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When Lightning Strikes
Last month Memphis experienced intense storms which moved through the city and left behind a great deal of damage. After the storms the Extension Office received numerous calls about trees that were struck by lightning.  The callers were concerned about their trees and wondered if they would survive. When a tree is struck by lightning, it is difficult to tell if the strike is indeed a fatal one.  A few variables that must be considered include the species of the tree, moisture content and relative health of the tree. The intensity of the strike must also be taken into consideration. Because lightning can strike anything that is tall, trees to tend to be a frequent target.  Frequently, a tree has been struck more than once by lightning.
Moist tissues, which are inside of the tree bark, are better conductors of electricity than the drier wood in the center of the tree.  The electrical current created by the lightning strike produces intense heat which often results in the bark exploding off in large strips.  Some trees explode from the center of the tree, while others have a long, narrow split in the trunk.

It cannot be accurately predicted that the tree will die from the injury.  Some trees live for years with extensive injury.  One of the most important things to consider is that a damaged tree will be more susceptible to insects, diseases, decay and environmental stress.  Thus, the tree may not die immediately from a lightning strike but the damage that was caused can take its toll over a period of months or years.
Once the storm has passed, the first priority is to determine whether the tree poses a safety hazard to people or property. If you see dangling limbs, twisted branches, or other potentially damaging parts that cannot be safely reached from the ground, call for a certified arborist.  A certified arborist will help you assess if the tree will continue to pose a threat; the arborist can also help you decide whether or not the tree should be removed. 
 Until the next time happy gardening!     
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