
 

Did Hurricane Irma kill trees in Brevard?  

Hurricane Irma brought with her some unusual damage that hasn’t occurred before. One big topic of 

conversation, as the days have gone by and the damage has become more noticeable, focuses around 

all the brown leaves. Will the plants and trees survive? 

The good news is, as horrible as the plants look, the trees and shrubs should rebound and the plants 

most likely to not survive will be the tender herbaceous perennials. 

Our area has experienced hurricanes before, with 2004 being a memorable year with hurricanes 

Charley, Frances and Jeanne all leaving their mark on the Space Coast. 

Hurricane Matthew’s fly-by last year was nerve-racking (as everyone hoped that he would stay farther 

out to sea and not wobble our way), but Irma had to show them all up by slamming into the Keys and 

wreaking havoc as she traveled up the entire Florida peninsula. 

Why did the leaves change color? 

All the brown leaves can be contributed to the high winds that lasted for hours. Green leaves that were  
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protected from the wind are often visible on the same plant. These winds literally dried out the foliage, 

to the point of death. 

The good news is that plants shed dead leaves, and that has already begun to happen. 

For evergreen plants, such as the oaks, hibiscus, viburnum and strangler fig, new growth will be 

produced after the dead leaves have fallen off. I was amazed to see live oak leaves turn brown, since 

they are so thick, tough and leathery, but they still couldn’t withstand Irma’s winds. 

It is easy to identify cherry laurel trees now, because they appear more of an orange color than the 

typical brown seen across the county. 

For deciduous plants affected, ! such as bald cypress, frangipani and bauhinia, I am not sure if they will 

put out new growth this close to fall, which is when they would naturally shed their foliage for the 

winter. Only time will provide the answer to that question. 

What’s next 

If your deciduous plants don’t produce new foliage after the leaves have shed, you can check to see if 

the wood is still alive by trying to bend the ends of the branches. If they are supple and bend easily, that 

is a good sign. For frangipani (or plumeria) plants, keep an eye on the tips of the branches. 

If they are plump and green, the plant is doing fine. If there is any shriveling or blackening, prune down 

to a healthier portion of the branch. 



The plants most likely to be killed by Irma’s winds would be tender herbaceous perennials like pentas, 

blue daze and bush daisy, etc. The surest indication that they have died will be brown leaves that remain 

on blackened stems. One consolation? It is much cheaper and easier to replace perennial plants than 

shrubs and trees. The sturdier herbaceous perennials, like philodendron and bananas, will survive 

though they won’t look their best for a while. 

With all the rain that we received during the storm, including some additional rainfall this week, the 

plants will have plenty of water to use in the production of new foliage. 

So, now that the water is running, the electricity is back on and your plants are going to be OK, it will just 

take some time for the landscape to green up again! 
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