
There are many plants suitable to choose that provide 
autumn colour every year.

Climbers such as the virginia creeper 
(parthenocissus tricuspidata) and the crimson glory 
vine (vitis coignetiae) will scale a house wall, arbour 
or stout fence providing an intense block of autumn 

colour for several weeks.

For those with a larger garden the red oaks (Quercus 
rubra), sweet gums (Liquidambar styraciflua) 
and persian ironwoods (parrotia persica) provide 
stunning colour and form.  

Suitable for the smaller garden would be the snowy 
mespilus (Amerlanchier lamarckii) or perhaps one 
of the ornamental cherries (Prunus sargentii) or the 
amazing mountain ash (Sorbus Joseph Rock).

The highly recommended katsoura tree 
(Cercidiphyllum japonicum) has multi-coloured 
autumn leaves that have a delicious aroma of burnt 
toffee.

The flowering dogwoods, (Cornus kousa chinensis)
will start the summer with creamy pink flowers 
followed by strawberry like fruits leading to a season 
finale of crimson/purple foliage.

Shrubs worthy of autumn splendour plantings 
include the fiery spindle bush (Euonymus Alatus)  
and (Acer palmatum Osakazuki). Glorious butter 
yellows are gained from witch hazel  
(Hamamelis) and finally the oranges  
and reds of the smoke bush  
(Cotinus coggygria) and (Berberis  
thunbergii) will add intense  
autumn colour to any garden.

Planting for Successful Autumn Displays

There are many trees and 
shrubs with colourful 

autumn foliage.

photo credit: Forest & Kim Starr, U.S. Geological Survey, Bugwood.org

Gardening for  
Autumn Color

Autumn produces some 
of the most vibrant colours 
of the gardening year.  An 
understanding of what causes these 
colours and a knowledge of plants that 
perform best at this time can help make 
the most of this fabulous season.

How does a spectacular autumn happen?  

Deciduous trees and shrubs drop 
leaves in autumn by a process known as 
senescence. Pigments within the leaves 
are hidden for most of the year by green 
chlorophyll. When chlorophyll starts to 
break down, other coloured pigments 
show through to give yellows, oranges, 
reds and purples. High light levels help to 
build up sugars within the leaves creating 
the intense foliage colours of autumn.  
Overcast weather or shady growing 
conditions will not make for brilliant 
foliage colours. Ideal conditions for 
autumn colour require sunny days followed 
by crisp cold nights.

Geographical origin and parentage are 
critical factors for good foliage. If  you’re 
selecting plants for autumn foliage I 
suggest this is done when the plants 
are showing their autumn foliage, thus 
ensuring good colour and avoiding 
disappointment. 

Plants selected from areas recognized 
for autumn colour continue to show 
exceptional colour when grown elsewhere.

Genetic selection also broadens the range 
of these plants available. Propagating such 
selections from cuttings will ensure the 
autumn colours are retained.
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Halting the Loss of a National Treasure

Horse chestnut tree (Aesculus hippocastanum) 
suffering from leaf miner attack.

Horse chestnut leaf miners (Cameraria ohridella) are pretty 
resilient, able to withstand temperatures as low as -23oC

Pest Alert -

                     No Paper - No Problem!
If you choose to enroll in our paperless programme for electronic 
Tree Tips, this is what you do:
    1.  Find your client code on outer envelope of current issue  

(yellow box, 7-digits).
    2. Log on to www.bartlett.com/newsletter (select UK).
    3.  Go to registration link and sign up using your client number  

and postal code.
It’s that easy.  If you want paper service again, just advise us.

The horse chestnut tree (Aesculus hippocastanum) is under threat from 
an exotic pest – the horse chestnut leaf miner (Cameraria ohridella) and it 
appears the damage is more significant than first thought. 

“The horse chestnut leaf miner was first observed seven or eight years 
ago in the London Borough of Wimbledon,” explains Dr. Glynn Percival, 
Technical Scientist at tree maintenance firm, Bartlett UK.  “From this initial 
area of infestation, the pest has become widespread, spreading over 60 
miles per year and leaving behind a trail of destruction,” he says.

“Leaf miner adults initially appear in April from over wintered pupae. Egg 
lay then occurs along the veins of the leaf from May through to August. 
After egg hatch the larvae complete five stages of development, feeding 
and mining the leaf tissue from inside,” explains Glynn.

“In areas of heavy infestation, multiple attacks can occur to the same leaf. 
The impact can be very striking. Severely damaged leaves will appear 
brown, they will shrivel and dry out, before curling and prematurely 
falling,” he says. 

Dr. Percival looks after tree welfare for customers including the royal 
households and Mayfair residents and his work involves research and 
diagnostics at facilities at Reading University. Glynn explains; “Horse 
chestnuts were traditionally planted for aesthetics and are widely seen 
in prominent amenity plantings, but they’re now – because of leaf miner 
attacks – considered as having no value. 

