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Master Gardener Corner:  Wind damaged landscape 

Originally run week of March 14, 2017 
 
Over the past couple of weeks, strong winds have been knocking out power, downing trees and causing 
property damage across the area.  Many times falling trees or broken tree limbs are the culprit.  While 
trees provide beauty, cooling shade and add value to your property, a stressed or unhealthy tree can be a 
liability, especially if it is near a building or power lines. 
 
Safety first.  After a storm, do not approach downed lines.  All downed wires should be considered 
dangerous and energized including telephone, fiber optic and cable TV wires.  They could be in contact 
with energized electric wires.  Approach damaged trees with caution.  If there is the potential for personal 
or property damage from broken or hanging limbs call your city forestry department (or equivalent) or a 
reputable tree care company to remove the hazard. 
 
You may be wondering if your damaged tree can be saved or if it should be cut down.  In many cases trees 
can recover from storm damage over time.  Acting in haste can result in removing valuable trees that could 
have been saved, but trees damaged by storms may have already been under stress from environmental 
factors, insects or disease. 
 
If trees are leaning from broken roots, they are unlikely to survive.  They may live for a while, but tipped 
trees can pose a hazard as they may fall later or go down in a future storm.  Usually trees with a stem 
diameter more than three inches will not straighten themselves.  Very young trees may survive if they are 
gently pulled back to a vertical position. 
 
Trees with split trunks are a safety concern and should be taken care of as soon as possible.  Trunks split 
down the middle are difficult to brace sufficiently and should be removed. 
 
Removal should be considered for trees that have lost most of the main branches or more than fifty 
percent of the crown.  Trees damaged to this extent may not be able to produce enough food to survive.  
Larger wounds are less likely to heal and it will be harder for the tree to recover.  Wounds add stress to 
trees and leave them vulnerable to insects and diseases.  A two to three-inch wound on a 12-inch diameter 
limb will heal itself within a couple of years.  Removing broken branches correctly will help wounds close 
naturally and reduce the risk of decay. 
 
Cutting the main branches back to stubs is called “topping” a tree.  Topping trees will shorten their life by 
inhibiting their ability to produce food, which will lead to problems down the road.  Topped trees are more 
susceptible to disease and attack from insects.  Branches that grow after topping are often weakly 
attached and break easily during high winds. 
 
The only pruning that should be done immediately following a storm is to remove broken branches, 
hanging branches and branch stubs.  Do not prune more off a tree than necessary.  Use proper pruning 
techniques to minimize damage from cuts.  Injuries caused by twisted and broken branches need to be 
trimmed in such a way that the tree is able to heal the wound as quickly as possible.  Trim loose bark back 



to where it connects with the solid wood of the stem.  A smooth pruning cut will allow new bark to grow 
over the wound more quickly, while a jagged injury will heal very slowly.  Applying wound dressing or paint 
is not recommended as they can interfere with the natural healing process. 
 
Your trees will need some care and maintenance to help them return to full health.  Irrigation and proper 
mulching are important when dry summer weather returns.  Trees need half to one inch of water per week 
during the growing season.  Mulching under trees can help to conserve water in the soil, keep the soil cool, 
prevent soil compaction and encourage root growth.  Keep mulch away from the tree trunk to prevent rot 
and no volcano mulching. 
 
Do not fertilize damaged trees as it can actually inhibit a tree’s ability to recover.  Nitrogen fertilizer 
creates a fast-growing tree with lots of leaves.  Damaged roots may not be able to support the extra 
foliage. 
 
If a valuable tree has been damaged and you are not sure it will recover, you can give the tree some time 
to recover as long as it does not pose a hazard.  Prune broken branches and then wait and see.  It can take 
a year or more for a tree to recover.  However, some trees cannot be saved or are not worth saving.  If the 
tree was already struggling, if the trunk is split, or if more than fifty percent of the crown is gone, the tree 
is in serious trouble. 
 
When evaluating storm damage you may decide that the work is beyond what you can do.  If that is the 
case, consider hiring a certified arborist.  An arborist can inspect your trees for any issues or hidden 
damage and can help you decide if the tree should be taken down or if it can be saved. 
 
If your tree was healthy before the storm and did not suffer major damage, with appropriate pruning and 
some tender loving care it should recover over time. 
 
Resources for this article include:  University of Minnesota Extension, Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources, Nebraska Forest Service, Montana State University and National Grid. 
 
 

 


