
Save Your Orchard From Gnawing Pests  

This Winter 
 

By Mike Nuckols, Local Foods & Horticulture Program Manager 

After carefully tending an apple tree all summer, it can be 
devastating to return the following spring to find the bark 
girdled and the tree dead. Girdled apple and pear trees may 
even begin to leaf out, only to die suddenly a few weeks later 
when moisture and carbohydrates stored in the branches run 
out. Girdling is particularly damaging in newly planted trees 
that have smaller trunks, frequently resulting in tree loss. 
Fortunately, there are steps gardeners can take now to 
prevent trees from becoming girdled this fall or winter. 

In a tree, the “pipes” between the roots and the branches are 
known as phloem and xylem. Located immediately 
underneath the bark, the phloem moves nutrients down from 
the leaves and the xylem moves water up from the roots. 
When bark is removed from the surface of the tree, the flow of essential nutrients and water is interrupted. 
This is known as girdling. Partially girdled trees, where only a portion of the bark has been affected, will be 
significantly stunted until the bark regrows, typically over many seasons. Fully girdled trees, where bark has 
been removed in a ring around the circumference of the trunk, will die. 

Trees can become girdled in many ways. In the growing season, mechanical damage can occur when well-
meaning people use weed-whackers or other power tools near the base of trees, striking the delicate bark. 
Improperly sized wire guards and other supports can strangle a tree or limbs. Sun scald occurs during the 
winter when light is reflected from snow onto a tree trunk, causing it to warm quickly and sap to flow. This 
freeze and thaw action causes bark to expand and contract rapidly.  Bark may split or separate from the 
wood underneath, resulting in girdling. Boring insects, particularly those that feed just below the bark on 
living tissue, will cause damage that often goes unnoticed. Browsing deer will often chew bark and buds from 
trees, resulting in considerable damage in a short time. Most common is the damage that occurs due to 
gnawing rodents. 

In late fall and winter (when food is scarce), rabbits and voles find the bark of fruit trees irresistible. Voles 
will hide in weeds and deep snow surrounding the trunk of the tree, where they can safely gnaw away at the 
bark. Similarly, rabbits will come out at night and chew on any trunks or branches they can reach. As the 
snow deepens in January and February, rabbits might even be able to reach limbs, particularly on dwarf and 
semi-dwarf trees. Rodents can quickly strip all bark from the trunk of a tree. When fully girdled, this damage 
kills the tree. Orchard owners should take preventative steps now to prevent damage through the winter.   

First, weeds and any thick mulch should be removed from the base of the tree. The idea is to minimize hiding 
places for rodents, making them more vulnerable to predators. Pull back mulch to about three to six inches 
from the base of the tree. Carefully mow, cut or hand-pull weeds, being careful not to damage the bark of 
the tree in the process. Once the orchard floor is clean, predators can easily see and target any rodents that 
might otherwise travel easily from tree to tree.   

To deter boring insects and minimize sunscald, paint the trunks of fruit trees with white latex paint thinned 
with water at a ratio of 50%. Never use oil-based paints or colors other than white! The white paint reflects 
light from the trunk, helping to keep the bark cool until ambient temperatures warm later in the spring. The 
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When the snow was deep, rabbits were able to strip the bark 

from this dwarf apple tree. They avoided painted areas.  
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paint also deters insects from laying eggs on the trunk. There is evidence that 
latex paint minimizes damage from rodents as well. Some growers add a 
rodent deterrent, which often has a bitter flavor or strong smell, to the paint.  

Trees can be further protected with properly fitted tree guards placed 
around the trunk of the tree at the graft union. Guards form a physical 
barrier between rodents and the bark. Guards should be removed during 
spring green-up (when rodents begin eating grass and other foliage) to avoid 
providing a hiding spot for insect pests, to include borers.  

Manufacturers sell many different types of tree guards. Paper wraps are 
cheapest but last only a single season. Plastic sleeves are durable and easy to 
use, though they will become brittle after several years and will need to be 
replaced. Metal wire guards provide excellent ventilation, harbor fewer 
insects, and can be used for many years. Metal guards must be adjusted or 
replaced with larger diameters as the tree grows. A DIY-solution is to cut 
guards from tight rolls of fine-gauge wire mesh. Using the natural curve of 
the roll to form the sleeve, overlap the wire several inches and do not fasten 
the ends together. The inherent spring from the curve of the roll will hold the wire in place but allow the 
sleeve to expand as the tree grows. 

Are trees that have been fully girdled beyond saving? Bridge grafting is the only viable solution in most cases. 
Bridge grafting works by using smaller branches to form a temporary bypass over the damaged area. 
Typically, small branches (whips) are cut from higher in the tree. The bottom of each whip is connected to the 
bark below the girdled location. The top of the whip is connected to the bark above the damage. Leaving a 
slight bow in the whip will help hold it in place. Whips are applied in a circle around completely girdled trunks 
or only over the damaged sections of partially girdled trunks. If the graft is successful, nutrients and water 
can then travel from the roots through these grafts into the canopy. Bridge grafting works most successfully 
on older trees as it is difficult to secure a bridge graft on the trunks of small caliper trees. Careful placement 
and timing as the sap begins flowing are also critical. For these reasons, bridge grafting is best done by 
someone experienced in grafting. Should you find that one of your trees has been badly girdled, consult the 
team at CCE for further guidance. 

This tree was completely girdled by voles and 

will not survive without bridge grafting.  
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