“Mature or dying horse chestnuts are now being replaced with difference 
species. Some nurseries no longer stock horse chestnuts. No one 
is buying them – which makes the leaf miners impact even more 
significant,” he comments.  

“At first, the moth was thought of as a cosmetic pest due to the trees’ 
ability to survive infestations – re-flushing the following year. But once 
infested leaf miner damage occurs annually contributing to reduced seed 
vigour and poor germination.

“There’s been much debate as to whether the pest is killing the tree. 
Evidence now indicates that the moth is contributing to a decline in tree 
health, causing losses to the tree’s energy budget,” explains Glynn. 

“By mid July the tree should have enough energy in store to produce 
conkers. The leaf miner is having a huge impact on the trees’ capability for 
growth and reproduction – with conkers from infested trees weighing as 
little as four grams, significantly less than uninfested trees where you can 
expect conkers to weigh eight grams,” he says.

Treatment is however possible and certainly warranted, says Glynn. “Often 
we show the client what the tree will look like if we do nothing to illustrate 
how important control is. 

“A soil drench with imidicloprid is a very good treatment option, but it is 
very, very expensive and has a broad action base.” 

Horse chestnuts are often located in amenity environments making 
pesticide applications difficult. Glynn is keen to use pesticides that are 
environmentally benign. Dimilin Flo (diflubenzuron) is an insecticide that 
fits the bill. “It’s a far better alternative with the added benefit of not 
damaging beneficial insects.

“The beauty with Dimilin is that it’s a targeted treatment – it’s an excellent 
product,” he says.  Dimilin Flo is active against the larval stage of a 
number of pests and interferes with the formation of the insect’s cuticle or 
exoskeleton. 

“Typically our control programme consists of three applications, timed 
to coincide with the lifecycle of the pest. However, good results can be 
achieved with just two sprays i.e. we aim to achieve over 80% control. 

“Ideally the whole canopy should be treated, but logistically this can be 
difficult. Leaf miners can fly, but they prefer to walk, crawling up the tree 
trunk. So if you can only treat the main trunk, scaffold limbs and the area 
under the canopy that will still have a huge impact.  

“Raking up any leaves or weeds from around the tree will also help reduce 
over wintered populations,” concludes Glynn.

Excerpt taken from CropSafe June 2010, the industrial magazine for safe and 
environmentally friendly alternative systems for pest control in which Dr. Percival of the 
Bartlett Tree Research Laboratory is interviewed regarding his latest research project. 



The English or Pedunculate oak is probably the 
best known tree in Britain and an important 
feature of the English landscape. Oaks have 
been the predominant tree species since pre-
historic times and have thrived for hundreds 
of years in the United Kingdom with little or no 
threat to their existence. 

However, over the past 5-6 years two important 
diseases have surfaced that some scientists 
believe could spell the end of this beautiful 
tree from within our woodland countryside.

Sudden Oak Death
Phytophthora ramorum, known as Sudden 
Oak Death is a fungal-algae combination. 
The name Sudden Oak Death is misleading 
as this disease attacks most trees including 
beech, larch, ash, horse chestnut and sweet 
chestnut. It also attacks garden plants 
including rhododendron, viburnum and 
camellias. The oak species at greatest risk in 
the UK are American northern red oak, turkey 
oak and evergreen oak. Sudden Oak Death 
has destroyed millions of trees in America and 
has now has now spread across the west of 
England, possibly after being brought over in 
imported plants. As well as causing trees to 
“bleed” a thick red sap, it makes leaves turn 
brown and curl and then destroys its host 
with great speed. The National Trust is actively 
clearing rhododendrons from much of its land, 
as the plant is known to spread the disease. 
Acute Oak Decline
Acute Oak Decline (AOD), caused by a bacterial 
infection, can kill an infected oak tree in just 
a few years. Some tree experts are comparing 
AOD to Dutch elm disease, which killed 
millions of trees throughout the UK during the 

1970-80s. At present AOD has 
been confirmed in only 55 cases 
but the number of trees displaying 
symptoms is steadily increasing 
with an suspected 2000 more 
trees infected. AOD affects the 
UK’s two native species of oak - 
sessile and pedunculate. To date, 
there have been no confirmed 
cases in other species of oaks 
found in Britain, such as turkey 
and red oaks. Recent information 
indicates AOD affects oaks more 
than 50 years old.  Symptoms 
are similar to Sudden Oak Death 
with extensive stem bleeding in 
which dark fluid seeps from small 
cracks in the bark and runs down 
the tree trunk. In early stages 
of the disease, the health of a 
tree’s canopy does not appear to 
be affected, but it may become 
thinner as the tree succumbs to AOD. Of main 
concern is the fact that very little is known 
about the virulent bacteria responsible for the 
disease. To date no bacterium has been shown 
to be capable of doing what AOD does to a tree. 
How the disease is spread is still not known but 
“natural vectors” such as squirrels, birds and 
insects could also play a role. 

