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JAEI ENVIRONMENTAL CORNER
The Wonderful World of the Tree

How wonderful it is that Arbor week falls within The Season of Creation!

What is Arbor Week?

Arbor Day originated in 1872 in the United States territory of Nebraska. Mr. J. Sterling Morton, a newcomer to the treeless plains of Nebraska, loved the beauty and benefit of trees. He persuaded the local agricultural board to set aside a day for planting trees and through his position as editor of Nebraska's first newspaper, encouraged participation in the event by publishing articles on the value of trees for soil protection, fruit, shade and building. 
In South Africa, Arbor Day was first celebrated in 1983. The event captured the imagination of everyone who recognized the need for raising awareness of the value of trees in our society. As sources of building material, food, medicine, and simple scenic beauty, trees play a vital role in the health and well-being of our communities. Collective enthusiasm for the importance of this issue in South Africa inspired the national government, in 1999, to extend the celebration of Arbor Day to National Arbor Week. From 1 to 7 September every year, schools, businesses and organizations are encouraged to participate in community "greening" events to improve the health and beauty of the local environment and propose a green future for South Africa.  However, Arbor week need not be restricted to that week but can be stretched into the entire month!
The 2014 trees are:

· Common tree - Genus Heteropyxis (Lavender Trees / Laventelbome)
·  Rare tree - Vepris lanceolata  (White Ironwood / Witysterhout)
Genus Heteropyxis (Lavender Trees / Laventelbome)
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The family Heteropyxidaceae, or lavender tree family as it is commonly known, is a small family with only two species in southern Africa. The local genus, Heteropyxis, is characterized by alternate, entire, simple leaves with secretory cavities. These emit a pleasant smell when crushed. The flowers are small and inconspicuous. 
The more common Heteropyx inatalensi (Lavendar tree) is a medium to large deciduous tree that grows to about 10 metres high. The lavender tree has drooping foliage. The leaves are narrowly elliptic and are arranged spirally. They are shiny dark green above and paler green below, slightly hairy to hairless when mature. When crushed they produce a strong lavender scent. 
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Heteropyxis natalensis is a very decorative tree for small gardens. With its glossy green leaves and a whitish stem, it makes a very good focal point. The leaves develop rich red autumn colours, adding to the tree's attractiveness. The flowers attract bees, wasps and butterflies
Vepris lanceolata (White Ironwood / Witysterhout)

What a lovely, underrated shrub or tree-a plant that South Africans can definitely try in their gardens in the future! 

The white ironwood is mostly an evergreen shrub or small tree of up to 5 m in height, but can reach a height of 20 m in dry forest areas. The bark is smooth and grey to dark grey in colour. 

The leaves are trifoliolate, leathery, alternately arranged on the stem, and hairless. The leaves are densely covered with gland-dots and have a lemony scent when crushed. 
The flowers are small, inconspicuous, star-shaped and arranged in terminal heads or panicles and are greenish yellow in colour. The male and female flowers are borne on different trees. The white ironwood flowers from December to March. 

This lovely plant occurs in dune, riverine and low-lying forest along the coast from the Western Cape, through Eastern Cape to Kwazulu-Natal and the woodland and escarpment forests in Mpumalanga, Limpopo, the northern section of Gauteng and the north eastern section of the North-West Province. 

The white ironwood makes an excellent garden subject and can be grown from seed; the young plants transplant well. It can tolerate some frost and can survive occasional drought, but does not flourish in very dry areas. The tree grows reasonably fast and does not have a very aggressive root system. It can be pruned in different shapes and makes a good container plant. 

These trees are readily available from most Nurseries.

National Tree Emblem

The National Tree of South Africa is the Real Yellowwood (Podocarpus latifolius).  This tree grows in the moister southern and eastern areas of South Africa, from coastal areas of the Western Cape east to KwaZulu-Natal and north to eastern Limpopo.  Some of the largest of these trees grow in the Knysna Forest.
But what is all the buzz about trees? ...........

Long before the dinosaurs, there were trees.  They differed from our trees today – they looked more like the present day cycads and tree ferns.  Many trees live longer than humans; in fact some of the Welwitschia of the Namib Desert are estimated to be over 3000 years old.
As all green plants (that includes trees) take in carbon dioxide and give off oxygen, the very early (primitive) plants were responsible for converting the poisonous atmosphere of the early Earth into an oxygen rich atmosphere that supports life today.

Why are trees so important?

We rely so heavily on trees – very often we don’t even notice it.

· The table you are sit at is more likely to be made of wood, as is much of the furniture in your home; 

· That fruit that you eat came from a tree,

· When you are hot – a tree provides welcome shade,

· That breath that you have just taken – the oxygen was provided by a tree,

· The paper that you use every day, the newspaper you read, your favourite magazine – all came from a tree,

· That R10 note you paid for your cold drink with – came from a tree,

· Houses can also be built from wood from trees,

· The roots of trees along a river bank bind the soil together thus preventing soil erosion.

