserves in the trees and enable them to create as much more as possible.  Here are some do’s and don’ts for at least the next two years. 

a. Don’t prune anything​  unless it is an imminent hazard to people or property.

b. Leave the broken stubs.​  The tree has already expended energy, made compartmentalizing chemicals and walled off the injured from the sound wood.  If you prune, you are exposing new injuries that the tree will have to compartmentalize using scarce resources. 

c. Leave, and learn to enjoy, the epicormic shoots, water sprouts, suckers, whatever you call them.​  They have leaves, possibly most of the leaves on the tree. The stems are greenish and have chlorophyll.  Leaves and stems are converting sunlight into tree useable energy during daylight hours.  If you remove them, you destroy the factory and have to use more scarce energy to seal the wounded tissues. 

d. Do not fertilize the trees or the lawn under them to the drip line or beyond by a third the radius of the dripline.  ​Fertilizing, especially with nitrogen, induces new extension growth which requires large amounts of energy.

e. Do water your trees.​  It takes energy to pull water from the soil and up the trunk and branches to the leaves.  If you can maintain soil moisture at field capacity in the upper foot of soil  under the dripline and beyond, the tree will use less energy to extract and translocate the needed water and mineral elements.  Field capacity is the water left in the soil after gravity has pulled free water below the root zone. 

f. Don’t use any herbicide under the dripline or for a third the dripline radius further out.  Period!​  This includes weed and feed products. Herbicides  that target broadleaved weeds are designed to kill broad leaved plants which trees are.  While there is definitely a dose/response relationship with herbicide and degree of injury, our trees are all under unusual stress and that relationship could easily be off.  If your live oaks have soil/root sprouts, never, ever use any type of herbicide to get rid of them.  These sprouts are all attached to tree roots and if they absorb herbicides, the chemicals will be translocated to the root and shoot growing tips.  Then, if the dose is high enough--death of that growing point. Since most of our trees have been growing in intimate relationship with other trees of the same species, their roots will have grafted.  So chemicals, herbicides can be moved into many trees from one application site. 

g. Be alert for foliage eating insects.​  Our trees are already stressed and can’t afford to lose leaf area to hordes of caterpillars. 

h. For more information and ideas contact Texas A&M AgriLife Extension- Aransas County at 361-790-0103.  The Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners have a Tree Team that makes site visits.

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.

