
Winter Desiccation
Information on weather-ready landscapes

Winter desiccation occurs when the leaf and 
stem tissues lose more moisture faster than 
what the roots can absorb. These tissues are 
part of the permanent structure of a tree, shrub, 
perennial or ground cover. It is often caused  
by extended periods of extreme winds and  
cold temperatures.

PREVENTATIVE ACTIONS
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Identify desiccation prone 
plants in your landscape. 
Common specimens in Nebraska 
are arborvitae, spruce, white 
pine, euonymus, juniper, holly, 
yews and boxwood.

Apply anti-desiccant  
products to plants with a 
history of damage. Usually 
three applications are 
recommended, spaced 6-7 weeks 
apart beginning in late fall, like 
Thanksgiving, Christmas and 
Valentine’s Day. Apply products 
to runoff when temps are 
above freezing. Apply products 
according to their product label.

Water soil around plants 
thoroughly in late fall and 
throughout the winter when 
temperatures are above 40 
degrees. Use a soaker hose to apply 
water slowly and allow it to soak in 
before temperatures drop  
below freezing.

Install burlap wind screens between the 
plants and the prevailing winds. Evaluate 
the plants’ value in the landscape.  Consider a 
different location in the landscape or possible 
replacement with other plant material.

For recommendations of trees and shrubs in Nebraska growing conditions, 
the Nebraska State Arboretum has two publications: “Trees for Eastern 
Nebraska” and “Trees for Western Nebraska.”

WHAT IS IT?

Preventing winter desiccation is much easier than correcting it.



Examine bark, buds, stems to 
determine if tissues are dried out. 
Prune out desiccated and dried out 
portions of the tree/shrub.

Keep soil moist, not soggy or 
dry in spring, summer and fall 
following injury.

Avoid fertilization in first 
year after desiccation.

Mulch with wood chips to 
avoid weed competition and 
to moderate soil temperature 
and moisture. Avoid placement 
of mulch next to the trunk 
to prevent suffocation and 
wildlife damage. 

For more information, visit weather-ready.unl.edu/landscapes

CORRECTIVE ACTIONS

PLANT HARDINESS ZONES

Recovery from desiccation is difficult and may take some time.
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