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As the weather cools and the fruit tree growing season 
draws to a close, many new orchardists think their work 
is done. In the early spring we prune our trees. In the 
summer we water and fertilize them. And in the fall many 
us feel we’ve earned a little rest and some time to just 
enjoy the harvest. 

But wait! Before you put on your winter slippers, there 
are some jobs to to help prepare your trees for winter.  

1   Do not prune your trees now as your tree’s 
growth has slowed so it may not have the 
energy to heal those pruning cuts before the 

dormant season. An exception is if you find evidence of 

fruit tree disease. In some cases you may need to prune 
those branches off to prevent the disease from spreading. 

2   Paint your tree’s trunk with diluted white latex 
paint using equal amounts of paint and water. 
Paint up to the lowest branches in order to 

protect the tree from winter sunburn. This is a vulnerable 
time for your tree as the snow will reflect the sun’s rays 
onto the tree.

3   Meticulously clean up all fallen fruit and 
leaves from around the base of the tree. If 
they are healthy, you can put them in the 

compost. If there are signs of pests or disease (like 
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Insulate your tree’s roots before 
the winter by mulching with 
slowly-decomposing mulches 
such as straw or woodchips. Do 
not use compost or leaf mould at 
this time because it will release 
its nutrients more quickly and 
may delay dormancy. 
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wormy apples, or spotted leaves) bag them up and 
put them in the garbage to prevent the problems from 
returning next year. 

4   Mulch your trees to ensure that their roots are 
insulated from the winter cold. Use mulches 
that decompose slowly like composted wood 

chips or straw. Do not use compost, as it will give your 
tree a burst of energy and may delay dormancy.  Trees 
should not be fertilized after mid-summer.

5   Place the mulch in a circle around your tree, 
ensuring that it does not touch the trunk. 
Piling mulch up against the trunk can cause 

it to rot. Mulching in this way can also help discourage 

mice from nesting in the mulch and nibbling on your 
tree’s bark for a winter snack.

6   If your tree is young, keep watering it until late 
fall, when it loses its leaves. While tree growth 
slows in the fall, your tree still needs water-

soluble nutrients to give it the energy it needs to move 
the sugars from its leaves into its roots for winter use. 

7   If any of your trees are in large pots, protect their 
roots with insulation. Use chicken wire to build 
a large cage around the tree’s pot and fill the 

inside of the cage with straw. Then wrap burlap around 
the cage and tie it up with twine. In the spring, when you 
remove the straw, you can use it as garden mulch. 

Susan Poizner is the author of the award-winning fruit tree care 
book “Growing Urban Orchards”. You can buy the book or sign 
up for one of Susan’s online courses at www.orchardpeople.com. 
Contact Susan at info@orchardpeople.com. 
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A Paint your tree’s trunks with diluted latex paint to protect it from winter sunburn. B Meticulously clean up fallen fruit to prevent pests and disease. 
C Remove diseased, pest infested or mummified fruit from your tree and dispose of it in the garbage. D Continue watering young trees in the fall until 

they are fully dormant. E Remove diseased leaves from around your tree and dispose of them in the garbage.
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