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Trees are essential to the creation of a comfortable home landscape.  They shade outside living areas as well as the house itself in the summer and help to keep us cool.  They break the wind in the winter, easing the fuel bills. And last, but not least, they provide a visual frame for the house and help it to sit well into the landscape.

Many of the trees in our landscapes are showing signs of stress. It's been a hard decade for a lot of them.  There have been alternating drought years, warm winters, major ice storms, new insect pests, new diseases and more.  All of this is putting a strain on the trees that are important to the quality of the landscape and it's worth spending a little thought on what they need to be healthy.

Start with making sure that there is a mulch island (NOT A MULCH VOLCANO!) around them.  The mulch should be 3" thick, tapering to 0" at the trunk. Remember the idea that wood feeds wood, just like grass (clippings) feeds grass.  If available, put a layer of wood chips under the bark mulch.  Bark mulch is pretty to look at but biologically limited.  After all – the bark of a tree is supposed to protect the inside of the tree – and contains very little food source in and of itself.  

The doughnut look that is so common is very damaging to the lower bark and can weaken that essential part of the tree.  Trees in the wild have a cleanly exposed flare at the base and, except in rare instances, do not exist in grassy areas.  There are many studies that show that tree roots and grass roots are often in conflict under the surface.  If you have a weak tree, sacrifice some of the grass and give it a wider mulch bed.  You can always plant perennials in the bed so the bed looks good.

Next, think about changing your fertilizer program from a chemical product to an organic product.  Natural and organic products have a wider variety of minerals and provide a wide array of micro-minerals.  This complexity greatly increases the stability of the soil food web that is essential to the health of the trees.  Look into brands like North Country Organics, Espoma etc – and read the labels!!!  You want more than two – three sources listed. 

You can add to this basic approach by using the mineral supplements Azomite, greensand, leonardite, gypsum (if it’s a street tree), rock phosphate and the protein (nitrogen) source of alfalfa meal.  

Azomite is a micronized energetic clay that has a stimulating effect on soil biology and on tree circulation.  I've been using it for the last 16 years, experimenting with it and watching the results.  It has a stabilizing effect on trees.  The leaves are greener, but they don't grow extravagantly and that's a good thing for mature trees.  Very fast growth on mature trees can lead to weak tissue and weak limbs.  
 
Gypsum is calcium sulfate and works to minimize salt damage without changing pH– breaks the Na Cl bond and allows the sodium to leach.  Does need water for this to happen so make sure to water your street trees in a dry spring.

Greensand is potassium iron silicate and is helpful all the way around in developing healthy stems and leaves.  It’s a funny product – absorbs and holds water so helps with sandy soils but also helps to break up heavy clays and allow for water and air to move.

Ground Leonardite (a soft, brown coal) and Humalite (fresh water soft coal) provide a long term humic and fulvic acid source –again critical to healthy tree and shrub roots.  Think of this as the most stable form of compost you could possibly add to your soil.

Soft Rock Phosphate is ground rock high in both phosphorus and calcium – both essential for plant health.  Calcium is the strength of the tree’s body – just like in humans (it’s also the mineral that drives a lot of the other mineral transactions).  Phosphorus is used in rooting, bud development and is part of the essential mineral molecule ATP that’s found in both plants and animals.

Alfalfa meal acts to enhance soil biology and stimulates root production.  If you use wood chip as part of your mulching strategy, the alfalfa meal will speed up the wood chip break down and enhance the effectiveness of the chip.  I use alfalfa meal in every planting job – annual, perennial, tree or shrub.

And last (but not least!), water the trees from September through November.  This is a critical time for trees as they absorb and bind water into their tissue for the push next spring.  This will use a lot of water, about an inch at a time every week until leaf drop and then every other week until you can’t stand it anymore.  Think about down spout barrels or gray water if there is a water ban in effect.
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