
    By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

As I write this, Jefferson County is in a moderate drought. In July the average precipitation is 3.43 inches. This year our 
rainfall data collectors recorded an average of 1.08 inches. August precipitation is shaping up to be the same. Trees 
throughout the area are displaying drought symptoms such as marginal leaf 
scorch, browning of leaves, wilting, dieback of new growth, canopy dieback, 
early fall color, and leaf drop. The big question we are getting is, “Will they 
survive?”  As in everything related to growing plants the answer is “it depends.” 
See the circumstances below for thoughts on tree survival. 
 
Healthy, mature trees—These trees will withstand the drought without a 
problem. They may color early or drop their leaves early, but they will be fine. If 
we have a drought again next summer, it could have a serious impact though. 
 
Newly planted trees—Trees that have been in the ground for three years or less 
will die if they are not watered. They are in an establishment phase and do not 
have extensive root systems. They need an inch of water per week. 
 
Trees on less than optimum sites (sandy soil, little topsoil, bedrock close to the surface, etc.)—These trees will suffer 
and may die without water. The leaves of some trees that are on poor sites have turned brown. It is difficult to say 
whether or not these trees will survive. If they come back next year they will be severely stressed. 
 
Trees that are already stressed (from insect damage, disease, excavation near roots, soil compaction, etc.)—The 
drought will stress these trees even more and when stress is compounded it is not good. Some trees will cope, some 
will succumb—maybe not this year, but the drought could be the final straw in a slow decline. 

 
Tree species with low drought tolerance—These species do not like 
prolonged periods of dry soil and may suffer more than other 
species: serviceberry, ornamental cherries, viburnum, red maple, 
dogwood, red horse chestnut, alder, river birch, gray birch, tuliptree, 
and American hornbeam. This applies mainly to planted, landscape 
trees.  Wild examples of these species will fair much better since they 
naturally seed into wetter areas that are less subject to drought. 
 
Watering or a prolonged rainfall may help, but at this point, it may be 
too late for many trees. If you do decide to water keep in mind that 
the roots of a tree spread horizontally 2.5 to 3 times the spread of 
the canopy and 60% of the roots are outside the drip line. On a 
mature tree this is a huge area that would need to be watered.  
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leaves exhibiting leaf scorch pattern 

 

Maple trees at Thompson Park  
suffering from drought stress  


