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Helping Woody Plants Survive Heavy 
Snowfalls
by Carol Ann Harlos

If you remember the October Surprise of 2006 you 
may recall the horrible sound of tree branches falling 
to the ground from the weight of both the snow and 
the unshed leaves. The recent snowstorm in WNY 
occurred in winter but some woody plants suffered 
severe damage.

What can the garden/caretaker do to minimize 
damage? First remember that a light snow covering 
does not present a problem. Light snow is airy and 
protective. It is the weight of accumulated snow that 
weighs down some branches, sometimes pushing 
them all the way to the ground, possibly causing 
them to break. (In an ideal world we would all be 
outside with brushes stopping the accumulation!)

It is appalling to witness bent or broken trees or 
shrubs! What to do? Do not yank the branches 
hoping to release them from the weight of the snow. 
This can lead to torn misshapen branches, trees, 
or shrubs. If it is feasible carefully use a broom to 
remove loose snow. Practice patience while waiting 
for thawing to occur. Frequently branches will return 
to their original positions!

This winter it was difficult for some folks to decide 
where to move the accumulated snow. As much as 
possi-ble move this dense snow away from trees and 
shrubs on your property to prevent further damage. 
Tree knocked over? Try to get help to upright it 
so the exposed roots don’t die. (I still remember 
Governor Mario Cuomo talking about teamwork 
in his childhood neighborhood one winter when a 
giant oak fell over in a storm. The neighbors pulled it 
upright, weighed down the roots with soil. It lived!)

Next spring before deciduous trees and shrubs have 
leafed out take a good look at their shape. Take 
note. Are there multiple leaders? Are branches 
crisscrossing? Are there areas of dead branches?

Ask a certified arborist for advice if you are 
uncomfortable making pruning decisions. It is 
better to pay a certified professional than to lose a 
treasured tree or shrub or to prune incorrectly.

The rest of the year should be regarded as a time 
to get trees and shrubs ready for winter. Doing new 
plantings? Choose shrubs and trees that belong in 
your area as they have a better chance of survival 
over the seasons. Learn what to expect from a tree as 
it matures. Trees that have dense canopies don’t do 
as well in heavy snow as those with wide branching. 
Conifers with a naturally occurring pyramid shape 
tend to have the leaders pushed downward by 
accumulating snow potentially damaging them.

Plant trees and shrubs properly. Keep them watered 
until frost….this keeps the roots growing downward 
and stronger. Near the surface they are more likely 
to experience temperature, wind, and drying.

Take care of your trees and shrubs. Treat them well 
and they will do the rest.


