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DROUGHT EFFECTS ON OUR TREES 

 

Drought injury or winter desiccation is not unusual on Arborvitae, and other broadleaf evergreens 

like boxwood, and poorly sited Yews. But this spring has been different. The injury I am seeing 

on area spruce trees is unusual and demonstrates our exceptional drought. Reports of spruce 

discoloration range from yellow to brown to mauve. The past several weeks I have seen repeated 

examples of spruces on farmsteads, on acreages and in town that appear to have succumbed to 

drought.  

 

Talking to Dennis Adams with the Nebraska Forest Service, we commonly water young trees but 

larger, more mature trees we often do not attempt to water during drought. When it boils right 

down to it, and especially with a marginal farm well, it’s best to have water for daily needs, rather 

than attempting to water large trees during the extreme conditions.  

 

If discoloration is observed on spruces this spring, check spruce for signs of life. Bend a branch to 

see if it is still pliable. Scrape the bark to check for green tissue beneath. Crumble a bud or two 

between two fingers to check if soft and still green. When signs of life are found, wait until after 

new growth begins before pruning. This allows time for new growth and some recovery. As a rule 

of thumb, do not give up on an evergreen branches or plants until about June 1st. 

 

Concerning pruning plants in the landscape, the best time to prune spring blooming shrubs is 

within a month after they finish flowering. A good example of this is forsythia. They bloomed 

late compared to the past several years but now is the time to reduce height or be thinned. While 

shrubs may need to be shortened, focus on branch thinning. With blooming shrubs, remove no 

more than one-third (or one-fourth during times of drought stress) of the largest diameter stems, 

branches that are growing toward the center of the shrub, and branches that are crossing or 

rubbing another branch. Thinning opens up the shrub to more sunlight for healthy growth 

throughout the plant. 

 

And finally, if you didn’t let the drought deter you and planted some new trees this year in the 

landscape, the following NebGuide has some very useful tips on care of newly planted trees 

http://bit.ly/18QlcwK Using landscape fabric for mulch in ornamental plantings is generally not 

recommended. Tree roots beneath landscape fabric may grow up into the fabric. If the fabric is 

lifted or adjusted as changes are made in the landscape, the tree roots will be damaged. Using 

wood mulch in contact with the soil is the best for your newly planted trees. Mulch with a 2- to 3-

inch layer of organic material. The diameter of the mulched area should be at least 2 feet, 

although larger areas are recommended. 
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