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Summer Tree Care 

The 2012 drought is slowly being erased from our memory. The Illinois State Climatologist Office reports 
that precipitation in the state so far this year is 16.5 inches, 5.5 inches above normal. We can probably 
all agree that we hope to have a “happy medium” 2013 growing season.   

Regardless whether it is too wet or too dry, every summer brings tree care tasks.    

Pruning: Most trees should be pruned in spring. The exceptions are trees such as maples that have a lot 
of sap flowing then. These trees can be pruned later in summer when their sap is done flowing. Sharon 
Yiesla, The Morton Arboretum’s Plant Clinic Assistant, recommends waiting at least until maples are fully 
leafed out before attempting to prune.   

Mulching: To protect tree trunks from mowers and to retain soil moisture, mulch is commonly applied 
during the spring and summer. Mulch should be applied in an even layer two to four inches deep, and 
kept at least three inches away from trunk of the tree.  Problems can arise when mulch spread too 
deeply or too many layers are applied without removing mulch from previous years.  

 Yiesla warns homeowners to be aware of “volcano mulching” —piling excessive mulch against the tree 
trunk.  This may cause moisture to build up, creating ideal conditions for insect pests, diseases, and 
decay. 

Watching for disease: This year’s wet spring may mean an increase in fungal diseases.  Even if the 
weather turns drier in June and July, keep in mind that some pathogens with a second host, such as 
cedar apple rust, can infect trees and shrubs later in the season.   

The most difficult but most critical aspect of monitoring can be properly identifying a pathogen or pest. 
Treatment of tree diseases can be time-consuming and expensive, so proper identification is key for 
budgeting.   

Several resources are available to assist residents and municipalities with proper identification. The 
Plant Clinic at The Morton Arboretum has numerous articles on insects and diseases on its website 
(mortonarb.org).  The Morton Arboretum also publishes a weekly Plant Health Care Report, covering 
issues discovered by scouting the Arboretum grounds. Homeowners also can call the Plant Clinic for 
advice (630-719-2424) or e-mail plantclinic@mortonarb.org.   
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Another resource is the University of Illinois Plant Clinic, which conducts plant and insect identification 
and diagnosis of diseases, as well as other agriculture- related diagnostics.  The university’s Plant Clinic 
accepts samples for diagnosis through the mail for a small fee of $15 to $25 depending on the amount 
of equipment needed for proper diagnosis.  Instructions and contact information are located on their 
website at web.extension.illinois.edu/plantclinic.  
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