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As the weather turns more spring like and the last of the snow melts away, we can finally get out into our 
gardens to see how they fared this winter.  Things like below normal temperatures, wind, heavy snow, ice, 
freeze/thaw cycles and salt from treating roads and sidewalks are some of the things that can take a toll on 
plants.  Here are some things you can do to help your garden recover from winter weather. 
 
Salt isn’t a good thing for plants.  Salt applied to roads, driveways or sidewalks can end up on trees and 
shrubs or in garden beds.  This can damage plants in two ways.  Leaves and stems coated with salt spray 
can have the moisture drawn out of the cells resulting in browning on evergreens.  Salts can cause leaf 
scorch similar to winter damage and may kill buds and branch terminals.  Secondly, salt runoff can injure 
roots and be absorbed by the plant, ultimately damaging the foliage later in the year.  
 
In early spring, water the affected areas heavily to wash the salts out of the main root zone.  Soak at least 
the top 6 inches of soil.  This will allow the majority of roots to live in soil where the salt has been flushed 
out.  Once the temperature warms up and snow cover melts, wash off any salt that might be on evergreen 
foliage with a light spray of water.  If this is a yearly problem consider replacing existing plants with those 
that are salt tolerant. 
 
Browning or bleaching of evergreen foliage during the winter can occur for several reasons.  Winter sun 
and wind can cause foliage to lose water while the roots are in frozen soil and unable to pull water up.  
This results in desiccation and browning of plant tissue.  On sunny, cold winter days, chlorophyll in the 
foliage is destroyed which results in a bleaching of the foliage. 

 
If an evergreen has suffered winter injury, 
wait until mid-May before pruning out 
injured foliage.  Brown foliage is probably 
dead, but the buds will often grow and fill in 
dead areas.  If the buds were killed, prune 
dead branches back to live tissue.  Injured 
plants should be fertilized in early spring to 
encourage new growth.  Water plants 
throughout the growing season.  Next winter 
provide evergreens some kind of protection 
from wind and sun. 
 

Winter snow generally acts as insulation preventing the roots of perennials from freezing and thawing.  As 
you clean up the garden, you may find a perennial that you think is dead, but give it some time.  Even if the 
plant normally stays green throughout the winter, but this winter it browned, it may not be dead.  Many 
perennials are root hardy which means that the plant will regrow from the roots even when the foliage 
and stems are dead.  Give those “dead” plants some time to regrow before replacing them. 
 
Frost heaving of new transplants and small shrubs during the winter will expose plant roots to severe 
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winter conditions.  Freezing and drying injury to roots can result in the death of plants.  If possible, replant 
heaved plants when you find them and mulch them.  Wait until spring to determine the extent of injury or 
if you need to replace it. 
 
If your shrubs or trees don’t flower this season, it is likely that the flower buds were killed over the winter.  
A late spring frost can also cause damage to woody stems, blossoms and new shoots.  Flower buds are 
more susceptible to winter cold-temperature injury than vegetative buds.  Deciduous trees and shrubs can 
experience shoot dieback during the winter.  During spring clean-up remove only those branches that are 
broken or so brown that they are obviously dead.  Hold off on any major pruning until you can see new 
growth. 
 
Little can be done to protect trees and shrubs from winter dieback.  Plants most likely to suffer winter 
injury are those that are marginally hardy for the area or those already weakened by some kind of stress.  
Avoid late summer pruning, fertilizing and overwatering, as plants in a vigorous growing condition late in 
the fall are also likely to suffer winter dieback.  Replace dead plants with more hardy varieties.  Generally 
low temperatures are much less damaging than rapid and extensive variations in temperature. 
 
Mice and rabbits often damage young 
trees and shrubs in the winter by feeding 
on the bark and girdling stems.  Damage 
most commonly occurs when there is 
prolonged, heavy snow cover, and food is 
scarce.  Rabbits feed on the bark above the 
snow, while mice feed near the ground 
level.  The most effective deterrent to 
girdling by mice or rabbits is to wrap the 
trunk and low branches of young trees 
with screen wire or hardware cloth from 
below the ground line to high enough 
above the possible snow line to prevent 
rabbits from reaching the trunk or branches.  To help control mouse damage, maintain a grass/weed free 
zone 1 to 2 feet around the base of the tree.  
 
The extent of winter damage can best be determined after new growth starts in the spring.  Healthy plants 
are better able to survive adverse conditions than unhealthy plants.  The first step to having your garden 
come through next winter in good condition is by choosing the right plant for the right place.  Choose 
plants suitable to your location, hardiness zone and soil conditions. 
 
Resources for this article include University of Minnesota, University of Maryland, The Morton Arboretum, 
University of Vermont and Virginia Cooperative Extension. 
 
 

Lower branch dieback from rabbits and/or meadow mice feeding on bark. 
Source: Cornell University Tree IPM 
 


