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Benton County Master Gardener Problem Diagnosis Scenario #5 

(Seasonal Needle Drop) 

Problem  

Pine trees dropping needles. 
 

Description      (Early November) 

Pine tree needles are turning yellow and dropping 

 

Questions/Answers 

 

Question:  What type of pine tree is it? 

Answer:  I think it is a black pine. 

Question:  What is the age of the affected tree? 

Answer:  Unsure…more than 10 years. 

 

Question:  Are the needles dropping from the branch tips or the interior of the tree? 

Answer:  Primarily the interior of the tree, first they turn yellow and then they fall off. 

Question:  Are many of them coming from one side of the tree versus the other? 

Answer:  It seems to be all over the tree. 

Question:  What time of year does the drop occur? 

Answer:  I notice them mostly in the fall. 

Question:  Have you noticed any holes in the bark? 

Answer:  No. But I’m getting tired of raking up the dropped needles. 

Question:  Have you noticed significant numbers of small spider mites? 

Answer:  No. The tree seems pretty clean. 

Question:  What are the surrounding conditions? 

Answer:  The site is full sun in typical valley clay.  The site gets soggy in the winter. 

 

Reference(s) Refer to:  
https://extension.wsu.edu/pacific/2014/02/evergreen-doesnt-mean-everlasting/ 

https://pnwhandbooks.org/plantdisease/host-disease/pine-pinus-spp-lophodermella-needle-cast 

https://pnwhandbooks.org/plantdisease/host-disease/fir-douglas-pseudotsuga-menziesii-needle-cast-

swiss 

https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/yellowing_interior_needles_in_conifers 

Diagnosis  

Normal needle shed:  Many evergreens will exhibit older needle yellowing and dropping 

of needles in the fall.  Most evergreen needles live 1-5 years before dropping needles.    

Needle yellowing occurs towards the interior of the plant, is normal fall color and 

precedes needle drop.  After needles drop in the fall the plants should appear healthy. 

Some have a more noticeable drop than others.  It may seem to occur all at once and may 

be quite dramatic for trees that shed annually or every 2 years.  Hot dry summers with 

moisture stress can cause more needle loss.  

Other possible causes include spider mites, drought, hot temperatures, poor nutrition, 

herbicides, winter cold damage, and fungal diseases caused by poor air circulation and 

poor drainage.  
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Recommendations  

No treatment needed for seasonal needle drop.  Be concerned if the needles are dropping 

from the branch tip which is likely caused by a fungal disease. Needle yellowing could be 

caused by disease or insect.  Note: Needle cast diseases can be confused with annual 

(normal) fall needle drop.   Needle cast diseases can be identified microscopically 

examining fruiting bodies and spores under a microscope.   
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