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Protect Young Trees From Sunscald 

 

   Ornamental Landscape Trees and Fruit Trees can be a big investment of money and time and 

so it is important to do all the little things we can to help protect that investment. 

   As K-State Research and Extension agents, one of the things we often see as damage on young 

trees is sunscald. This is especially true on thin-barked trees such as ash, oak, maples, lindens, 

willows, and fruit trees of all kinds. Although sunscald typically does not kill the tree it can 

cause significant damage to the bark and sets the tree up for succumbing to other stresses such as 

disease and insects or drought, freeze, or other environmental issues. 

   Sunscald normally happens on the south or southwest side of the tree and typically is seen in 

late winter.  On warm, sunny winter days the bark on this side of the tree absorbs heat and may 

get to relatively high temperatures.  Research in Georgia on peach trees has shown that the sunny 

side of the trunk may be as much as 40 degrees warmer than the shaded side bark.  Just as those 

warm winter days can give us a bought of spring fever, these warmed cells lose their cold 

hardiness and become active, as if spring had arrived. As the sun sets and the cold winter 

temperatures return at night, these active cells are damaged by freezing, causing death of the cell. 

   The damaged inner bark is typically discolored and as the dead cells dry, the area becomes 

sunken. The outer bark often becomes cracked and begins to slough off as we progress through 

spring and into summer.  By this time, the tree has usually started the healing process and will 

begin to try and grow new bark over the wounded area.  The tree will typically survive but with 

the damage to the bark it has a reduced ability to carry water and nutrients to the canopy and so 

will likely need to have supplemental watering and care, especially during dry and hot weather. 

In more severe cases we may see some branch die-back above the damaged area that requires 

pruning. 

   Rather than treat the symptoms of sunscald, it is probably best to help prevent it. To protect the 

trunk of the young tree, apply a light-colored tree wrap in the fall from mid-October through 

mid-November. These tree wraps are available at most garden supply centers, in catalogs, or on-

line. Remove the wrap in early spring as the trees begin to become active and after the window 

of extremely cold weather has passed.  In north-central Kansas that is typically mid-March.  It is 

extremely important to remove this tree wrap in the spring. I have actually been called out to 

look at a tree under stress only to find that it has been girdled by the tree wrap as the tree had 

grown and the wrap was unable to expand with the growth.  It is amazing how much truck girth a 

young tree with good care can put on in one year so I cannot stress enough the importance of 

removing the wrap in the spring. 

   For more information on this topic or read up on other tree planting issues, stop by any K-State 

Research and Extension office and pick up the new Kansas Forest Service bulletin entitled “The 

Top Ten Tree Planting Mistakes.”  
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