Tree Care for the Fall and Winter Months
The Leelanau Conservation District

     Days are getting shorter, and old man winter seems to be blowing a little bit harder each day. Hopefully, residents had a chance to enjoy the fall colors this year; they were quite spectacular throughout the county. The leaves are down and we are all making preparations for the wonderful winter months.

     Right now, and into the winter, is an excellent time to get some tree pruning done. Most people think of the springtime as a time to get going with spring clean-up and normally this includes pruning trees. Unfortunately spring pruning is often done too late in the year. The best time to prune trees is late fall until late winter.

     This pruning advice needs to be strictly followed when care of oak trees is in question.  Pruning of any oak tree should NEVER be done when the leaves are out or about to come out. The reason for this is there is a disease called Oak Wilt that can kill an oak tree in a matter two of weeks. This is a fungal disease that attacks the cambial layer of the tree. (The cambial layer is the portion of the tree that is actively moving water and nutrients back and forth from the roots to the leaves.) This disease essentially plugs these vessels and shuts down movement of water and nutrients around in the tree. As mentioned earlier the death can be very rapid, although some trees, especially white oaks, can limp along for several years.
     Getting back to pruning, these wounds injure the oak tree(s) and if these are open when insects are active, the pruning cuts can be an entrance for the spores of the disease to get into the tree. Sap beetles, a native and normally harmless insect, vector this disease with fungal spores attached to the hairs on their bodies. Not all sap beetles carry oak wilt spores but could depending on where they were feeding last. Beetles that move up from Grand Traverse County will certainly have the potential to be carrying spores from this disease as oak wilt is rampant in many areas of that county.
     It has been predicted that this disease would be in Leelanau County by now. We are happy to report that this is not the case. So a big thank you to all those landowners who have oaks on their property and have pruned them in the correct time of the year. Once the disease gets into one tree it can spread to other adjacent oaks through root grafts. This type of spread makes this disease VERY hard and expensive to stop once it starts. In Grand Traverse County there are many areas of pure oaks stands which are decimated by this disease. These dense red oak stands do not exist in large areas in Leelanau County but the disease could potentially still be quite devastating. 
     Get those pruning saws going now and keep them going until the snow begins to melt away!
     As always we will do our seedling sale again this year so keep your eyes peeled for our catalog coming out mid winter or stop in the office in Lake Leelanau, across from NJ’s Grocery store and pick one up when they are ready! Have a wonderful, safe winter!
