
Are Our Trees Dying?  What Can We Do? 

I don’t know all the answers to those questions, but I will tell you what I do know. 

I have been seeing trees in the area that are clearly stressed, leaves browning, 

dropping, and trees defoliating. I was particularly surprised in the last few weeks to see 

most all of the post oaks around our house, usually considered strong, reliable and 

tough trees, in some stage of losing leaves and defoliating.  Then I began noticing trees 

everywhere, and certainly not just post oaks, beginning to look seriously stressed. 

Back in early 2012 we had a number of blackjack oaks die, mostly from hypoxylon 

brought on by the drought of 2011.  So why are the post oaks losing leaves now and not 

last year?  I don’t know, but it may be that the blackjacks reacted to the stress from the 

2011 drought conditions faster than the post oaks, and the latter are just now reacting to 

the 2011 conditions. 

But it is not just post oaks.  I have seen several species of native hardwoods that 

appear to be stressed.. 

I know that everyone gets advice from lots of sources, and I also know that much of that 

advice is, to say the least, questionable. So I consulted the two best experts I know, two 

local Texas Forest Service Foresters about what to make of the current conditions and 

what, if anything, should a landowner do.  Here is the best information I have from both 

of those experts and from Texas Forest Service websites. 

If a pine tree or a cedar tree loses all of its leaves or they all turn brown or red, then the 

tree is dead—it will not come back. If a tree has hypoxylon on the main trunk (a stress-

induced fungal disease that causes the bark to fall off in places revealing a brownish 

velvety coating in its place) it will probably die. 

For most other trees, there is at least some chance they will recover either when rains 

return or next spring. The more green leaves that stay on the tree and the longer they 

stay on the tree, the better chance the tree will survive. The sooner we get real rain the 

better also. Live oaks seem to be more resistant to drought than most other native 

shade trees. I have personally seen no evidence of obvious stress in live oaks, shin 

oaks, Spanish oaks or cedar elms so far. Walnuts are beginning to drop leaves, but they 

are usually the earliest to drop leaves in the fall, so they can probably recover next 

spring. 

What can you do to save a tree from getting too stressed or to save one that is already 

showing signs of stress such as yellowing or browning leaves, or dropping leaves?  The 

obvious answer is to water it, but that may not be easy in times of water restrictions. 



The first thing to do is to set priorities for using water.  What is more important in your 

yard to keep alive in a drought; the lawn, annual flowers, perennials, or your 30 or 50 or 

100 year-old tree? Which will be most easily replaced?  

Watering a mature tree should start in the area directly under the outer-most leaves and 

several feet inside and outside of that circle, and should wet the ground to at least six 

inches deep (you should be able to push a six-inch long screwdriver blade all the way 

into the ground).  

Unfortunately, if you have several large trees, that is a LOT of water! Probably more 

than you can realistically provide within the water restrictions. But every little bit helps.  

Watering early evening through early morning is much better than the middle of the day. 

Sprinklers waste water. Hand-held hoses with a nozzle, soaker hoses or drip irrigation 

are more efficient.  Infrequent, deep watering is better than more frequent lighter 

watering. 

Never fertilize stressed trees. 

If the ground around your tree is bare, and especially if the sun shines on bare ground, 

the ground heats up so much that much of the water you put down will be lost to 

evaporation.  Mulch and/or leaf cover greatly reduces that evaporation. 

Don’t give up on any tree until at least late next spring as it may well recover, at least 

partially.  But if you cut it down, it will certainly be dead! 

You can also go to www.texasforestservice.tamu.edu/main/popup.aspx?id=14880 and 

14964 for more information. 

Until next time… 
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