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There is nothing more frustrating than spending money on a tree, taking the time to plant it properly, caring for it for a year or two, only to have it die abruptly.  Nothing more frustrating perhaps except to have a well established tree or trees in your yard abruptly die for no apparent reason.


I know because I hear it in your voices and see it in your faces when I’m asked “can you come save it” or “what killed it”.  Sometimes there is no simple answer or single cause of death for a tree that abruptly dies.  Most of the time, multiple factors contribute to a trees death.


This past spring, we have looked at what I feel is an extraordinarily large amount of borer damage to new and well established existing trees.  Pine beetles can be included here too because they are a type of borer also.


Borers can kill a tree.  They are usually small insects that bore in through the trunk and tunnel around the trees vascular systems disrupting the tree’s water and nutrient flow.  In large numbers, the tree will abruptly die as in the case with pine beetles.  Usually when you notice the damage, it is too late to save that tree.  It’s best to protect the healthy ones at that point.


While the borer may get credit for the actually killings of the tree, often other stresses contributed equally to the death.  Root damage is usually a factor.  Trenching in the root zone will weaken and possibly kill a tree.  Likewise if fill dirt is added in a root zone, it too can weaken a tree to the point of insects (like borers) or disease killing the tree.


The past 2 year’s drought has affected all plants including trees.  Trees growing on marginal sites with poor or shallow soils are usually affected first.  We see this in forestry settings.  However in urban settings, trees growing with limited root zones like in parking lots or where they are surrounded by paving are under additional stress and can be affected quicker than those on better sites.

The best defense against almost all insects and diseases that can damage or kill trees is to grow a healthy tree. This includes proper soil pH and adequate fertility.  In some cases, supplemental water during droughts is needed.  This includes even older, well established trees that we tend to think are invincible.

Don’t park cars under trees.  Excessive foot traffic is also detrimental to a trees root system.  Compacted soil no matter what the cause is not a good growing environment.


Mulch the entire root zone if possible.  I know this sounds excessive and is not always practical or possible.  But stop and think for a moment where trees grow naturally and without help from humans.  Forests are totally mulched with a 2-3 inch layer of organic mulch in the form of leaf litter.  Gradual decomposition of twigs and leaves add nutrients back to the soil and help hold moisture.  Mulch also moderates soil temperature extremes and prevents crusting.  When natural rainfall does occur, the mulch slows or eliminates run off and holds more moisture in the root zone.


Extension publication ANR-814 Street Trees is available from our office or the Extension website www.aces.edu  and can provide additional information to help you keep your trees healthy.

Toll free Extension Horticultural helpline available


Don’t forget 1-877-ALA-GROW. This is a toll free helpline staffed by Alabama Master Gardeners.  The helpline is open April thru September from 9 am until 2:00 pm Monday through Thursdays.


As summer time brings more horticultural related questions to County Extension Offices everywhere, this helpline is designed to better serve our clientele.  As our populations grow and more and more people seek horticulture knowledge, our trained Master Gardeners are helping us meet those needs.


Lee County shares the duties answering those calls with Autauga, Montgomery and Elmore Counties.  Together, we serve a 13 county region known as the Central Alabama Helpline.
