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In numerous extension bulletins and 
certainly in nursery sales advertising, 
we hear that “fall is the perfect time to 
plant trees.” Nevertheless when I look 
back on the planting disasters I’ve been 
called in to inspect over the years a 
disproportional share (I’d say by a factor 
of two or three to one) are fall planting 
jobs. 

What gives? Well, the notion that 
fall is a great time for planting is built 
in a faulty premise, at least for this 
part of the country. Probably the most 
commonly cited reason for fall planting 
is that trees grow a lot of roots in the fall. 
This assumes that since there’s no shoot 
growth occurring, trees automatically 
shift reserves below ground.  There 

is certainly a “pecking order” of 
carbohydrate distribution within a tree 
based on relatively strengths of sources 
and sinks. But there’s one factor that 
trumps all others: temperature. Soil 
temperature is the biggest driver of root 
growth. As temperatures decline in the 
fall, new root growth essentially ceases. 
For trees that are well established, this is 
no problem. For trees that have just been 
transplanted and need to re-establish 
root-soil contact this is a tough row to 
hoe. Throw in a tough Michigan winter 
and the tree’s facing an uphill climb.

In most cases, planting failures have 
multiple causal factors. Even if trees are 
planted in the spring, they may have still 
experience problems. My point is that 
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Last issue for 2010

This is the final issue for the 2010 season of the Landscape CAT Alert 
newsletter. Included in this issue is an index of articles to help guide readers 
through the topics covered this year. MSUE educators and specialists have 
worked hard to inform readers about current issues and crop production 
throughout the last few months.

We will continue to publish timely articles at the Landscape CAT Alert web 
site: http://ipmnews.msu.edu/landscape/. Interested in staying informed via 
email notification? Send an email to catalert@msu.edu with your full name and 
note that you wish to subscribe to the fruit edition. 

We love to hear feedback from our readers. Do you have a comment or 
suggestion? Please send it to catalert@msu.edu or mail it to the address on 
the back of this newsletter. Indicate whether you are referring to our fruit, 
vegetable, field crop or landscape edition.

This is our last issue with assistant editor Andrea Gooch. We wish her well 
at her new job in Kalamazoo and will miss her excellent skills here at the MSU 
IPM Program.

Thank you. - Joy Landis, editor and Andrea Gooch, asst. editor

Is fall really a great time to plant trees?
Bert Cregg, Horticulture and Forestry
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a more accurate statement is “fall 
is an OK time to plant trees;” not 
the best time or even a great time. 
In certain parts of the country, fall 
probably is the best time to plant 
trees. Washington State University 
Extension Specialist (and fellow 
Garden Professor blogger), Linda 
Chalker-Scott is adamant that fall 

is better than spring planting in the 
West where plentiful fall rainfall is 
as predictable as dry, hot summers. 
For the Midwest, however, where 
cold soil temperatures can limit new 
root growth in the fall, I will stick 
to my guns and recommend spring 
planting if there is no compelling 
reason to plant in the fall. 

For spirited debate on the merits 
of fall planting in various parts of 
the country, check out the Garden 
Professors blog archive https://
sharepoint.cahnrs.wsu.edu/blogs/
urbanhort/archive/2010/05/24/is-fall-
really-a-great-time-to-plant-trees.
aspx   IPM

Following one of the most 
challenging years of growing 
turf in Michigan there are several 
management practices that can 
help the turf recover and ensure a 
successful start to 2011. 
Fall fertilization

Many turf sites are in need of a 
fertilizer application. A multitude of 
stresses this summer have resulted 
in thinning turf that if not filled in 
with turf will fill in with weeds. 
Fertilizing in the fall will result in a 
moderate top-growth response and 
give the plant some extra energy 
to develop roots and fill in the 
voids. If you’re going to fertilize 
in the fall, I would go ahead and 
get the application down so the 
plant can benefit while the growing 
conditions are still favorable.  
Fall broadleaf weed control

Fall is the ideal time to control 
broadleaf weeds because the weeds 
are storing carbohydrates in their 
root system and are more susceptible 
to herbicide applications. So if your 
turf has been overtaken by a bevy 
of broadleaf weeds, applying an 
herbicide in late September or early 
October will make a difference in 
what you battle next year. Apply 
the herbicides on a sunny day when 
rain is not in the forecast for 24 
hours. We want the herbicides to 
dry on the leaf surfaces and not be 
immediately washed off. The recent 
rains that have covered most of 
the state should ensure weeds are 
actively growing and any herbicide 

applications should be very effective. 
There are many different herbicides 
that could be used, including the 
most common three-way broadleaf 
weed control mixtures. As with 
any pesticide application, always 
make sure to wear the appropriate 
safety attire and follow all label 
recommendations. The greatest 
shortcoming of killing broadleaf 
weeds at this time of year is that you 
really don’t get to watch them die. 
In many cases, you may not see the 
obliteration of these weeds this fall, 
but next year they won’t be there or 
you will have at least reduced their 
numbers.
Fall seeding

Now that it’s finally officially 
fall, many people may still think 
of reseeding some damaged areas 
in their turf. If you still want to do 
some seeding, you definitely want to 
get going if you’re going to reseed 
an area. We are probably past the 
ideal seeding window, but if we have 
a mild fall, seeding at this time can 
still be successful. Along the Grand 
Rapids-Lansing-Detroit corridor 
you are probably safe to seed until 
around October 1 and have enough 
time for the seed to germinate and 
survive the winter. If you’re north of 
that line and still want to seed, hope 
for a warm fall. Consider that seed is 
relatively inexpensive and if you’re 
not doing a huge area I wouldn’t 
worry too much, if it doesn’t survive 
the winter you’ve got some practice 
in this fall and will be ready to go 
next spring. 

