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StressKills Trees Too!
Chris Schnepf

We receivemany calls ondyingtrees. What iskilling
them?* gouty pitchmidge’ ... “bark beetles’ ...
“diplodiatipblight”... “rootrot” ... aresomelikely
responses. These are often affecting thetrees, but
thereisamoreimportant problem many forgetinview
of visblepest symptoms—STRESS.

Muchiswritten about thecritical rolestressplaysin
human hedlth. Stressisalso very important totree
health. Trees can be stressed by many factors, includ-
inginadequate nutrientsor sunlight, and pollution (ex.
acidrainin Europe). Butin droughty years, lack of
moistureis probably themost important “root cause’
of stressfor Idaho trees.

Moisture stresscankill atree outright, but more often
it weakensthetree, lowering itsnatura defensesto
diseases, bark beetlesand other pests. Standsof trees
growingindrier areas, and thosegrowing at dense
spacingsareespecialy vulnerable.

How doforestsspell relief? THINNING. Reduc-
ing moisture stressimprovestrees chancesof surviv-
ing insectsand disease. For agricultural and horticul-
tural crops, moisture stressis often reduced by
irrigation. Supplementd water may behelpful for yard
trees, but it usually isn't practical for forests.

A morecommon strategy isthinning, whichincreases
the space between treesin astand by cutting crowding
trees. Forests“thin” themsalvesnaturally. Dead and
dyingtreesareaforests natural reactionto over-
crowded trees. The best competitorssurvive.

But “natural thinning” can get out of hand. Insect
populations may build up and take many moretrees
than youwould prefer. Witness Yellowstone Park,
wherelarge acreages of overcrowded lodgepole pine
werestressed, and killed by insects. Thenfire started

thewholesuccession al over, from* scratch”. Many
western forest ecosystems have evolved to behavein
thismanner.

Most landownerswould rather not “ start from
scratch”, at least not until harvest. You can get ahead
by thinning before” nature” does. Thinning reducesthe
stress of competition between trees—there arefewer
treescompeting for the samelimited supply of water,
sunlight and nutrients. Thinning aso providesother
benefits. By thinning you can:

« Concentrate growth on fewer trees, increasing
their value, and reducing future harvest cost.

* Increasethelifespan of theremaining trees.

* Decreasethelength of timeto harvest.

 Usetreesthat might otherwise decay.

* Earnincome(if treesremoved arelarge enough to
sl —*“Commercid thinning”).

* Enhance non-timber valuessuch asgrazing, wildlife
or recreation.

* Favor genetically superior treesor speciesof trees.

Thinning relievesmoisture stresson treesand provides
many other benefits. For more specificinformation on
thinning, stopintoyour loca Extension officeand ask
for PNW 184: Thinning: An Important Timber
Management Tool. Cost-share assistance may also
beavailableto thin your stand; contact your local
Natural Resources Conservation Service Office or
|daho Department of Landsofficefor moreinforma:
tion.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 2,
No.1.

About the Author: Chris Schnepfisan AreaExtension
Educator - Forestry and Professor at the University of Idaho.

The University of Idaho provides equal opportunity in education and employment on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, gender,
age, disability, or status as a Vietnam-era veteran, as required by state and federal laws.



