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After last year’s drought, I think many of us were 
happy to see the rain this spring as it renewed the 
water table.  But now we’ve gone to the opposite 
extreme.  Too much rain.  Farmers can’t get into their 
fields to plant and if they were able to, seeds are just 
sitting in cold, wet soil or worse, are under water.  
Homeowners are worried about flooded basements 
and rising creeks.  You can’t even get out to mow your 
lawn!  So how is this wet weather affecting the 
garden and our landscape plants? 
 
When water builds up and is unable to drain away, soils become saturated or waterlogged.  This means 
that there are no air spaces left in the soil.  Plant roots need those air spaces as they absorb oxygen from 
the soil air.  Ideally a silt loam soil would consist of 50 percent solid and 50 percent pore space, with the 
pore space split between air and water.  Root growth of most plants will be limited when the oxygen 
content drops below 10 percent.  In saturated soils the roots are injured and cannot absorb water or 
nutrients.  A waterlogged plant is actually water stressed because the roots are drowning. 
 
Lac k of oxygen in the root zone causes root tissue to decompose.  Usually this occurs at the root tips, 
causing roots to appear as if they had been pruned off.  Root tips on actively growing plants begin to die 
within a few days of becoming waterlogged.  As a result plant growth and development is delayed. 
 
Extended periods of sitting in saturated ground causes yellowing leaves, stunted plant growth, root rot and 
even death.  The first symptoms will appear on the leaves.  This includes yellowing or decay between the 
veins.  On evergreen needles there may be dark areas along the midrib and areas within the leaf may turn 
brown.  Damaged roots will be black, possibly have a sour, rotting smell or they may rot away completely.  
Plants may show other symptoms including stunting, wilting, shoot die back, leaf drop, reduced leaf size or 
the bark may peel off.  Trees may suffer from part of the canopy dying or water sprouts may grow along 
the stem or trunk. 
 
While an adequate supply of soil water is essential for plant growth, excess water in the root zone is a 
problem for most crops.  Too much soil water can result in reduced yields.  Planting may be delayed if it 
takes too long for the soil to dry.  Seeds planted in relatively wet soils may fail to germinate or may die 
soon after germination.  Young plants may not survive in waterlogged soils.  High water tables will restrict 
root growth, making plants more susceptible to disease, nutrient deficiency and drought.  Nitrogen may be 
deficient due to leaching or to denitrification. 
 
Saturated soils can also increase the potential for root diseases.  Pathogens such as phytophthora (known 
as the “the plant-destroyer”) and pythium (causes damping off in seedlings), are well suited for saturated 
soil conditions.  Other fungal and bacterial disease organisms may also take advantage of the wet 



conditions.  It is also impossible to apply fungicides to your plants in the constant rain to even try to stave 
off foliage diseases. 
 
During breaks in the weather, anxious gardeners need to keep off the soil until it is workable, otherwise 
you will compact your soil and just make matters worse in the long run.  Compaction occurs when pressure 
from feet and equipment (lawn mowers, tillers) on the surface of wet soils forces air out of the soil pore 
spaces.  Soil compaction hinders root growth as well as water and air moving through the soil.  When roots 
grow they widen the surrounding pores by exerting a pressure greater than the soil.  In compacted soil, 
plant roots are physically prevented from elongating by lack of oxygen, decreasing pore size and by 
increased soil strength.  Patience is the best solution to reduce the risk of compaction.  Wait for the soil to 
dry before working in the garden.  Or at the very least, work from the edge of a bed or from paths in the 
garden. 
 
When it does stop raining, wet soils will be slow to warm up.  If you try to plant vegetable seeds 
germination may be poor.  Root systems may be stunted which can result in poor nutrient uptake.  Plants 
that develop shallow root systems in the spring will not be able to deal with dry soil conditions if the 
summer comes off hot and dry. 
 
In the landscape it can be hard to predict which plants will be most affected as some species are more 
susceptible to saturated soils than others.  Stressed plants are more likely to come under attack by insects 
and diseases.  Another down side to the wet weather is that bees are less likely to be out foraging for 
pollen and nectar in the rain.  If you have fruit trees blooming, the bees may not be so busy which will 
result in poor pollination and low fruit set. 
 
Resources for this article:  Iowa State University, Nebraska University, soilquality.org.au, Royal Horticultural 
Society, University of Florida, and Agriculture & Agri-Food Canada. 

 


