
Pine Tree Care During Drought - Practical Checklist
A field-ready plan to keep pines alive through water restrictions: what to water, how
much, when, and how to protect roots and needles until rains return.

Know Your Priorities

Protect high-value trees first - newly planted (first 2 seasons) and signature specimens.
Group by risk: sandy soils, full-sun slopes, and windy exposures suffer faster.
Accept temporary cosmetic stress to save the root system.

Watering Strategy

Deep and infrequent beats frequent and shallow - aim to wet soil 8 - 12 inches deep.
Early morning irrigation reduces loss; avoid mid-day watering.
Target 10 - 15 gallons per week for a 2 inch caliper pine; double for very hot/windy weeks.
Scale by size and soil.

Mulch & Soil Moisture

Maintain a 2 - 3 inch mulch ring out to the drip line; keep mulch a few inches off the trunk.
Use wood chips or shredded bark; avoid plastic sheeting that repels water.
Probe 3 - 4 inches deep; water only when soil is dry and crumbly, not just the surface.

Irrigation Hardware

Use drip or soaker hoses for slow delivery; place lines in a circle near the drip line, not at
the trunk.
Add simple battery timers to stay compliant with watering windows.
Check for leaks and adjust emitters to avoid runoff on compacted soil.

Shade & Wind Protection

Temporary shade cloth on west or southwest side lowers needle scorch during heat spikes.
Wind screens reduce transpiration in exposed sites.
Avoid wrapping the trunk tightly - keep air flow.

Pruning & Feeding

Do not fertilize during active drought - salts can stress roots.
Prune only dead or hazardous branches; postpone shaping until recovery.
Weed control around the root zone reduces competition for moisture.

Stress Monitoring



Watch for needle fade from green to gray-green, droop, or tip browning.
Track weekly water use and weather heat index; adjust targets accordingly.
If needles brown rapidly across whole sections, escalate to a certified arborist.

Young vs Established

Year 1 - 2 trees need the most support: water 2 - 3 times per week in heat waves.
Established pines often survive on monthly deep soaking if mulched and shaded from wind.
Container-grown recent transplants dry faster than field-dug B&B; - monitor closely.

Emergency Heat Wave Protocol (7-10 Days)

Day 0 prep - pre-soak root zone to 8 - 12 inches depth in the evening; add a fresh 2 - 3 inch
mulch ring if thin.
Days 1 - 3 - morning deep watering every day for high-risk trees (newly planted, sandy soil,
full sun). Others: every other day; use 5 - 10 gallons per session per 1 - 2 inch caliper.
Days 4 - 7 - switch to every other day for all high-risk trees; established trees get one deep
soak mid-window.
Temporary shade - install 30 - 50 percent shade cloth on west side; add wind screens on
exposed sides.
Cooling window - if allowed by rules, a brief trunk-and-mulch rinse in late evening to drop
radiant heat; avoid leaf-wetting at night.
Hold fertilizers and pruning; focus on moisture and temperature control.
Daily check - probe soil 3 - 4 inches and inspect needles; if uptake stalls, widen watering
circle to the drip line.

After-Drought Recovery

Resume normal deep watering cadence for 4 - 6 weeks after rains return.
Wait to fertilize until new growth resumes; use slow-release only after a soil test.
Candle prune or structural pruning only after full recovery and outside heat waves.

Local Rules Checklist

Confirm allowed watering days and hours; set timers accordingly.
Use shutoff nozzles and repair leaks to meet efficiency rules.
Keep receipts and a simple log if your city allows exemptions for newly planted trees.


