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For trees and shrubs, ice can be bigger threat than snow
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I t's not always a blizzard that does the damage in winter. Sometimes it's a different kind of bad news: ice storms.

Ice storms are less frequent than snowstorms in Chicago, but they bring special hazards to both people and trees.
When cold rain falls and freezes as ice, it sticks to bark and branches more easily than snow does, according to Jake
Miesbauer, research arborist at The Morton Arboretum in Lisle. Ice is heavy, and small branches can break from the
weight when the ice coating is only a fraction of an inch thick. Wind increases the damage, Miesbauer says.

His research focuses on how strongly branches are attached to trees and how trees can be pruned to make them safer
in storms.

What causes an ice storm? According to the Illinois State Climatologist's office, sometimes a frigid layer of air along
the ground is colder than the upper atmosphere. Rain forms high up in the warmer air and then falls down onto cold
surfaces, where it freezes.

The weight of ice is most likely to break tree branches that are weakly attached, Miesbauer says. Branches are more
likely to fail if they grow upright, with a sharp angle, rather than out to the side, or if there is a layer of bark trapped in
the joint. A tree is weaker overall if it does not have a single central stem, or leader, he says, or if its branching
structure has other defects.

The best way to ensure that a tree has a sound structure that is likely to withstand storms is to prune it properly when
it is young, Miesbauer says. Structural pruning becomes more difficult once a tree is mature, and it takes a certified
professional arborist to spot problems and determine whether they can be corrected. A professional also can identify
symptoms of disease or other stresses that may weaken trees.

After a storm, it's also wise to call a professional to deal with damaged trees. Depending on the severity of damage, an
arborist may be able to save the tree.

Shrubs can also be weighed down by a heavy coating of ice, says Doris Taylor, plant information specialist at the
Arboretum's Plant Clinic, and the ice may snap some twigs and small branches. It is always best to leave shrubs alone
and let the ice melt off rather than trying to remove it, which can cause more harm, she says. Do the same for trees
that do not show obvious damage.

Some kinds of trees are more vulnerable to ice damage than others, like those with brittle wood or a bad form. When
you plant a tree, it's worth thinking ahead and seeking advice to choose a tree that will be resilient in the face of future
storms.

Beth Botts is a staff writer at The Morton Arboretum in Lisle (mortonarb.org). For tree and plant advice, contact the

http://mortonarb.org/
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Arboretum's Plant Clinic (630-719-2424 or plantclinic@mortonarb.org).
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