
   
 

Drought’s Effects May Not Be Done 
 
Note: This article is intended for municipal newsletters and other publications. You are free to reproduce it as long as it is 

attributed to The Morton Arboretum’s Community Trees Program and mentions the website (mortonarb.org).  

 
What will the 2013 growing season hold?  Will it be another unseasonably warm March followed by a 
late April frost?  Will July and August prove to be another scorcher?  Or will this year bring relief? Either 
way, last year’s drought is may have long-lasting effects in the garden. Be prepared to help your trees 
and other plants. 
 
Even if the snow and rains of early spring replenish water in the soil, trees and shrubs may still be in 
recovery mode from last year. Plants that have been stressed generally are more susceptible to disease 
and winter burn, so keep a watchful eye as we come out of the winter dormant season.   
 
To check how hard last year’s drought was on your trees or shrubs, look at the amount of growth on a 
few twigs.  Bumps along a twig show where last year’s leaves were attached. If the bumps are closely 
spaced and the twig is relatively short, it is a good indication that the plant was stressed and still will be 
recovering this spring. 
 
Make sure there is enough moisture in your soil. “Don’t be scared to get your hands in the soil,” advises 
Edward Hedborn, manager of plant records at The Morton Arboretum in Lisle (mortonarb.org). Try a 
simple “fist test”:  Grab a handful of soil from within the top eight to 12 inches and squeeze. If the soil 
crumbles, it’s too dry.  If water pours out, it’s most likely too wet.  If the soil packs together and holds its 
moisture, it’s at a good moisture level.   
 
Home lots and city parkway areas typically have only a shallow layer of topsoil that can dry out quickly, 
even if it is a wet spring. Or the shallow topsoil may sit on top of dense clay that can trap too much 
water around the plants’ roots.  Too much water can be just as harmful as too little water.  
 
 “We have to look at things on a micro-scale,” Hedborn says. “Conditions in your front yard may be very 
different than your backyard, as well as the parkway area.” A tree’s position; the number of hours of 
direct sun it gets; whether it is exposed to drying, toxic road salt or salt spray; and whether it is shaded 
by larger trees all are factors in the health of your woody plants.   
 
So is your lawn. When it grows over the roots of trees and shrubs, turf grass competes with them for 
water. Hedborn has these suggestions for watering trees and shrubs that are in a lawn setting:  
 
Don’t water only at the base of a tree, since the majority of its roots are spread out as far as its branches 
extend.  
 
The grass, with its roots just under the soil surface, probably will absorb the first half-inch to inch of rain 
or water from the sprinkler. You must water longer to get water down to the tree’s roots. 
 
A good rule of thumb, Hedborn says, is to set out a soup can under the spray of the sprinkler. When the 
can fills up, you have only watered the grass. Dump the water out and continue watering until fills again. 



Now the water has soaked past the turf grass roots down to your tree’s root system.  This will give the 
tree a reserve for the next 7-10 days.  Hot dry windy weather will cause trees to use more water quicker, 
so water more frequently on a 5-7 day cycle rather than a 7-10 day cycle. In cooler less windy weather 
you can water on a 10-14 day cycle or skip watering completely until the soils starts to dry out. 
 
Water slowly, using a sprinkler or soaker hose. Because grass roots are so dense, too much water at 
once will simply run off, as its runs off a driveway. To soak through those roots into the soil, water must 
be applied slowly for a longer time.  
 
Even if we have another dry spell, trees don’t have to be watered every week; every two to three weeks 
is sufficient.  But don’t assume that all trees should be treated the same.  
 
And when you water your trees, water those on the parkway too. The trees along the streets add so 
much to your neighborhood. Let’s keep them healthy. 
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