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Why does a tree suddenly wilt and die?  Why will one tree die and others stay healthy?  It there a disease going around that is killing our trees?

Trees in Houston County are suddenly drying up and dying.  Often the leaves turn brown and stay on the tree.  Otherwise, the tree looks good.  What has happened?

Trees have suffered much the last few years.  Floods and droughts have damaged them by killing the small feeder roots that they need to take up water and nutrients they need to survive.  Also, many trees have suffered construction injury.  Trees are damaged during building by heavy equipment driving on their roots, compacting the soil around them and running into them.  

Trees take a long time to get started, a long time to grow, and a long time to die.  Damage to trees may take up to 3 to 5 years to show up in the leaves and twigs where we will notice it.  This is why, once we notice tree decline, it is often too late to do anything.

Learn the early signs of tree decline.  Leaves will be sparse and may be small.  Small twigs and branches will die and branches in the interior of the tree may begin to get leafy.  Mistletoe and lichens will also attack weak trees.  Dead branches may fall out of trees.  Later signs of decline include death of leaves on all or part of the tree.

What can we do?  Once tree decline has started, not much can be done.  The most important thing to do is to keep the trees watered.  About once a week wet the soil under the tree's canopy to a depth of 12 to 18 inches.  Do not shallowly water every day.

Prevent shade tree decline by preventing damage to trees.  If you are building, call us for information on protecting trees.  Do no drive over the roots.  Do not run into trees with lawnmowers or other equipment.  Carefully plant new trees in large, well prepared beds to give them plenty of growing room.  Once again, call the Extension office for details.

Your tree could last for decades.  Do not shorten its life by poor care.  You can even "mother" it to death with too much water, so call our office for details on how to care for shade trees.

Lately, we have had several calls about a small, mouse-sized creature tunneling under mulches and soil and feeding on plants.  This creature chews on and can kill certain plants.  The problem is probably the pine vole, also called the meadow mouse.

Voles look like short-tailed mice.  They tunnel (like moles) but unlike moles, they do not eat insects.  They prefer your plants.  They chew on plants, leaving fine teeth marks.  They will feed on above the ground or below ground plant parts and often your first clue that something is wrong is the sudden wilting of the plant.  The floor of their burrow may be littered with grass clippings.

Trapping may be the best control for voles.  Either find the exit hole or dig up an area around the vole's tunnel exposing the tunnel to the air.  Place a baited mouse trap there.  According to Extension Service Wildlife Specialist Jeff Jackson, the best bait is a damp oatmeal ball that had been allowed to dry on the bait holder.  Voles like it and it is hard to get off.  You can also try apple slices or an oatmeal-peanut butter combination.  You may want to cover the trap and hole with a box to keep pets, other animals and birds out.  Cut a notch in the box next to the ground so the vole can get in and out.

Moles plague some people.  They feed on soil insects (which is good), but they also tunnel in our lawns and gardens (which is bad).  The best control is to use mole traps.  Moles tunnel a lot so find out which tunnels are the one they use over and over.  Do this by stepping on the tunnels to collapse them, and then see which ones the moles reopen.  If the tunnel is reopened a few times, you have found a main tunnel.  Put the mole trap here.

Poisonous baits do not work well with moles, since they eat insects and not plants.  Also poisons can get in other animals and cause problems.

While drought and voles are major lawn pests right now, many yards sill look very good.  Stay busy watering and caring for shrubs and trees.  If you have any questions call us at the Extension office. The number in Perry is 987-2028 and in Warner Robins 542-2020.

