
It sounds bizarre, but trees can actually be damaged by the sun during the winter.  Sunscald occurs when the 

sun heats up tree trunks (or branches) during the day.  When the temperatures drop at night, the trunk 

tissues become damaged. 

In the winter, even when the air temperature is 

32 degrees, portions of the trunk that are 

exposed to the sun can heat up to almost 70 

degrees.  Damage occurs as the trunk re-

freezes, leading to the death of bark and 

cambium tissues.  As the dead tissues dry out, 

they crack and separate from the wood.  

Eventually, the bark falls off the affected area 

and dead sapwood is exposed.   

Sunscald happens on the south or southwest 

sides of the trunk in late winter or early spring.  

It can even be caused by sunlight that is 

reflected off snow.  Sometimes the upper 

surfaces of tree limbs can also suffer from 

sunscald. 

Young and thin barked trees are most 

susceptible:  beech, dogwood, honeylocust, 

linden, mountain ash, sugar maple, 

cottonwood, yellow birch, cherry, white pine, 

and fruit trees.  Damage can also occur on the 

limbs of young red oak trees.  Older trees of the 

above species are less susceptible because they 

have thicker bark. 
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Extensive sunscald damage 



Sunscald damage may not show up until the following spring or summer when the tree is actively growing.  

Elongated wounds that are discolored, sunken, and are located on the south or southwest facing portions of 

the trunk are likely the result of sunscald.  Remove any loose bark from the area with a sterile knife and do 

nothing else - the tree will heal itself. 

Any damage to the trunk can allow diseases and insects to enter.  This can lead to cankers, decay, or dieback.  

The best control is prevention.  Wrap the trunks of young ornamental and fruit trees with tree guards.  These 

light-colored, plastic spirals can be placed on the trunk in autumn.  They reflect the sunlight so the bark does 

not heat up.  Warping the trunk in burlap will have the same effect.  Remember to remove any tree wrap in 

the spring as it may encourage insect infestation, disease, or even girdle the tree.  Another protective option 

is to paint the tree trunk with white latex paint to reflect the sun. 

January/February 2019 Horticulture News 

Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County  

and Jefferson County, NY 4H  

Tree guard to protect from sunscald 


