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What is Winter Damage? 
    Winter damage (burning/scalding, tip kill, winter kill /dieback) occurs when winter temperatures 
and/or conditions freeze or dry out the buds and/or foliage of a plant beyond its level of cold /moisture 
tolerance. This results in cellular rupture and death in the bud/foliage. Damage is usually only visible 
once temperatures warm up and the damaged parts of the plant do not emerge/leaf out and are easily 
noticeable against the parts of the plant that did survive the winter.  
Deciduous Trees & Shrubs: 
Deciduous plants that are hardy in our zone will harden off their tissues as the seasons change  
through a process called acclimation to become “dormant” in the winter. The parts of the plant 
susceptible to winter damage (buds) have limits on the lower temperatures they can tolerate. These 
can be affected year to year by seasonal conditions and maintenance practices. Winter damage in 
deciduous trees and shrubs presents as ends of branches that do not leaf out and become 
brittle/dead. This damage is most commonly on the upper branches that are most exposed to drying 
winter winds. 
Semi-Evergreen Shrubs: 
Semi-evergreen plants usually have leaves like a deciduous plant but depending on conditions may or 
may not lose their foliage in winter or foliage that looks “dead” in the winter may green up again in 
spring. These plants are often considered somewhat tender and can suffer from winter damage as the 
exposed foliage can be affected in the same way as evergreens.  
Evergreen Trees & Shrubs: 
Many evergreens (particularly cedars) do not go completely dormant in the winter and while they do 
not put on new growth and can tolerate lower temperatures than usual, they continuously draw and 
use the moisture available to them. However; since the ground is frozen, the foliage has limited 
moisture to protect itself with and can dry out, scald and die. In evergreen plants the damage will 
present as brown or yellowing needles/foliage either over the whole plant, parts of the plan t not 
covered in snow and/or large patches usually on the side of the foliage with the most wind exposure.  
Bright winter sun glancing off of unbroken snow or white buildings can also cause the same damage.  
In our experience cedars are most vulnerable for the first 2 or 3 winters, but dry fall weather, very cold 
winters or changes in exposure can result in damage on even mature cedars.  
 

Prevention of Winter Damage on Cedars and tender 
deciduous/semi-evergreen plants: 
Since winter damage cannot be corrected by any means other than time (to let the foliage reemerge) 

prevention is key. This is especially important for new plantings or younger plants. The following measures 

can be employed to help prevent winter damage: (most commonly applied to cedars) 

Planting and Care: Most often overlooked when discussing winter kill in cedars are the site conditions and 

planting practices. A cedar planted well with lots of good soil volume (they have fibrous netted root system 

that does not do well in compacted or heavy clay soils), compost/organic material and watered consistently 

will fare better in winter. Planting with care will have the single biggest impact on preventing winter damage. 

Cease any fertilizing (including on turf closely surrounding trees & shrubs) after August 1st. Fertilizing too 

late can delay or interfere with proper acclimation to winter lowering a plants natural protection against 

winter injury.                                             

                                                                 -Cont’d on next page…. 
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Preventing Winter Damage Cont’d… 

Watering In: ensures availability of moisture as long as possible before the ground freezes and first thing in 

spring as it thaws. Watering in should be done as late as possible before the ground is frozen. We often 

recommend watering in right before you disconnect your outdoor hose for winter. This watering should be 

thorough and deep. Turn the water on low enough that the water is not running off and let run for a few 

minutes on the soil surrounding the plant. If it warms up you may want to do another round as the weather 

changes again. Note: not all plants benefit from watering in. Most plants do best when they go into winter 

with even moisture levels or even less than usual.  

Wrapping/Screening with Burlap: slows down the drying winds and prevents desiccation while providing 

shade from hot winter sun and snow glare. We always recommend staking around the cedar and wrapping 

the structure so as to prevent burlap on foliage contact (which in some cases can wick moisture away from 

the foliage). Some air flow within the enclosure is important to prevent molds and other humidity issues. 

There is no need to cover over top of the plant, just make the screening a bit taller than the plant. This 

material should be removed once the ground starts to thaw (allowing the cedar to replenish its moisture 

reserves) and the risk of cold spells has passed. Be sure not to unwrap too early, late winter temperature 

plunges are common in our area and could undo all the hard work of wrapping in the first place. While it is 

important to monitor conditions, a general rule of thumb would be to remove wrapping sometime in the first 

2 weeks of April.  

Anti-Desiccation Products: Work to provide a protective coating on the foliage to prevent moisture loss 

(desiccation). Usually applied as a spray. Can be purchased ready to use or as a concentrate. Depending 

on weather may need to be reapplied a few times throughout winter. Some examples of anti-desiccation 

products are: CloudCover, Wilt Pruf and Foliguard. 

 

Treating Winter Damaged on Cedars and Evergreen plants: 
Once winter damage occurs there is no quick fix to reverse the unattractive results. Usually, the affected 

plant will recover over the course of 1-3 years if there are no other stressors and the damage sustained 

was not too great. Do not shear the brown/yellow foliage/needles in the spring as the new growth will 

emerge outside of the damaged foliage and shearing will remove these growth points (delaying recovery 

another season). Wait until mid-season and if there are still dead patches that did not produce any new 

growth outside of the damage then one can lightly shear. This shearing is for esthetics and does not 

quicken recovery so it isn’t necessary. Maintaining, fertilizing and watering properly will help the plant 

recover but only time and patience will repair the damage. Pushing with fertilizer (more than recommended 

amounts) will just result in soft, weak growth that will be more susceptible to winter damage in the future.  
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Winter Damage on evergreens (Cedar, Pine, Spruce) 

 

 

Winter damage on Semi-evergreen shrubs (boxwoods and azaleas) 

 

Winter damage (winter dieback) on Deciduous Trees (Maples) 


