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Help Your Oak Tree Tolerate Severe Drought 
 

I. Introduction 

The predominant native oak trees on the central coast are two winter-deciduous oaks (valley oak and 

blue oak), and one evergreen oak (coastal live oak). The severe drought on the central coast has resulted 

in many questions from the public, who are concerned about the effects of the drought on a valued oak 

tree in the residential landscape. Concern has grown since severely stressed and even dead oak trees 

are becoming common observances. What can one do? Several options that come to mind: do nothing, 

deep water, or mulch. Advantages and disadvantages are discussed below. 

 

II. Deep Watering 

If the soil under your oak 12-18 inches down is dry and crumbly, the oak is out of water. A deep watering 

will invigorate the drought-stressed tree. Perhaps it seems ill-advised to water an oak tree during a 

drought. But think about it a minute. If you lose the oak, you lose substantial aesthetic and property 

values. Also lost are the many ecosystem services provided by this “keystone” structure (e.g., shade, soil 

nutrients, habitat, biodiversity). These take a very long time to replace. Deep watering of the drought-

stressed tree is accomplished by moving a hose under the canopy of the tree during the day for one or 

two days at a low flow or trickle, such that the water percolates into the soil. Do this once or twice 

during the summer to early fall with at least a month between watering to allow the soil to dry, reducing 

the likelihood that fungi will attack the tree roots. 

 

III. Mulching 

A prudent approach to the current drought and the maintenance of tree health is to conserve existing 

soil moisture as much as possible. Mulching under the tree helps to control moisture by keeping the soil 

cool and suppressing weed growth. Mulching also adds valuable soil microorganisms. 

 

Q: Does mulch need to be composed exclusively of oak leaves and twigs? 

A: No—Although the best mulch is the oak’s natural leaf litter, other plant-based mulches can provide a 

similar benefit. In fact, there may be some advantages to having other plant components in the mulch. 

 

Q: Can commercially available mulch provide the benefits of natural oak mulch? 

A: Yes—Most any plant-based commercially available mulch should be fine, especially ones that are 

derived from multiple sources, such as municipal green-waste that has been composted. Composting 

allows some of the more reactive compounds that may be present in the mulch to be broken down by 

heat, chemical, and biological means. There isn’t necessarily a problem with using a single-source mulch 

(e.g., grape pressings, nitrolized sawdust [nitrolization allows nitrogen to remain available to the plant]), 

but because single-source mulches lack the variety of densities, chip sizes, and nutrient compositions 

typically found in multiple-sourced mulches, there is a somewhat greater risk of problems using single 

source mulches. Commercial compost may be listed as green-waste compost. The best recipe: 1-2 

inches of compost overlain with 2 inches of coarsely chopped fir, redwood bark or wood totaling 3 to 4 

inches of mulch. Cover the area under the tree canopy at least up to the drip line. Don’t mound the 

mulch against the tree trunk. 

 

Q: Should mulch be mixed into the soil? 

A: No—Although the oftentimes repeated advice that mixing mulch into the soil can cause a nitrogen 

shortage is mostly a myth, there are other reasons for not incorporating the mulch into the soil: 
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• The process can cause root damage to existing plants 

• The process can degrade existing soil structure 

• Organic matter breaks down over time, and in the process causes the soils in which it has been 

mixed to eventually shrink in volume. This is fine in some instances, but it is a disaster if one has 

incorporated mulch into soils that were placed beneath sapling trees, for instance. In this case, 

the soil under the tree will shrink in volume, and the tree will sink into the soil. Water then pools 

around the base of the tree, and the tree eventually develops root rot. 

 

Because mulches are incorporated naturally into soils by earthworms, springtails, and microorganisms, 

the benefits of digging mulches into the soil are pretty much balanced by the liabilities. In short, save 

yourself the work. Put the mulches on the ground, and let the earthworms do the work for you. 

 

Q: Is there any mulch that is categorically unacceptable? 

A: Common sense should prevail—Coarsely chopped bark, wood, and leaves is probably the best 

composition for a mulch, and that same material composted is about as ideal as one can get exclusive, 

that is, of oak leaf mulches (which exist, but are quite pricey, and are typically derived by stripping wild 

oaks of their natural mulch base). Even less than ideal source material (e.g., eucalyptus leaves or black 

walnut roots) can be safely used if properly composted. 

 

Q: If oak trimmings and dead fall from native oak trees is used for mulch, is the presence of 

termites a concern, or the spreading of oak bark beetles? 

A: No—Termites do not live (for long) in wood chips. They require contiguous, solid wood to form 

colonies. The spread of termites in wood chips, or even in small branches, is therefore a non-issue. Every 

spring, summer, and fall, oak bark beetles actively hunt stressed oak trees in central coast woodlands, 

and will find them from miles away. Worrying about spreading any of the various bark beetles that can 

attack oaks is a little like worrying about getting salt spray at the beach. They’ve been here for millions 

of years before us, and they’ll likely be here millions of years after we’re gone. That said, you may not 

want to encourage large colonies in your back yard by, for example, stockpiling large amounts of beetle 

infested firewood right beneath an oak tree. 

 

IV. Watering vs. Mulching of an Oak during Severe Drought 

If your tree appears healthy, with dense and green leaves over at least most of the canopy, it could be 

best to do nothing. In other words, “if it isn’t broken, don’t fix it”. Give proper considerations for the use 

of water during the current severe drought, and mandatory water-use restrictions, and deep water only 

if the tree shows symptoms of severe stress. Keep in mind that the two deciduous oaks, blue oak and 

valley oak, can respond to drought by undergoing leaf browning and leaf fall as early as July. This is a 

natural mechanism that the tree has evolved for water conservation. The tree is not dead and should be 

fine. All else considered, mulching that includes a green waste compost as described above could well 

be the most appropriate solution. Mulch conserves water as opposed to using water for deep watering, 

and mulching can improve important soil properties. 

 

Information for this article was supplied by Steven Swain, Environmental Horticulture Advisor, 

Cooperative Extension, Marin and Sonoma counties; and compiled by Bill Tietje, Natural Resource 

Specialist, Department of Environmental Science Policy and Management, University of California, 

Berkeley (stationed in the San Luis Obispo County Cooperative Extension Office) 
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