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This summer the drought is a major topic of 
conversation when gardeners get together.  Rain fall 
amounts are compared, dying plants are 
commiserated and those on wells are keeping their 
fingers crossed that they won’t run out of water.  
Being on a well also poses the question of do you 
water your plants or not?  It’s hard to watch 
perennials succumb to the heat much less valued 
trees and shrubs.  Plants are not cheap, especially if 
they have been in your yard for any length of time.  
The drought is definitely taking its toll on our 
landscapes as well as farmer’s crops. 

 
Many lawns have been brown all summer.  Should we water or not?  According to Frank Rossi, Cornell 
University turf specialist, overwatering during hot weather does more damage to a lawn than drought.  
Frequent light watering encourages lawn diseases and weeds.  Most of our lawns are cool season grasses 
so they slow down or go dormant even in a “normal” summer.  After 4 to 6 weeks of no rain and no 
watering, some thinning and turf death can occur.  A dormant Kentucky bluegrass lawn requires only a 
quarter inch of water every 4 to 5 weeks to stay alive.  Once turf goes dormant, Purdue University 
recommends watering your lawn only once every two weeks with just a half inch of water to keep plant 
crowns, rhizomes and roots hydrated.  While the lawn is dormant, do not apply any fertilizer or pesticides 
and try to stay off your lawn so as not to damage the plant crowns.  Mowers can actually cause damage to 
stressed grass.  Lawns that go dormant should be left dormant.  Going in and out of dormancy can be very 
stressful to the turf.  Once rains return and temperatures cool, if your grass is still alive, it should start to 
grow new leaves within two weeks.  Thin areas may need to be over seeded to re-establish a dense 
turfgrass. 
 
Drought is very stressful to trees and shrubs, especially those planted in the last five years.  Their root 
systems are not yet fully developed so they have a harder time finding moisture than mature trees.  Trees 
that are stressed may have smaller leaves than normal.  Leaves may roll up and be misshapen, or leaves 
may look dull rather than shiny.  Deciduous leaves may turn brown from the outside edges inward, and in 
between the veins, giving the leaf a scorched appearance.  Stressed trees and shrubs may start to drop 
leaves early.  Evergreen needles may brown from the tip downward or turn yellow, red or red-purple.  
Trees may not set seed or fruit or they may drop them before they are mature. 
 
During drought, trees should be given a higher watering priority than lawns.  A lawn can be replaced 
relatively quickly while it will take a lifetime to replace a mature tree.  When watering trees, a general rule 
of thumb is to use approximately 10 gallons of water per inch of trunk diameter.  Water trees and shrubs 
slowly in order to let the water soak deep into the soil.  Saturate the soil around the tree within the 
dripline.  For evergreens, water 3 to 5 feet beyond the dripline on all sides of the tree.  At least 90 percent 
of tree roots are located in the top 12 inches of the soil, so watering to a depth of 12 inches is 
recommended.  One DIY way to water small trees is to drill quarter inch holes in the bottom of 5 gallon 



buckets.  Put them around your trees and shrubs and fill them with water.  The water will slowly leak out 
and water your plants rather than running off.  You can also use a soaker hose placed under the tree 
dripline.  If you have large trees, a healthy mature tree should be able to withstand a short-term drought.  
However, a tree that has had its roots damaged due to construction work will need watering because the 
root system has been compromised.  Trees with a restricted root zone, such as those growing between the 
road and a sidewalk, will also need watering. 
 
Drought stress may not kill a tree the first year, but it can lead to secondary insect and disease problems in 
following years.  Or your tree may not make it through the winter as a result of winter kill.  If the tree is 
unable to produce and store enough food this summer, its winter hardiness may be less.  Continue 
watering trees and shrubs, especially evergreens, through October to make sure they are in good shape 
going into winter. 
 
Soil moisture is lost when it evaporates from exposed ground, especially on hot, windy days.  Applying a 
two to four inch layer of organic mulch around trees and shrubs can significantly reduce water 
evaporation.  Remove any competing vegetation, especially lawn, within at least three feet of the base of 
trees and shrubs.  Never pile mulch against the trunk!  Mulch should be kept at least 6 inches from the 
trunk.  Mulch will also help prevent soil compaction, suppress weeds and moderate soil temperatures.  
Plastic sheet mulches should never be used under trees or shrubs as they kill roots by not allowing oxygen 
and water into the soil. 
 
To learn more about conserving water in your yard and garden, try the eXtension website “Water 
Conservation for Lawns and Landscape.”  It includes information on a wide variety of topics such as Tips for 
Creating a Water Conserving Landscape, Selecting Appropriate Turfgrass Species, Improving Soil for Water 
Conservation and Water Conservation Practices for Vegetable Gardens. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Cornell University, Purdue University, Nebraska Extension, Colorado State 
University, Oregon State University and eXtension. 
 

 
  


