
 
 
Problem: Environmental Stress on Trees 

  
Hosts: Can affect any tree 

 

Description: Environmental stressors such as drought, heat and cold are 

cumulative.  In other words, trees can gradually weaken under continued stresses 
such as drought until they reach a point where significant damage or even death can 
occur quickly.  Damage that occurred earlier may not appear until summer weather 
arrives. Plants may wither seemingly overnight. These trees probably died earlier but 
had enough food reserves to put out leaves and even to grow for a period of time. 
When the food reserves became depleted, the plants died suddenly. Be careful not to 
confuse this with feeding damage from May beetles or other insects. 
 
May beetles will strip a tree of leaves rather than leave them wilted and dead on the 
plant. Healthy trees will easily recover from May beetle damage by throwing out a new 
set of leaves.  Before any tree is cut down, check the twigs. Dead trees will have 
brittle, dry stems that snap.  Live stems may break, but they won’t be dry. If the tree 
is still alive, give it time to put out a new set of leaves.  
 

Recommendations: Trees that lose individual branches should have those 

branches removed. Note that there are other possible causes of branch loss such as 
verticillium wilt. You may want to take a sample to your county extension office to be 
checked by our plant disease lab on campus if you suspect disease rather than stress. 
To find out more about verticillium wilt, go to https://hnr.k-

https://hnr.k-state.edu/extension/horticulture-resource-center/common-pest-problems/documents/Verticillium%20Wilt%20of%20Trees.pdf


state.edu/extension/horticulture-resource-center/common-pest-
problems/documents/Verticillium%20Wilt%20of%20Trees.pdf . Trees that are slow to 
leaf out need to be given extra care so that further stress is avoided.  
 
If you suspect you have plants under stress, try to water them once a week (once 
every 2 weeks for mature trees) if there is no rainfall. Trees should be watered to a 
depth of 12 to 18 inches if possible. Water from the trunk out to the edge of the 
branches. Though this will not reach all the roots of a tree, it will reach the majority of 
them. Trees normally have at least 80 percent of their roots in the top foot of soil.  
Use a dowel or metal rod to check the depth of water.  The rod will penetrate moist 
soil easily but will stop when dry earth is reached. 
 
Shrubs should be watered to a depth of 8 to 12 inches. Check the depth of watering 
by pushing a wooden dowel or metal rod into the soil. It will stop when it hits dry soil. 
 

References:  
 
1. Stress to Trees and Shrubs is Cumulative, K-State Research & Extension Horticulture 

2023 Newsletter, No, 24, June 20, 2023 
 
Last Update: 10/26/2023 

 

 
Brand names appearing in this publication are for product identification purposes only. No endorsement 

is intended, nor is criticism implied of similar products not mentioned. 

 
Kansas State University Agricultural Experiment Station and Cooperative Extension Service 

 

 

https://hnr.k-state.edu/extension/horticulture-resource-center/common-pest-problems/documents/Verticillium%20Wilt%20of%20Trees.pdf
https://hnr.k-state.edu/extension/horticulture-resource-center/common-pest-problems/documents/Verticillium%20Wilt%20of%20Trees.pdf
https://www.ksuhortnewsletter.org/newsletters/stress-to-trees-and-shrubs-is-cumulative6228114

