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

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. 

The earlier we start this process, and 
the more often it is repeated, the better 
the results will be. With young trees, 
our goal is to prune them to create a 
structure that is resistant to future 
breakage, won’t interfere with vehicular 
or pedestrian traffic beneath it, looks 
good and is long lived. Therefore, we 
like to start structural pruning when the 
tree is young, but we continue with it 
even as the tree matures.

When we structurally prune a young 
tree, we carefully examine it and decide 
which branches to keep and which ones 
to remove. We first identify the central 
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leader of the tree; this is the tallest, 
most centrally located, healthy branch. 
We preserve this one. Other branches 
that are growing upright near it are 
reduced or removed. By doing this we 
can eliminate one of the most common 
failure points on mature trees, the  
co-dominant stem union. 

We also identify the lowest permanent 
branch on the tree. Many lower 
branches, if allowed to grow, will 
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 on the 
trunk later in the tree’s life. Smaller cuts 
reduce the risk of decay moving into  
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, which means 
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Treating bacterial leaf 
scorch by Drew Zwart, PhD

Bacterial leaf 
scorch (BLS), 
caused by the 
bacterium 
Xylella 
fastidiosa, 
is a disease 
of certain 
shade trees 
that causes 
uneven 
scorching 
of leaf margins in late summer and 
early fall. The bacteria themselves 
live in the xylem tissue and gather 
in clusters called biofilms. These 
“bunches” of bacteria clog the 
xylem and block water transport, 
resulting in the scorch symptoms. 
The disease typically progresses 
throughout the tree for up to a 
decade, causing so much dieback 
that the tree eventually dies.   

BLS symptoms and damage are 
usually most visible on pin and 
red oaks, but shingle, bur, and 
white oak can be affected as well. 
Additionally, BLS can  infect elm, 
sycamore, mulberry, sweetgum, 
sugar maple, and red maple. There 
are also numerous asymptomatic 
hosts of BLS. Xylem-feeding 
leafhoppers and spittlebugs spread 
the bacterium from one tree to 
another.

BLS is sometimes mistaken for 
other leaf diseases, or for drought 
and heat stress. The unique late 
summer development of BLS 
symptoms, however, make it fairly 
easy to identify. Nevertheless, field 
observations should be confirmed 
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Pruning a young  
tree to improve structure 
is a wise investment.



by laboratory analysis. Thanks to recent advances in DNA analysis, BLS can now 
be detected at any time of the year, not only when symptoms appear late in the 
growing season. This allows the arborist to determine well in advance if a tree 
requires treatment.

What can you do? Although there is no cure for BLS, annual oxytetracycline root 
flare injections completed in spring can suppress symptoms in the same growing 
season. Experience at Bartlett has shown that the disease can often be effectively 

suppressed for many years if the tree is 
treated and provided with good cultural 
care, especially if the disease is detected 
early. And ongoing research by the Bartlett 
Tree Research Laboratories is pursuing 
even more effective antibacterial injectable 
materials. Of course, proper plant health 
care, including irrigation, integrated 
pest management, and soil nutrient 
management, can help promote tree 
survival as well.

Bacterial leaf scorch (continued from page 1)

TREE & SHRUB  
MAINTENANCE CALENDAR

SEPTEMBER

Monitor for scale insects on plants such as 
magnolias, tuliptrees, hollies and camillias, and 
treat as needed

Monitor for False Oleander Scale and Algal Leaf 
Spot on southern magnolia

Monitor for spruce spider mite and treat as 
needed

Good time to treat gardenias, privet hedge and 
ligustrums for late summer whitefly activity

Take soil samples in preparation for mid – late 
Fall soil fertilization

OCTOBER

Shop for plant wraps and protectors in 
preparation for coming cold

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 in houseplants that have 
been set outside, check them for pests such as 
whiteflies, mealybugs and thrips

Continue to do tick checks. Adult-stage ticks, 
which can still carry disease, may be present 
around mid-month. One additional tick 
treatment may be needed at this time

NOVEMBER

Winterize lawn equipment before storage

Water trees and shrubs during periods of dry 
weather, and protect evergreen plants from 
wind damage

Apply horticultural oil treatment to evergreens 
to suppress overwintering pests

Monitor palm trees for nutrient deficiencies  
and take soils samples

DECEMBER

Protect plants from winter damage

Add composted leaf litter to landscape beds 

Light pruning can be done at this time

removing branches on the lower third of 
the trunk.

