Master Gardener Diagnostics: Woody Plants
Wednesday, October 20, 12:00pm-1:30pm
Presented by: Alison O’Connor, astoven@larimer.org

Scenario #1: American elm on the CSU Oval
Let’s ease into diagnostics by first discussing this American elm, planted on the CSU Oval. The tree is
likely 100+ years old. What do you notice as positives about the tree? What can be improved?

•
•
•
•

Excellent root flare—a sign it was planted properly
Tree in well-watered conditions, based on the surrounding turf
Consider adding a mulch ring? But have to weigh pros/cons of it being on the Oval, where
students frequently recreate or lean against the trunk to study; replacement of the mulch;
general maintenance.
A great example of an old tree that is thriving!

Scenario #2: A “shadow planted” American elm
We’re still on the CSU Oval and Alison noticed this elm walking back from class on Monday. The first
thing she noticed were the dead branches throughout the canopy. What else do you notice? What
caused the flagging? What would you recommend to remedy the problem?

•
•
•
•

The bark has been chewed by squirrels searching for sugars and/or water
This has girdled the tree to the point where it’s in decline
The solution would be to control the squirrels, but how? Not practical to trap or move them.
Maybe use protective measures around the trunk/branches?
The leaves have a bit of leaf miner injury, but this is a minor issue and not affecting the overall
health.

Scenario #3: Identify this shrub.
Identify this shrub. Use any/all available resources to you, including print materials, apps, Google
Photos, etc. What is the shrub? What is the scientific name? Is this a recommended species for
Colorado? What are the pros/cons of having this shrub in the landscape?

•
•
•
•

This is Pyracantha, also known as firethorn.
It’s a drought tolerant, hardy shrub with colorful fruit in the fall.
It does have thorns, so not an ideal plant near a doorway or sidewalk.
The shrub has been pruned into the columnar shape (likely to make it fit into the space) and is
usually much wider.

Scenario #4: Ailing catalpa
These catalpas are planted along Howes Street, just north of the CSU campus. As you can see, they are
planted in a tree lawn and there are several catalpas in a row. As you can see, the tree on the right is in
good shape and has a full canopy (even at this point in the fall). The one to the left (further north) has
lost its leaves and has shown signs of decline all summer. What may have caused this tree to decline?
What can be done to prevent this in the future? What steps can be taken for this tree going forward?

•
•
•

The tree’s base has been severely injured and
girdled by string trimmer or mowers
Use a mulch ring or spray out the turf to
prevent equipment from being near the trunk
This tree needs to be replaced

Scenario #5 Lindens on county property
Alison received this email from the Larimer County facilities manager:
A few years ago, we removed turf at 2555 Midpoint in Fort Collins and installed a drought
tolerant landscape, reducing our water use by over 50%. Unfortunately, the lindens in the center island
went from getting water 3-4 times a week to none. We went back and installed drip rings around the
trees which kept them alive, but far from thriving. Our tree contractor recommends kelp injections into
the soil. Do you think that will help? I’m including of photo of what they usually look like in the summer.

•
•
•
•

The leaf scorch is due to drought stress…the tree is losing water from its leaves, but the
moisture is not being replenished, so it causes tissue desiccation
Scorch can also result from improper root function (i.e. drought)
Installing drip irrigation around the trees is a good thought and should have been done in the
beginning
Kelp has limited nutrient value; research on benefits to trees is limited. It probably won’t hurt
anything but may not help either. The consensus is that the county has better places to use their
resources.

Scenario #6: Fertilizing Trees for Fall Color
From William, who submitted via Ask an Expert:
Hello, I wonder, among the many possibilities, what is the best way to fertilize or otherwise care for an
Ash tree to bring out the best bright yellow fall colors. I have a couple Marshalls Seedless Ash trees, one
about 25 years old, the other over 35, diameter chest high of about 12 and 16 inches. I have used Jobe's
fertilizer stakes annually, but I wonder if I should supplement with some particular mix? Early in life the
big tree was gorgeous in bright yellow, and I note many young trees look very nice, but my older trees
stay green a long time into fall and of course some years they freeze before the abscission layer forms
and they stay on the tree brown for a while. Thanks for any advice.
•
•
•
•

Fall color is triggered by cooler temperatures and shortened days; the “best” fall color occurs
when trees are well-watered.
The abscission layer is generally triggered by temperatures; sometimes if we get an early freeze
or the fall weather is erratic, the leaves will remain on the tree through winter.
Fertilizer doesn’t help make fall color better or worse.
Recommendation was to encourage William to keep watering his trees and maintain their
overall health (and make a plan about emerald ash borer).

