
 By Sue Gwise, Consumer Horticulture Educator 

It seems that every gardening season has its own set of challenges. As the 2020 season comes to an end, 
drought and heat stand out as major issues along with critter browsing and high populations of two insect 
pests.  

By early August most of the county was in a moderate drought. Depending on your location in the county, 
rainfall may have been barely adequate. Other areas saw deficits from June through August. If rainfall did 
occur it came in heavy downpours. In July, one of our rainfall watchers in the Town of Brownville recorded 
3.3 inches in the span of 2 ½ hours! 

Since the drought began early in the season, lawns went dormant (turned brown) earlier than normal. 
Established lawns will green up as rain increases and temperatures cool. Lawns that were seeded this spring 
will probably not recover. 

Healthy, mature trees can cope with drought because of their extensive root systems and mycorrhizal 
associations. Trees that are in the establishment phase (planted 3 years ago or less) would require irrigation 
to mitigate the drought conditions. Compounding factors like repeated drought, disease and/or insect 
infestation can lead to the demise of even mature trees. Keep in mind that stress from the drought may 
cause your trees to turn color and drop their leaves earlier than normal. This is just a defense mechanism on 
the part of the tree and nothing to worry about. 

Heat also plays a role in how well plants grow. Once we reach temperatures in the mid-80’s most plants shut 
down. To avoid moisture loss, they close the pores on their leaves. This would be the perfect solution if those 
pores were not also needed for gas exchange. With closed pores the plant cannot take in carbon dioxide 
which is essential for photosynthesis. High temperatures, drought, and wind can easily desiccate plants. They 
walk a fine line between staying hydrated and producing food (photosynthesizing). This puts plants under 
stress- you may have noticed that your peppers and tomatoes dropped their blossoms during the periods of 
high temperatures. This saves the plant huge amounts of energy. Once temperature cool the blossoms will 
mature and produce fruit. 

This season the CCE office received large numbers of inquiries about damage from rabbit, woodchuck, 
squirrel, chipmunk, and deer. Populations of some of these critters is high this year because 2019 was a mast 
year for acorns. Couple that with a mild winter leads to higher populations searching for any type of moisture
- and plants are a great source! 

Gypsy moths and Japanese beetles were rampant this season. Gypsy moth caterpillars feed on hundreds of 
species of woody plants with a preference for oak, birch, and poplar. Their populations tend reach a peak 
every 5 to 10 years. In our area we are probably reaching the peak, so expect more next season. You can 
mitigate the problem by looking for the fuzzy, yellow egg cases- caterpillars will emerge from these next 
season. The egg masses can be found on tree trunks and almost any surface including cars. The egg cases can 
be brushed off and destroyed. 

Japanese beetles seemed to be munching everything this season. They will feed on over 300 different plant 
species, so not much is resistant. Populations fluctuate based on rainfall the previous summer. If rainfall is 
adequate, the grub stage that lives in the soil will have a high survival rate. This translates into higher 
populations the following summer. Since this summer was so dry we can only hope that it will lead to lower 
populations in 2021. Could this be an unexpected bonus of the drought? 
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Another drought bonus is reduced tick populations. Ticks require moisture to survive, and according to 
Cornell entomologists, dry summers are the best tick control. 

Trees may color early this year. 
Gypsy moth egg case             
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NY drought map for mid-August 2020 (US Drought Monitor) 


