
We know many of the common causes 
of tree failures, and some of them can 
be prevented when the trees are young. 
One of the keys to developing strong 
trees is the process of structural pruning, 
or pruning to improve tree structure. 
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Bur oak blight  
by Bruce Fraedrich, PhD

Bur oak blight (BOB) is caused by 
the fungus Tubakia iowensis, which 
causes leaf blight, defoliation, 
branch dieback, and in extreme 
cases, death of bur oak (Quercus 
macrocarpa) throughout much of 
the midwestern United States. 
Disease development is favored 
by frequent rainfall in spring and 
summer, which has been prevalent 
in the past few years. 

Symptoms first appear in summer 
as brown, wedge-shaped blotches 
on leaves. Portions of leaves turn 
yellow, and purple-brown lesions 
form along the veins of the lower 
leaf surface. Lesions coalesce, 
producing large dead areas on the 
leaf blade, imparting a scorched or 
wilted appearance. As the disease 
progresses throughout the summer, 
entire leaves become blighted, 
resulting in defoliation although 
some blighted leaves tend to be 
retained on trees into winter. The 
disease typically intensifies over 
several years, resulting in twig and 
branch dieback and tree mortality.  
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It’s clear to 
see which 
of these 
two trees is 
benefiting 
from 
structural 
pruning!

A small investment early in 
a tree’s life can have a big 
payoff as it matures.

interfere with pedestrians, vehicles or 
buildings. Branches below the lowest 
permanent branch can be reduced or 
removed while the tree is developing  
so that large cuts won’t be needed 
later. Smaller cuts reduce the risk of 
decay moving into the trunk. Ideally, 
we like to see all the lower branches be 
half the diameter of the trunk. 

While we are making these cuts, we 
also try to maintain as many lower and 
interior branches as possible. We like 
to have foliage on the upper two-thirds 
or more of the trunk. In general, lower 
branches are good and contribute to 
the development of a strong lower 
trunk and root system. 

With young trees, our goal is to prune 
them to create a structure that is 
resistant to future breakage, won’t 
interfere with people, looks good, and 
is long lived. The earlier we start on this 
process, and the more regularly it is 
repeated, the better the results will be. 

When structurally pruning a young 
tree, we carefully look it over and 
make decisions as to which branches 
to remove. We identify the central 
leader of the tree. This is the tallest, 
most centrally located, healthy branch.  
Other branches that are growing upright 
near it are reduced or removed. This 
eliminates one of the most common 
failure points on mature trees, the 
codominant stem union. 

We also identify the lowest permanent 
branch on the tree. Many lower 
branches, if allowed to grow, will 

Bur oak blight damage.



Fun with trees  Not your usual autumn leaf project

For an interesting craft this fall, try this simple project – decorate 
brown leaves with white paint.

It’s a fun activity for all ages. Collect a bunch of fallen brown 
leaves. Next, if you’d like your leaves to lie flatter for painting, you 
can iron them! Place each leaf under a damp dish towel and give it a 
quick press to make it nice and flat. Then all you need are some poster 
paint and a small paint brush for each child (or adult!). After the paint dries, display the 
children’s (or your own!) handiwork in a basket for a unique centerpiece.

For more decorating and display ideas, search for ‘painted leaves’ on Pinterest.

TREE & SHRUB  
MAINTENANCE CALENDAR

SEPTEMBER
Good time to plant trees and shrubs

Monitor for magnolia and tuliptree scale insects 
and treat as needed

Monitor for spruce spider mite and treat as 
needed

OCTOBER
Good time to plant trees and shrubs or to 
transplant trees and shrubs that have lost their 
leaves for the year

Place protection around base of fruit trees 
to prevent damage due to mouse and rabbit 
activity

Before bringing any plants inside, check them 
for pests such as whiteflies, mealybugs and 
thrips

Adult-stage ticks may be present around  
mid-month; one additional tick treatment may 
be needed

NOVEMBER
Protect plants from winter freezing, snow, wind 
and salt damage

Make sure soil for evergreen plants is moist as 
weather approaches freezing temperatures

Collect soil samples to anticipate soil nutrient 
needs for the coming year or to adjust pH 

DECEMBER
Light pruning can be done at this time

Water trees and shrubs during periods of thaw, 
especially in areas that may receive salt spray

Remove snow from evergreen branches gently 
with a broom

The Bartlett Legacy Tree Program 
promotes stewardship

Structural pruning  
(continued from page 1)

At Bartlett, trees are more than just 
our business. We are committed to 
increasing tree planting and stewardship 
in our communities. That’s because 
we know that urban tree populations 
depend on large-scale participation 
to thrive and grow – now and in the 
future.

