Iron Deficiencies Can Be Found in Local Trees
As I have been driving around our fair city of Douglas, I have noticed quite a few trees exhibiting iron
deficiency symptoms or iron chlorosis. I have also had many calls related to this common tree disease.
While it is getting late in the year to see any improvement from treatments it is still a good idea to treat
iron deficiencies to get a jump start on next year. Also you may want to cut this article out and save it
for reference for next year.
Iron chlorosis causes yellowing of the leaves on trees and other plants. This nutrient deficiency is very
common in Wyoming due to our soils alkaline nature. The alkalinity binds up iron and renders it
unavailable to our plants. It is easily identified and treatable. Iron loss in plants causes the leaves to
turn yellow, starting on the outer edges and working inward, while the vein systems stay green. This is
not to be confused with leaves simply turning yellow as we approach the fall season. The green veins
are an important symptom in recognizing this nutrient deficiency. Younger leaves typically are affected
first, followed by older leaves. It is not uncommon for an entire tree show symptoms. In severe cases
leaves may turn almost white or brown spotting may occur. Fruit, if present, may also be affected. Fruit
is typically smaller and has more of a tart taste or even no flavor. Not all plants in the landscape will
show symptoms.
The testing of soil is very important in understanding what additives to give your plants. For more
information on soil testing please contact your local Cooperative Extension Office. Soil pH is very
important for the uptake of iron by plants. Ideally pH should be around 7.5. If the soil is too alkaline (pH
greater than 8.0) minerals, like iron, are not as readily available than when soil pH is more acidic (less
than 8.0). Mulches, compost, organic matter, and aeration can all help to improve your soil’s pH levels.
Treating trees for iron chlorosis can become expensive so planting trees that are adapted to soils with
high pH is recommended. Trees and other plants that are chronically affected by iron deficiencies
typically will also have other disease problems. Two popular trees found in Wyoming landscapes that
should be avoided are the silver maple and the quaking aspen. While aspen are native to our state they
are typically found at higher elevations where soil pH is more acidic.
There are many ways to treat iron chlorosis, including 1) soil applications of iron sulfate and elemental
sulfur; 2) soil application of iron chelates; 3) foliar sprays containing iron sulfate or chelated iron; or 4)
trunk injections of iron ammonium citrate or iron sulfate. Foliar treatments will produce rapid but
incomplete responses, while a soil or trunk treatments will last longer. Soil treatments are the most
economical; however, soil applied iron chelates are relatively expensive and will only last one year. Soil
applications of iron sulfate and elemental sulfur or iron chelates typically have the best results in our
area. All supplements used to treat iron chlorosis can be purchased at large garden supply stores and
agriculture chemical dealers.