Management Measures
Although a range of plant protection products 
exist to control other Phytophthora species 
none have registration for trees nor been 
tested against Sudden Oak Death. Likewise 
control of Phytophthora has been achieved 
using high phosphite compounds as part of a 
fertilisation regime but not tested specifically 

against Sudden Oak Death. Soil 
injections of mycorrhizal fungi 
that act as bio-control agents 
have been shown to aid in the 
reduction of disease severity 
caused by Phytophthora. 

Consequently soil injection may prove useful 
as a preventative control measure on trees not 
displaying symptoms of Phytophthora bleeding 
canker. However, at present Defra’s Plant 
Health and Seeds Inspectorate and the Forestry 
Commission suggest control measures should 
consist mainly of destruction of affected trees. 
Research into AOD management is limited 
so control measures again consist mainly of 
destruction of affected trees. Pruning infected 
trees is discouraged as it may increase the 
risk of disease spread and weaken the tree by 
reducing its capacity to contain or overcome 
the bacterial infection, and also make it more 
susceptible to secondary infections.

The Final Days of English Oak?

Dark fluid seeps from 
small cracks in the bark 
and runs down the trunk 
of a tree suffering from 
Acute Oak Decline.

A tree’s canopy may become thinner as the tree succumbs to AOD.
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Shortage of Water
Even during the last warm spell (referred to 
by the cynics, as summer) it was noticeable 
that some trees were already under stress. 
Birches are usually an early alarm signal, 
followed in longer periods of drought by 
beech. If these shallow rooted trees are 
not noticed soon enough it is often too late 
to help them recover. The best precaution 
is to mulch newly planted, or even more 
mature, specimens as a part of normal 
maintenance. It is sometimes called 
‘imitating nature’ which is exactly what it 
does. A bonus is that mulching keeps down 
weed growth, especially grass. No grass 
means no strimming damage, another 
blessing. 

As with all trees, noticing is so important. 
There is nothing more disappointing to 
the sincere arborist than to be called in 
after the trouble has become obvious to 
the owner. This is especially sad where 
accidents occur, a high percentage of which 
could be preventable if the cause had been 
noticed sooner.

Survey’s of mature trees are not expensive 
and often compliment normal property 
insurance. Aesthetically, of course, they 
can also help a owner to get far more from 

When is the best time to prune trees?  
My neighbour said I should only prune trees in 
autumn or winter. Is this true? 

- A Kettley, Bedford.

Pruning trees does not have to be limited to autumn 
or winter. Granted, autumn and winter are good 
times to prune as the tree is dormant and with no 
leaves on the tree then locating the position to make 
proper pruning cuts is easier. However, key points to 
consider when deciding when to prune include: 

Spring-flowering trees can be pruned as soon as the 
leaves turn dark green and harden to avoid cutting 
off any of the following year’s flower buds. 

Summer-flowering trees can be pruned before new 
growth begins in early spring to avoid cutting off any 
of the current year’s flower buds. 

Birches, magnolias, maples, poplars, walnuts, 
willows, and a few other trees are known as 
“bleeders”. When these species are pruned in late 
winter or early spring, the wounds may bleed. This 
flow of sap is more unsightly than damaging to 
the tree. In fact, sap at this time of year is roughly 
98% water and 2% sugar, so little energy is lost 
through a bleeding wound. The sap flow will taper 
off and cease as the new leaves turn dark green 
and harden. Pruning these trees could be delayed 
until the leaves turn dark green and harden if you 
have aesthetic concerns. Likewise cherries are best 
pruned in June or July as they are highly susceptible 
to a fungal disease known as silver leaf. Few fungal 
spores of this disease are around at this time of year 
so the chance of infection is minimal.

- Dr. Glynn Percival

I’ve been told that the problem with my tree is  
soil pH. What does that mean? 

- D.Everest, Kings Lynn, Norfolk

Basically the pH of a soil is a measure of it’s acidity 
or alkalinity. Ninety five percent of all tree species in 
the UK and Ireland prefer a pH of between 6.2-6.5. 
Maintaining a soil pH range between this range 
generally insures that essential plant nutrients will 
be available to the tree. If the pH becomes higher 
than 7 then the soil is becoming alkaline. If the pH 
falls below 6 then the soil is becoming acidic. An 
improper soil pH often makes it more difficult for a 
tree’s roots to absorb essential nutrients such as 
iron, even when those nutrients are abundant in the 
soil. Acid soils are treated with lime to raise the pH, 
and alkaline soils are treated with sulphur to adjust 
the pH downward. 

- Dr. Glynn Percival

Dr. Glynn Percival is the plant physiologist and 
technical support specialist at the Bartlett Tree 
Research Laboratory located at the University of 
Reading. He is also responsible for running the 
disease diagnostic laboratory and soil analysis 
service. The Bartlett laboratory provides intense 
technical training to the Southern Tree Surgeons 
technicians and workers who care for our clients 
trees and shrubs.

their trees by improving their appearance or 
correcting an obvious weakness. 
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