A great deal of thought goes into 
structural pruning. The exact cuts 
will depend on the tree species and its 
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location in your landscape. If we can 
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. 

Fun with trees
Getting crafty with branches
Pick up some branches on your next autumn 
walk and come home ready for a craft project! 
Armed with a few tools and some long nails,  
you can make rustic coat hooks. You’ll need  
five branch pieces—three with a fork and two 
straight ones.

First snip the forks to create hooks. Line up the ‘hooks’, mark and then saw each 
branch four inches above its hook. Next, saw one branch four inches below its 

hook. Use it as a guide to saw the other 
two hook branches to the same length.

Cut two straight branch pieces to be 
the top and bottom of your coat-hook 
rack. Finally, drill through the cross 
branches, insert nail, and hammer to 
fasten the hooks to the frame.



History
Japanese evergreen oak is native to Japan, 
South Korea, Taiwan and parts of China. It 
was introduced in the United States in 1878. 
This species is often confused in commerce 
with other evergreen oak species such as 
Quercus glauca and Quercus myrsinifolia. The 
wood of the Japanese evergreen oak is used for 
Japanese martial arts practice weapons.

Culture
77 Tolerant of many soil types and 

conditions 

77 Performs best as a dense screen 
when given full sun exposure 

77 Evergreen foliage emerges with pubescence 
before becoming dark green and leathery  

77 Slow growth rate, but matures into a nice 
30- to 40-foot tall evergreen  

77 Solidly hardy in Zone 8 and, depending 
on the individual plant, perhaps hardy 
into some parts of Zone 7  

Concerns
77 Very few pests attack the tree  

77 The smooth gray bark can be heavily 
attacked by sapsuckers, potentially 
creating the opportunity for canker 
pathogens

Bartlett Management Practices
77 Slow growth can be maximized by ensuring 

adequate soil moisture and fertility  

77 If grown in full sun, tends to develop 
multiple leaders, so if a central leader 
is desired, structural pruning may be 
needed  

77 If grown in partial shade, the 
canopy will be thinner and 
provide less screening 

77 Wrapping the trunk with burlap 
may be necessary to deter 
sapsucker injury

TREE FOCUS:
Japanese evergreen oak 
(Quercus acuta) 

         When growing 
in full sun, these 
trees can create a 
nice dense screen. 

Many people know that counting tree rings can reveal the age of a tree. 
Collectively, tree rings can also tell us much more. Dendrochronology is 
the scientific method of tree-ring dating. 

By recording the pattern of rings in individual trees and then putting hundreds 
and thousands of tree-ring records together, scientists can tell what time period 
a tree is from and can learn about environmental conditions in the past. This 

information from trees also helps archeologists 
to date wood artifacts and chemists to 
calibrate radiocarbon dates.

In case you were wondering, it isn’t necessary 
to cut down trees; small drills are used to 
access tree-ring information.

      WONDERS OF NATURE   
Dendrochronology – the past  
revealed by trees
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Armstrong Arboretum encompasses 
the 268-acre Savannah, Georgia, 
campus of Armstrong State University 
and displays a wide variety of shrubs 
and other woody plants. Developed 
areas of the campus contain native and 
introduced species of trees and shrubs, 
most of them labeled. Natural areas of 
the campus contain plants typical in 

A perfect combo – college 
campus and arboretum

Georgia’s coastal broadleaf evergreen 
forests such as live oak, southern 
magnolia, red bay, horse sugar, and 
sparkleberry. The Arboretum’s plant 
collections include a Camellia Garden, 
Conifer Garden, Fern Garden, Ginger 
Garden, Primitive Garden, and an 
International Garden. 

Armstrong Arboretum serves four 
purposes—teaching, conservation, 
community outreach, and recreation. 
It is open to the public seven days a 
week during the daylight hours.

Compliments of

Your Arborist Representative

Ronald McDonald 
House
Bartlett’s Savannah, Georgia, office 
was happy to help the local Ronald 
McDonald House by donating time 
to maintain the mature live oak tree 
in front of the facility. This Ronald 
McDonald House has been providing 
support for critically ill children and 
their families since 1987.

With the changing 
season trees are 
preparing for winter. 
Let us help them  
get ready!