Scenario #7: Apples that were planted too deep
Last week Alison, Amy Lentz, and Tony Koski went to Raindance HOA (located in Windsor) to assess the
trees planted in their orchards. While there were some site conditions that could use tweaking, the
biggest concern was how deep the trees were planted (see photo below). The HOA has hundreds of fruit
trees, of various species, and while not all were planted too deep, it was a common factor. The trees
were installed in summer 2019 and 2020 and have did fruit this season. Their growth has been limited.
They were approximately the same size caliper at planting as they are in the photo and have limited
branch growth.
What potential problems will they see going forward? What would you suggest?

•
•
•
•
•

Since the HOA plans to plant additional trees (1,000!), having someone present at planting with
proper knowledge of tree planting is recommended.
There are 1,200 trees already planted and removing or excavating the soil (or lifting the trees) is
not a practical solution.
The trees will suffer long-term.
The best recommendation is to re-plant as trees decline/die.
Because these were large, expensive trees, consider planting whips, which are smaller, less
expensive, and easier to train and prune as productive fruit trees.

Scenario #8: Newly planted viburnum
From an Ask an Expert question:
Hi, My Mohican wayfaring plant was planted in August. It looked great then started to look droopy. I use
a moisture meter to determine if it needs watering and was watering 2-3 times a week. The nursery
decided that I was overwatering so I backed down. Well, it still looks droopy and I’m afraid it won’t
survive the winter. It’s been given root stimulator twice -Fertilome brand. The last time I used root
stimulator was in early October. Any ideas on how I can help this before winter really kicks in? I did
remove some clay soil from the top and added good top soil and it was planted with good top soil.
Thanks! Debbie

•
•
•
•

In follow-up conversations with Debbie, it was found that there was soil piled on top of the root
ball and the root ball was bone dry (hence the wilting leaves).
Follow proper planting and leave soil and mulch off the top of the root ball, so when you water,
you’re watering the tree or shrub.
Watering 3-4 times is a week is fine for newly planted woodies, but water needs to actually get
to the roots. In this case, the water was being applied to the surrounding soil.
The problem of the shrub being planted so close to the fence is another issue that wasn’t
addressed

Scenario #9: The birch that exploded
Looking the photo below, explain why the birch “exploded”. If you know the physiology behind this, talk
about it. Is there any hope for this tree? What could have prevented this from happening?

•
•
•
•

This is a severe frost crack, caused by fluctuating winter temperatures—the bark warms up
during the day and causes the cells to start moving water/nutrients. At night, when the
temperatures cool, the cells freeze and burst, causing damage.
The photo orientation is a bit odd and this looks like a main trunk??
Birch is not usually a recommended species for Colorado, as it prefers more moisture and
humidity.
Prevention can be done using tree wrap mid-November to mid-April when the tree is young and
has thin bark.

Scenario #10: Browning junipers
From Ragan: My junipers are browning out and I’m not sure what’s wrong. I haven’t changed anything
and they still receive the same amount of water and care they have in the past. There hasn’t been any
construction near them. Do you have any ideas what happened?

•
•
•
•
•

This is vole damage; like the squirrels in scenario #2, they have chewed and girdled the bark of
those branches, causing them to die.
You can prune out the affected branches, going back to the base of where they attach to the
main stems.
Control the voles! Poison is an option, but can attract non-target mammals (and potentially
cause harm/death). Mouse traps are very effective. Lay them end-to-end, leave unbaited, and
cover with a piece of gutter. The voles use this as a “runway” and will get trapped.
Milorganite, an organic fertilizer, could be used as a repellant. It won’t get rid of the voles, but
they might move elsewhere.
Vole populations are cyclical and have boom and bust generations.

