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Garden books tell us winter is the time to study garden catalogues,
complete seed orders, and make plans for the next spring. How-
ever, there is at least one important outdoor gardening activity
that is best completed in the winter. It involves conducting a thor-
ough tree inspection. This is especially effective for deciduous
trees because they no longer have leaves to hide their problems.

What to look for:

Although winter may not be the best time to solve tree problems,
it is the best time to identify them.  Here is a list of things you may
want to look for.
Structural Problems: Look for situations that can be early signs

of weakness that may later lead to
branch or tree failure. Many of
these can be solved later on
through judicious pruning. Specifi-
cally, look for branches with a poor
attachment angle. Where they join
the trunk, branches should be di-
rected slightly upward at an angle
of 45 to 60 degrees. If they are too
horizontal, or too upright, they will
become weak. Plan to remove such
problem branches, if it can be done
without destroying the structure
of the tree.  Also, look for cracks
and splitting around branch junc-
tions. If you find such damage on
large trees, you may need to ac-
cess some professional help to de-

termine the best action. On small trees, you can reshape the tree to
relieve the pressure that is causing the problem and help the tree
compartmentalize the damaged area. The last thing to look for is
something called included bark. This is a situation where the tree
does not make normal wood on the top of the branch junction and
instead produces bark in the joint. It can be recognized by the soft,
corky tissue (it may create an open crevice or be closed) that is
present on top and down into the branch union. This makes the
branch very weak. It is often associated with a steep branch angle.
Plan to remove these weak branches if feasible.  For most species,
the most preferable time to prune is when the tree is dormant to
minimize sap and resin flow, maximize wound closure, and reduce
the chance of attracting insects and/or transmitting disease.

Architecture and Appearance: When the tree is bare, you can
step back and look at its overall growth habit. Determine whether
or not it has good balance and overall appearance. Decide if the
crown needs to be raised,
lowered, or cleaned (but
never topped). Record a
pruning plan to improve the
tree’s appearance and func-
tionality that can be imple-
mented either right away or
during the next dormant
season.  “How to Prune
Trees” published by the
USDA Forest Service is an
excellent pruning guide
(http://www.na.fs.fed.us/
S p f o / p u b s / h o w t o s /
ht_prune/htprune.pdf).

Pests and Disease Prob-
lems: Although pests are
typically not damaging dur-
ing the winter, it is still a good time to look for problems that can
be addressed during spring or summer. Some of the most de-
structive insect pests on trees are borers. Look for the small
holes, the sawdust-like frass, or loosened bark that may indi-
cate a problem is looming. Other types of insects such as aphids
or beetles will overwinter as eggs on the trees and may become
problematic next summer. Do some homework before the in-
spection and find out what to look for based on common prob-
lems for the tree species you are inspecting. Also, check for
disease problems that appear as cankers on the bark. If you find
such problems, research the solutions and prepare to deal with
them when the season is right.

A good winter tree inspection will identify problems you may
not know you have. It will also give you time to come up with a
good solution to one or more of the many issues that affect tree
health.

This article has been adapted from “Winter Tree Inspection”
written by Stephen Love, Consumer Horticulture Specialist,

and published by the University of Idaho Extension.
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