Mulching leaves
Due to summer stress, many 

trees have already started shedding 
leaves. Tree leaves are nature’s way 
of giving you some free fertilizer 
and organic matter for your turf. If 
you haven’t tried to mulch leaves 
back into the turf, maybe this is the 
year you start. Here’s what you need 
to know to successfully mow leaves 
into the turf. 

First of all make sure your mower 
has a sharp blade, after a long season 
of mowing the blades may be dull at 
this time of year and trying to chop 
up leaves will be more challenging 
with a dull blade. 

Second, raise the mower as high 
as it will go and mow at your normal 
speed – don’t “rev” the throttle to 
the high jackrabbit setting and blaze 
around the yard. Try to mow the 
leaves when they are moist from the 
morning dew, but don’t mow them 
when they’re really wet. This will 
prevent the leaves from blowing all 
over the place and will help with 
your allergies. 

Finally, don’t let the leaves pile 
up too high before you mow. Too 
high would probably be greater 
than 3-4 inches of leaf depth on the 
turf. Mulching leaves helps the turf 
by returning nutrients and organic 
matter, which can be especially 
beneficial on poor soils. 
Final mowing

Many people ask about lowering 
the mowing height for the final 
mowing of the year. When you get 

Final fall turf chores
Kevin Frank, Crop and Soil Sciences
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past the leaf mulching period in 
the fall and the turf has essentially 
stopped its top-growth, it is OK to 
lower the mowing height to clean-
up the turf and prevent the turf from 

being too tall going into winter. I 
would recommend that you lower 
the mowing height no more than 
one notch on your mower (typically 
half-inch). This will help you clean-

up any leftover leaf mulch or debris 
and give the turf a little trim before 
winter sets in.   IPM

We have found a looper (inch 
worm) causing a lot of feeding 
damage in Fraser fir. This caterpillar 
is anywhere from 0.25 to 1.0 inch 
long, light green with dark green and 
white stripes. The head capsule is 
light brown. The larva chew notches 
out of the needles, which after a 
few days, turn brown in color. You 
will also find needles hanging from 
silken threads. Most of the damage 
has been to the top part of the tree, 
but feeding can be found throughout 
the tree. 

We don’t usually have insect 
problems at this time of the year, 
so it may go unnoticed until the 
trees have a significant amount of 
damage. I would suggest growers 
take a walk through your Fraser fir 
fields now. Bring along a scouting 
board or white sheet of paper and tap 
the trees (like sampling for spider 
mites) to find these larvae. 

Looper damaging Fraser fir
Jill O’Donnell, Christmas Tree Senior ICM educator

Looper. Fraser fir damage caused by looper.

Browning of Fraser fir. Brown needles.

  IPM

Watch your landscape for this invasive shrub

Common buckthorn (Rhamnus 
cathartica) is an invasive shrub 
or tree originating in Eurasia that 
was introduced to the United 
States as an ornamental plant. It 
has many negative impacts on the 
environment including reducing light 
availability for native plants in forest 
understories and facilitating several 
other exotic species. Buckthorn 
is the link in a chain of invaders 
that has a negative impact on the 
ecosystem. Not only does the shrub 
choke out native plants, but it is also 
is the overwintering host for the 
soybean aphid, an invasive pest that 
damages soybeans.

Common buckthorn is often 
found in hedgerows and along forest 
edges. Here’s how to identify it for 
removal from your landscape.

Common Buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica).

Common buckthorn may appear as a shrub.
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Appearance: Shrub or small 
tree reaching up to 25 ft. in height. 
Crown irregularly shaped. Multiple 
stems at base.

Leaves: Oval or rounded with 
pointed tip. Margins finely-toothed. 
3-5 pair upward-curved veins. 
Glossy and smooth.  Hairless on top 
and bottom.

Branches: Buds and leaves are 
opposite. End in short, sharp spines.

Bark: Rough; grey to brown with 
light-colored lenticels.

Wood: Inner bark yellow and 
heartwood orange or pink.

Flowers: Dense clusters of 
4-petaled, yellow-green flowers in 
spring.

Fruit: Large, black berries. 
Ripen in fall.

If you’d like to help encourage 
people to destroy buckthorn plants 
in your area, bookmarks with the 
identification information in this 
article are available from MSU 
Extension’s bulletin office. Call 
517-353-6740 (Hours: M-F 8:00am 
- 5:00pm.). The bookmarks are 
packaged in groups of 100.

This information is being provided 
through USDA AFRI. Project team: 
Mary Gardiner, Ohio State University; 
Matt O’Neal, Iowa State University; 
and Doug Landis, Michigan State 
University.

Leaves.

Branches and thorn.

Flowers.

Bark. Wood.

Fruit.

  IPM

S. Prajzner
S. Prajzner

S. Prajzner

S. Prajzner

S. Prose
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