· Many medicines are produced from trees, especially traditional medicines
· Many creatures (birds, insects, animals and even some reptiles) use trees for their homes and food.  Leaves are eaten by insects and browsing mammals (like giraffe, kudu and bushbuck); flowers are eaten by insects and mammals such as monkeys; the nectar produced by the flowers is enjoyed by insects, birds and mammals like bushbabies and bats.  And of course, we all enjoy the fruit that trees produce!

· Trees lose their leaves – this becomes leaf litter and eventually compost to feed the soil and other plants and trees that are growing in the soil.  Some trees, for example acacias (thorn trees) have root nodules produced by bacteria which convert the nitrogen from the air into a form which the tree can use.

· Just the sheer beauty of trees is always a welcome sight – imagine a world without trees!

· So, no matter what you do in life – you owe much of it to a TREE!

Did you know - Trees are the ONLY LIVING ORGANISM ABLE TO MAKE IT’S OWN FOOD!
(You’ve never seen a tree pushing a trolley down the aisle of a Supermarket, have you?!)
Plants are among the few living things on Earth that can make their own food.  They do this through the process of Photosynthesis.  Leaves have their own little “kitchens” in their green leaves.  Sunlight falling on the plant’s leaves is captured by the chlorophyll (the stuff that colours the leaves green) in the leaves - think of them as the “kitchens” of the plant because this is where the plant’s food and energy is produced.  Energy from the sunlight is used to combine water and the carbon from the carbon dioxide to make food in the form of sugars (Glucose).  The plant cannot use the oxygen part of CO2 in this process, so it is released back into the air.  That’s where the oxygen that we breathe comes from!
What a rainforest got to do with it?
Rainforests are found in the tropics, the region between the Tropic of Capricorn and Tropic of Cancer. In this region the sun is very strong and shines about the same amount of time every day all year long making the climate warm and stable.

You may ask what that has got to do with you – after all, the tropical rainforests are now where near South Africa!  However, the World’s Rainforests help stabilize the world's climate by absorbing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Excess carbon dioxide in the atmosphere contributes to climate change through global warming. Therefore protecting the World’s rainforests is important in addressing global warming.

Our own indigenous forests here in South Africa are also under threat because of people removing the huge trees.

So, what can we do this Arbor Day? ……

Well, planting something is a good start!  

Just by living, we all have a serious Carbon Footprint!  - that’s something we cannot avoid.  We can do our very best to reduce our Footprint, but we can’t get away with it completely.  That’s why planting trees is so beneficial to everyone!  As explained, trees take in carbon dioxide in order to make their food, and the bigger they get, the more food they need and the more carbon dioxide the need!  The more trees that are planted, the more carbon dioxide is processed and neutralised – we all win!

Where should I plant my tree?

Plant a tree in your garden, your church, a retirement/old age home, a children’s home – in fact anywhere where the tree is going to be of use!

What tree should I plant?
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You could plant one of the Trees of the Year – or any tree that is going to be able to survive without a lot of on-going care – in other words, a tree indigenous to your area.  However, you could also consider planting a fruit tree that’s going to keep you in fruit for many years!

How do I plant my tree?

First things first!

“Have a look at mom!” – Sometimes trees are planted in the wrong place, for example – trees that are going to grow huge are planted right next to a house.  It’s fine for now, but that tree is going to grow! … And then one day, someone is going to have some big problems!!  If the “mom” is really big – the baby tree is going to grow up! – Research your tree carefully or ask advice from your Nursery.  When you have found the ideal spot – dig a square hole about 70cm-1mt deep (depending on the side of your tree that you are going to plant.  The hole must be square so that when the tree establishes its roots they will be able to penetrate the hole “wall” in search of moisture and nutrients.  The chances are that if the hole is round, the roots are just going to go round and round within the hole, and will become root bound and growth will be stunted.

Throw some compost, (or even dead leaves and kitchen peelings) into the hole and if possible a handful of bonemeal.  (Bonemeal help strong roots to develop).  Carefully take your sapling out of its packet or pot, and place into the hole so that the root bowl is just below ground level.  Don’t cover the tree trunk with soil.  Fill in the hole.  A good hint is to “plant” a 2lt cold drink bottle that has a hole the size of a 20c coin cut out of the side at an angle next to the tree.  (See diagram).  This helps with the watering.  Keep the cold drink bottle filled with water and you little tree is going to be a very happy camper!
Now, give a though who gave us trees with all these benefits – Our Father God, the Creator of everything!

A prayer for the tree:

Creator God,

Out of chaos you brought order.

Out of nothingness you brought life.

In the middle of all life stands the tree.

Trees provide the air that nurtures all your creation.

Birds make them their homes.

Cats climb them for protection.

Trees recycle life that has come before.

Bless the trees of this word, loving God.

Remind us to serve as their caregivers and protectors.

Give them long limbs and long life.

The gift of their breath is as special to us as the breath of the Holy Spirit.

Amen.
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