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“Leaf & Needle Drop of Evergreen Plants”

Do your evergreen trees have many needles that are starting to change color, or are turning brown this
fall? Did you realize that evergreen needles change color in the fall too, just like deciduous trees do? It's
true, and it often causes alarm to homeowners when their evergreen trees start to drop needles. Although
most conifer trees are considered to be "evergreen", their needles don't live forever. What makes them
evergreen is that their leaves persist more than one year before falling. Since new needles are added
every year, there is always an overlap between green needles and those that are due to fall. There is
usually no need to be alarmed, since leaf and needle drop often occur as a natural part of the yearly
growth cycle of many plants.

Needle-Leaved Evergreens

Needles of evergreens, such as junipers, pines and arborvitae, may shed their oldest leaves or needles in
late summer or early autumn. Most pine trees drop their needles in the fall, but some species may drop
needles at other times also. The natural yellowing of the older needles occurs uniformly from the top to
the bottom of the tree. Newer needles at the tips of the branches stay green.

The needles on most evergreens usually last about three years, although some juniper needles may last for
10 years or more. Arborvitae and white pine needles turn brown, yellow, or reddish tan and drop in the
autumn of the second year. Arborvitae sheds branchlets rather than needles which usually turn brown as
they age, yet remain on the tree for quite some time before falling. Yew (Taxus species) needles
commonly turn yellow and drop in the late spring or early summer of the third year. During this time,
older needles should be shed and not the current season's growth. If the new growth is turning yellow or
brown, it may be caused by other stresses such as insects or disease.

Broad-Leaved Evergreens

In the spring many broad-leaved evergreens such as holly and Southern magnolia, drop many of their
oldest leaves as new growth begins. The older leaves seem to suddenly turn uniformly yellow throughout
the entire plant before dropping. The younger leaves at the branch tips remain healthy and green. New
growth at the tips of the branches is often evident at this time. No further yellowing or leaf drop should
occur once the older yellow leaves drop off.

Other broad-leaved evergreens such as rhododendron, azaleas, and euonymus shed their leaves at times of
the year other than spring. Leaf drop on these plants usually occurs in the summer or early fall when the
leaves are two to three years old. This period of leaf drop occurs following the maturing of the current
season's growth.

Other Causes of Leaf Drop

Various environmental stresses can also cause leaf and needle drop of evergreen and deciduous plants.
The most common of these is drought or too much soil moisture. A nitrogen deficiency can also cause the
older leaves of a plant to turn yellow. Air pollution, herbicide injury, insect infestations or disease can all
cause similar symptoms. Fall needle drop is a natural condition and is not a sign of disease or insect
infestation; however, any factor that increases stress on evergreen trees will intensify autumn needle drop.
Always check your plants closely to determine the true cause of its leaf or needle drop.
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