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TREE TALK- July 2022 - ARE YOU LOVING YOUR TREES TO DEATH?
Are your trees dying unexpectedly? Could it be drought, insects or disease? Or could they be suffering
because of human error? Your Texas Hill Country ISA Certified Arborist Karen Rockoff explains what
she has been seeing recently.
The last few years we have seen Mother Nature hit us with some unusual weather patterns.. Of course,
we do not have control over that. We do, however, have control over how we maintain our trees. I
specialize in plant and tree health care. I have diagnosed, mitigated, and treated trees all over Texas
in the last 30+ years. My most recent concern is how we are losing hundreds of trees due to human error. Excessive pruning, over- watering, over- mulching and fertilizing are not what native established
trees actually need. I understand people think they are helping, but in reality trees are dying.
Pruning- We recommend that native trees NOT be pruned unnecessarily,(especially in this drought)
only if it has a hazardous condition or it needs corrective pruning. Trees need leaves to produce their
food. When you cut on a tree for any reason you are reducing its food supply. It is also then wounded.
Tree wounds seal by drawing energy to the area in the form of suckers (epicormic sprouting). That
will take up some of the tree’s energy thereby reducing the amount of sugars it can store for future
growth. Sculpting trees or “lions tailing” seems to be the new fad. This practice may work in urban
areas where space is limited but not here in the hill country our conditions are completely different.
Sculpting will cause many suckers to appear and many people are led to believe they are bad for the
tree, so they keep wounding it. If you cut 2 suckers, the tree will send up 4 to compensate. Let the tree
do what it needs to do for survival..
Watering- Watering too much can harm trees. I see many trees that have had weed fabric and hardscape added up to tree trunks with the irrigation drip lines underneath. Weed fabric holds moisture in
the ground and sterilizes the soil. Combining that with irrigation two to three times a week can cause
an abundance of issues. Roots need oxygen and the gas exchanges that naturally occur. Fungi and
oomycetes love damp soil and can affect those roots negatively. Root rots are very hard to treat if the
tree is left in inferior conditions. Water according to your soil structure and tree requirements. Irrigation audits are highly advisable to determine trees needs with automatic systems which then can be
set accordingly.
Fertilizing- Trees do NOT need fertilizers. Trees produce their own “food” by their leaves through
photosynthesis. We will only fertilize or treat a tree if a sample is confirmed at the lab to have a disease or depletion of a nutrient. Helping build the soil structure with microbes is what we promote. A
healthy tree starts with a healthy soil.
Mulching- Hardwood mulch is the best product to place under your tree out to the canopy line. A 2”
depth is preferred, in a donut shape. Do not pile up mulch at the base of the tree. If the tree has moist
mulch against the trunk for long periods this can cause the bark to soften up. When this happens,
insects and diseases can easily penetrate which may cause trees to
decline. More mulch is not always best. You can actually smother roots with an excess of product,
again not allowing for natural conditions.
Think like the tree and keep our native trees natural. Let the trees be trees, not art projects.