Through the Bartlett Legacy Tree 
Program, our Arborists personally 
distribute tree seedlings to students, 
community groups, local reforestation 
efforts, and others each year. In 2018 
we are on track to distribute 
70,000 trees. Our goal is not 
only to get these seedlings 
into the ground, but to teach 
and inspire our communities 
(especially our youth) to care 
for trees – and to plant even 
more of them!

We love it  
when people 
are as 
enthusiastic 
about the 
trees in their 
towns and 
cities as we are. The Bartlett Legacy 
Tree Program is a way for us to be 
intentional about cultivating that spirit 
in others. We are proud of this program 
and we hope it inspires you to plant a 
tree!

A lot goes into structural pruning. 
The exact cuts will depend on the tree 
species and location in your landscape. 
If we start the process shortly after  
the tree is planted and continue on  
as it matures, the result is a strong,  
long-lasting and healthy tree.



History
Swamp white oak is found in forests and swampy 
areas in the majority of the midwestern and eastern 
United States. Native Americans and pioneers used 
swamp white oak acorns for food, and ground them for 
medicinal purposes and as a coffee substitute. Its wood 
is heavy and hard, and so sought for use as flooring, 
furniture, ships, and barrels. At the 9/11 Memorial in 
New York City, more than 400 swamp white oaks were 
planted, chosen for their durability and gentle fall color. 

Culture
77 Can survive in many soil types and conditions, but 

prefers average to wet, acidic soil and full sun 
77 Tolerant of light shade when young, but requires 

more sun with maturity 
77 Tolerates temporary flooding 

as well as drought once 
established 

77 Resilient species ideal for 
urban areas with enough 
space to support a large 
maturing tree

Concerns
77 Generally a durable and 

long-lived tree, though not 
immune to problems such as 
anthracnose, cankers, leaf 
spot, rust, blight, galls, caterpillars, borers,  
leaf miners, oak lace bug and oak mite 

77 Oak wilt is the most serious concern in the 
Midwest  

77 Chlorosis (yellowing of the leaves due to 
nutrient deficiencies) may occur when soil 
is not properly acidic

Bartlett Management Practices
77 Requires pruning in the dormant season 

to avoid attracting beetles that may 
carry oak wilt 

77 Tends to be a low maintenance tree 
when properly pruned to maintain a 
central leader  

77 Soil pH management and other soil 
care to encourage dark green foliage 
and rapid growth as a young tree

TREE FOCUS:
Swamp white oak  
(Quercus bicolor)

           WONDERS OF NATURE   
Hong Kong’s stone wall trees

Hong Kong has many large retaining walls 
built to overcome the hilly terrain as the 
city grew. Trees with a ‘strangler’ growth 
habit (mainly banyans and figs) began to 
grow between blocks in the walls. With their 
trunk bases on walls, over time these trees’ 
roots spread on, and/or penetrated through, 
the walls. The dramatic results helped 
strengthen the retaining walls, and created 
a shade-giving urban forest in this very 
congested city. Today Hong Kong actively 
works to preserve the walls and stone wall 
trees that are an important living urban 
heritage in the city.
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Chicago Botanic Garden Bur oak blight  
(continued from page 1)

Compliments of

Your Arborist Representative

Chicago Botanic Garden is one of 
the world’s great living museums 
and conservation science centers. It 
features 27 gardens and four natural 
areas on and around nine islands, with 
six miles of lake shoreline. There is 
something for plant and nature lovers 
of all ages, from secluded Spider 
Island to Nature Play Garden. We recommend the Garden’s very informative 
website for details about the many gardens, as well as for guided and self-guided 
tours. Many special events are hosted at Chicago Botanic Garden; for example, 
on September 15 and 16 you can see the Central States Dahlia Society Show. 

Plan your visit at www.chicagobotanic.org.

BOB can be prevented by treating 
susceptible bur oaks with an approved 
fungicide that is systemically applied 
by root flare injection in spring. Also 
recommended are cultural practices 
designed to maintain the health of 
bur oak, including mulching the root 
zone, irrigating during dry periods, and 
fertilizing on the basis of soil analysis. 
On trees exhibiting early decline from 
BOB, Root Invigoration™ in conjunction 
with fungicide treatment offers the most 
effective treatment protocol.

Trees and shrubs 
are preparing for a 
winter’s rest. Time to 
see what they need 
for next year.


