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Hi everyone, 
 
Following the devastating fires last week, I have received a few queries on what to do with damaged trees 
and shrubs, so below I have pasted the one I did after the Perth storms last year (I witnessed gardeners and 
arborists busily pruning where it isn't necessary).  The principles are the same, I have just made some 
changes to suit fire. 
 
This issue looks at the do's and don'ts as far as trees and shrubs are concerned following the savage events 
such as storms, fires or frosts, where some people have experienced severe damage to plants. 
 
Do #1 - Do as little as possible as soon as possible!  It's like frost damage - you really don't know how much 
real damage, ie, death, has occurred until trees start to put on new growth to compensate for the damage.  It 
takes 10-14 days for plant hormones to kick in and initiate regrowth, so what may look like irreparable 
damage now may in fact be all right.  With fire damage on large trees, it can take many months. 
 
Don't #1 - Prune any part of woody plants unless branches are split, broken or torn.  An exception to this is if 
root systems were damaged due to severe root-ball heave from the persistent strong winds etc (where there 
may be some structural instability due to cracked or snapped root-plate roots or sinker roots), in which case 
get a good arborist to inspect the tree.  It may then be necessary to do a canopy thin or even a canopy 
reduction to take the weight stress off the root system. 
 
Another exception is where hollow branches caught fire and may have well smouldered for days (especially if 
they were already dead), as this could be a significant structural weakening.  But you could be surprised 
watching even small, blackened and leafless branches eventually spring back to life. 
 
Do #2 - You can apply liquid soil improvers such as Seasol, especially to soil that is now exposed.  However, 
one of the best things to do is to make sure everything is mulched properly with a water-wise mulch (not the 
soft, expensive and inefficient soft mulches which make moisture loss worse and are actually more fire 
prone).  In fire prone areas, especially close to buildings, you may consider the use of stone, pebbles or 
gravel. 
 
Don't #2 - Fertilise with any strong fertilisers at all - plants don't need them until they have replacement 
growth.  Feeder root activity will be suppressed to some degree until those plant hormones kick in. 
 
Do # 3 - Apply reflective paint to the northern side of now sun exposed branches on sunscald susceptible 
species such as avocadoes, camellias and possibly citrus (a cheap white, water-based acrylic house-paint or 
a home-made whitewash is the best). Regrowth should be OK as it will harden up to the sun as it grows. 
 
Don't #3 - Apply whitewash or pruning paints to damaged bark below knee high - water splash can bring up 
collar rot and dieback diseases from the soil.  If you do want to paint those areas to stop sunscald, apply a 
copper-based fungicide first. 
 
In summary, you will be amazed how resilient woody plants can be following occurrences such as severe 
fire, frost or hail damage.  Yes, there may be long-term damage to plants, but don't rush in until the 
perceived permanent damage is actually a reality. 
 
One last point I am quite passionate about.  We should be planting many more small to medium sized 
deciduous trees throughout urban landscapes, for wind protection as well as winter sun and summer shade.  
Most species are far less of a fire problem, as while the leaves burn it’s quickly like tissue paper. They are 
also much easier to maintain and much less likely to get full of dead wood and loose bark which are the 
basis of flying embers.  They can even deflect some wind and fire over buildings.  While I love our Eucalypts, 
most species are fire bombs. 
 
Cheers, Peter 
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