News Column for Wednesday 4/2/08
By: Chuck Browne


Several weeks ago, I wrote about the following topic but I think the subject needs revisiting.  Many of you have told me that you read this column.  Thank you all for reading.  I’ve even been asked “how do I come up with the topics each week?”


Sometimes conversations either on the phone or in person, from you folks out there, give me ideas.  Other times like this past weekend when I was outside in my own landscape, will provide me with ideas.


Since we are already several weeks into spring green up, it is now becoming obvious which plants did not make it through the winter or suffered some sort of drought/cold damage combination.  I cut 3 huge wheel barrows of dead wood out of all our big blue Hydrangeas.  This is one of those plants that you don’t usually prune this time of year.  However, it was (painfully)

obvious that they were killed back almost to the ground.  The bark on the dead branches was split, indicating cold damage.  These are not new plants.  The have to be approaching 20 years in the same location and have weathered far colder temperatures in past winters.


I can almost say without a doubt that last summers’ drought conditions weaken these plants (as well as others) and predisposed them to other environmental stresses such as cold, insects or disease.


Also this weekend while out and about, I discovered 2 more dead dogwood trees in our landscape.  They too showed signs of winter injury.  There were dogwoods all around them that were flowering, leafing out and not injured.  Why one tree dies and the other one next to it is still living, given the same set of environmental circumstances may always be a mystery.


In any case, remove any part or parts of plants that are obviously dead.  Don’t worry about the timing or using pruning paints.  The sooner the plant is rid of all the dead tissue, the better.  Dead wood is not doing the plant any good.


So far so good on rainfall this year.  But remember, we were still almost 2 feet short of total rainfall for last year.  It’s hard to catch up from totals like that.  Be prepared to provide supplemental irrigation to plants should they need it during this upcoming growing season.  Using soaker hoses usually wastes less than over head sprinklers and concentrates the water where the plant needs it most…..the roots.


If you have not done so already, mulch the plants well.  Ideally, the entire root zone of trees and shrubs (extending out to at least the canopy, possibly beyond) should be mulched.  A 2-3 inch layer of an organic substance like pine straw, back mulch or even leaves will help with water conservation and reduce other stresses.


Small amounts of fertilizer may also benefit plants this spring.  For fertilizer to work and not be damaging to plants themselves, it must be adequately watered in.  Timing the applications with a good rain is best but irrigation systems can come in handy when performing this chore.  Most of the time, we find that people over fertilize and under lime.  A $7.00 soil test through this office or the Auburn University Soil Testing Lab can alleviate the guesswork.  Over fertilizing can result in high salt buildup in the soil and can kill the plant quickly.

Fusiform Rust Can Damage Pines

Fusiform rust is caused by fungus that produces five different spore stages and requires both an oak and a pine tree to complete its life cycle.  The most conspicuous stage in the life cycle is the orange-colored spores that appear on pine galls.  This occurs at the same time as the first flush of spring oak leaves.


In forest-tree nurseries, seed treatments and timely foliar applications of systemic fungicide have resulted in nearly 100 percent control of fusiform rust.  However, once out of the nursery, fungicides are not economical and trees must reply on resistance and perhaps luck to avoid severe infections.  Both slash and loblolly pine genetic improvements have increased rust resistance.  Most pine seedlings available today are more rust resistant than were the seedlings planted 30 years ago.


In older stands, trees with main-stem rust cankers should be preferentially removed during any stand management thinning to reduce stem breakage and increase the growth of the neighboring uninfected trees.  Main-stem infections pose a greater threat in landscape settings than they pose in forest situations.  Such galls predispose their stems to breakage and should be removed if such breakage poses a threat to property.
