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Outbreaks of spongy moth 
(Lymantria dispar), previously 
known as gypsy moth, have caused 
significant defoliation from the 
caterpillars this year in many areas, 
so now it is time to help trees 
recover from the damage. Oak 
trees, especially those in the white 
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oak group, are favorite foods of 
the caterpillar. Attacked trees will 
produce new leaves to compensate 
for their losses, but this process 
can be very stressful, particularly 
for older trees, given that energy 
must be diverted away from other 
processes in order to produce the 
new foliage. Healthy, vigorous trees 
will be able to compensate for this 
demand, but stressed trees will be 
challenged. Branches may die, and 
in some cases, entire trees may die. 
Trees also impacted by drought 
stress are especially prone to decline 
in following years.

Bright or dull foliage come fall is 
determined by environmental factors 
during the growing season each year.

Autumn color and tree health by Tom Smiley, PhD

Aesthetically, autumn color is an 
important part of the season. Annual 
leaf drop is also very important to 
tree survival. The same processes that 
lead to fall color also enable the dying 
leaves to return more than half their 
nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium 
to the woody parts of the tree. 

Appreciable amounts of magnesium 
and carbohydrates (sugars) are similarly 
reclaimed; only calcium is lost in large 
quantity when the leaves fall. The 
spectacular autumn foliage display 
is actually a byproduct of a series of 
processes that enable trees to exist 
through a period of environmental 
adversity and to make future growth 
possible.

Dull Coloration

A good growing season followed by 
sunny days and mild drought favors 
the production of brilliant red and 
yellow leaf colors. In many years, the 
precise combination of environmental 
factors required for spectacular fall 
foliage does not occur. Excessive 
autumn rainfall slows chlorophyll loss 
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NATURAL WONDER

What should you do now? The best 
approach is to provide additional care 
for the remainder of the growing 
season, and beyond! Be sure trees 
receive adequate water by providing 
supplemental irrigation during droughts. 
If a soil sample has not been analyzed 
recently, your Bartlett Arborist 
Representative can do so now and 
provide prescription fertilization at the 
appropriate time. Bartlett Boost and 
Fortiphite will provide nutrients for 
new leaves and can help with stress 
management, too. Organic mulch 
can be a lifesaver for trees; it reduces 
weed competition, insulates against 
temperature extremes, and provides 
nutrients and organic matter as it 
breaks down.
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and prolongs leaf retention, often 
causing foliage to succumb to frost 
before color develops. Periods of 
cloudy weather reduces the amount 
of sugars produced, and warm night 
temperatures (above 45°F) increase 
sugar movement out of the leaves. 
Drought and early frosts can injure 
or kill foliage before the peak of 
color. 

Premature Coloration

While there is an annual cycle of 
color change, the early appearance 
of fall color is frequently an 
indication that a tree is undergoing 
stress. Stress can be caused by root 
damage from construction activity, 
excessive or deficient moisture, 
insect or disease attack, salt 

What to do for your trees after this summer’s drought conditions

These trees grow sideways to survive in continual strong wind on Slope Point, New Zealand.

Slope Point, the southernmost point of the South Island 
of New Zealand, has some extremely dramatic scenery. 
The area has a rocky coastline with spectacular views 
of the sea and surrounding cliffs. It also has some of the 
most interestingly shaped trees in the world.

Strong Antarctic winds travel over the Southern Ocean 
uninterrupted for 2000 miles before making landfall on 
Slope Point. This has caused a patch of trees, planted 
long ago by farmers to protect their sheep, to grow 
permanently bent in the direction the wind blows.

Permanently windswept trees in New Zealand

accumulation in the root zone, girdling 
roots, or other factors. Early fall color 
can be a symptom of low vigor, and 
can be used as an aid in diagnosing the 
problem.

If you are concerned about any of your 
trees, contact your Bartlett Arborist 
Representative. 

Much of the East Coast had an extremely 
dry summer. The lack of water can adversely 
affect every physiological process in your 
trees and shrubs. There are steps you can 
take to help them recover. 

Organic mulch  ––this can be applied any time of year, helps 
conserve soil moisture, and is one of the most effective ways 
to reduce drought injury. Wood chips from tree pruning 
operations are particularly effective and inexpensive. 

Soil testing––this should be done to determine existing 

nutrient levels before amending soil. If potassium is deficient, 
adding it is especially important to aid plants in overcoming 
drought damage. Soil sampling and applying slow-release 
amendments can be done whenever the soil is not frozen or 
dried too hard. 

Also advisable is to assess trees for diseases and pests that 
weaken them by damaging leaves, branches, stems, or roots. 
These injuries impede absorption and translocation of water 
and nutrients, worsening the effects of drought. Treatments 
can be applied for most pests at key times in their life cycles. 



FUN WITH TREES

TREE FOCUSRed maple (Acer rubrum)
History

The red maple is one of the most common and widespread 
deciduous trees throughout eastern and central North 
America. It is native to most regions of the United States 
near to and east of the Mississippi River. 

Culture

	◾ Can thrive in many soil types and conditions  

	◾ Can grow in very wet or dry soil conditions, but prefers 
well-drained, moist sites  

	◾ Root growth responds to conditions; however, is primarily 
shallow and horizontal and can interfere with the hardscape 

Concerns

	◾ Structural defects due to co-dominant stems 

	◾ This tree has relatively weak wood, and can suffer internal 
decay  

	◾ Gloomy scale on the trunk and structural limbs can lead to 
decline. Scale is most problematic in urbanized areas  

	◾ Micronutrient deficiencies can occur in areas where soils 
have alkaline pH 

Bartlett Management Practices

	◾ Frequent structural pruning is necessary to obtain a central 
leader and proper lateral branch development. We ensure 
proper pruning cuts are made, so pruning wounds close 
rapidly to prevent extensive decay 

	◾ Micronutrient applications may be necessary to 
green up the foliage until soil pH can be modified 

	◾ Insecticide applications for scale should be 
applied when immature scales (crawlers) are 
active in late spring/early summer

Acorns make a great autumn wreath
Admire your handiwork all season long when you make 
a wreath from acorns and other nuts and cones dropped 
by the trees in your area. In addition to a collection of 
nature’s bounty (have fun foraging under trees on a nice 
fall day), you need only a few things—scissors, cardboard, 
glue, and twine.

Cut a ring from a sturdy piece of cardboard. Use craft 
glue or a glue gun to securely fasten your items to the 
cardboard base. Finally, for hanging, use twine to tie a 
loop around the wreath.

Structural pruning is 
needed for proper lateral 
branch development in 

young red maples.
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SAFETY ABOVE ALL ELSEScientific help to keep climbers safe
At Bartlett Tree Experts, we climb trees every day with ropes and harnesses, and 
one of the risks involved is the primary-suspension-point (PSP), the place where 
climbers hang their rope. 

Historically, there has been very little information available regarding the selection 
and use of PSPs in the tree care industry. Whereas there were rules of thumb—and 
anecdotal experiences—there was not much uniform information available on the 
forces in play when arborists are making decisions concerning PSPs. 

A team at Bartlett, led by Brian Maxson, Regional Safety Manager for the Southeast, 
set out to change that. They developed a PSPs best practices manual to help 
climbing arborists understand how force and torque work, and how both are 
generated on the primary suspension system and tree limbs during a climb. This 
knowledge allows a climber to select a safer PSP by making informed decisions. 
Bartlett has incorporated this material into safety training and all climber training.

Bartlett Tree Experts received a Tree Care Industry Association (TCIA) safety award 
in the Outstanding Company Contribution to Safety category for the development 
of the Best Management Practices for Primary-Suspension-Point Selection.


