
By Sylvia McNeill

S
electing the appropriate landscape

tree for your specific circumstance

doesn’t seem like it should be a dif-

ficult, life-altering decision. However,

many trees can and should outlive us,

therefore, this decision requires careful

consideration in order to optimize the tree’s

potential and your enjoyment of it.

The many benefits of having trees have

been discussed in depth in other articles.

This article is meant to illustrate one of the

devastating results of choosing a tree that is

ill-suited for its environment.

In our neck of the woods, the Bitterroot

Valley of Western Montana, one of the

most popular trees improperly chosen is

the beautiful quaking aspen, Populus
tremuloides. People love the quivering

leaves that shimmer at the merest hint of a

breeze. This phenomenon is created by the

configuration of the leaf on its petiole – set

at 90 degrees to the flattened stem.

Furthermore, this lovely little tree is fast

growing and native. This fills people with

images of the ability to enjoy a mature tree

in a reasonable length of time, and the

knowledge that it is native brings the

assumption that this tree should thrive in

their residential site, which exists within its

range. 

Unfortunately, many people do not real-

ize that being “native” does not guarantee

suitability. Many variations exist within its

native range and not all of these areas are

suitable for quaking aspen. A managed

landscape, even though it falls within this

range, may have considerably different cli-

matic conditions that may not be

conducive to a tree’s longevity. 

Quaking aspen actually have fairly spe-

cific needs in order to achieve their full

potential. Altitude, water table and evapo-

transpiration relative to precipitation are
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important factors to this tree. Aspens are

considered a pioneer species and are shade

intolerant, meaning they need lots of sun

and little-to-no overhead canopy competi-

tion to thrive. 

And a VERY important factor – they are

a grove tree. They survive by sending up

new stems – lots of them – everywhere.

The parent tree will eventually die leaving

behind a veritable forest of little trees. This

trait has allowed this species to be classi-

fied as one of the oldest living organisms,

because the stems, or ramets, that are pro-

duced are direct clones of the original tree.

One “clonal orchard” in Utah covers 107

acres and has 47,000 ramets. This trait is all

well and good in a forest or naturalized set-

ting, but not so great in a manicured

landscape where the tree has been planted

as a specimen, with turf grass that you wish

to keep weed free. 

Many people are not aware that common

herbicides, such as 2-4D and Dicamba,

found in lawn care products can be damag-

ing to some trees. Aspens, with their

integrated root system, will feel the effects

of broad-leaf herbicides applied to lawns

and other areas in an effort to keep weeds

and the tree’s suckers under control. The

alternate management option of just cut-

ting off the sucker growth also depletes the

parent plant of nutrients and its ability to

reproduce. A sterilant, such as may be used

to keep a gravel drive weed-free, will also

have a negative impact on trees. It is easy

to overlook how far roots extend from a

tree. If an aspen is close to a gravel drive

and the suckers are causing a problem, poi-

soning them will eventually have an effect

on the entire organism.

The quaking aspen has the widest distri-

bution of any native species of tree in

North America. In the Central Rocky

Mountains, its preferred range is 6,900 to

11,000 feet. The elevation here in our val-
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ley ranges from the valley floor at 3,572

feet to 5,000 feet for most residences; a bit

below the preferred elevation.

Another peculiarity of this beautiful little

tree is its preference for water; it prefers a

water table no less than 2 feet and no greater

than 8.5 feet deep. Whereas some people do

live in areas meeting this requirement, these

will likely be in naturalized settings. (Fig 1)

Unfortunately, most of the subdivisions

where quaking aspen are planted as speci-

men trees do not. (Fig 2)

Quaking aspen grow naturally where

annual precipitation exceeds evapotranspi-

ration. Our valley is semi-arid with evapo-

transpiration exceeding precipitation on a

distressingly frequent basis, microclimates

notwithstanding. 

Therefore, circumstances best suited to

this tree would be an area that can afford a

naturalized setting; one with abundant

room to allow them to reproduce, have

access to ample water, and a distinct sepa-

ration of turf and trees to minimize or

eliminate herbicide application within the

root zone. 

Stressed trees are more susceptible to

insect attack and opportunistic pathogens
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Fig. 2: Aspen in residential landscape. All images courtesy of Sylvia McNeill.

Fig. 3: Saperda
Calcarata:
adult, larva and
associated dam-
age.
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and quaking aspen are subject to a number

of insects and diseases. Among the most

damaging is the poplar borer, Saperda cal-
carata. This is certainly the circumstance

we see here; this devastating insect’s larvae

tunnel in the bole, weakening and degrad-

ing the wood. (Fig 3) Incidents of breakage

by wind increases and the tunnels serve as

infection courts for wood-rotting fungi.

Egg-laying females are most likely to be

attracted to open-grown and single trees in

partial to full sun. This situation describes

many residential settings for this tree.

We are removing these trees at an alarm-

ing rate and, in fact, more should probably

come out as they, if allowed to stand,

become “brood trees” for this borer.

Control of this pest is difficult due to its

long life cycle, approximately three years

in our area. A tree can have a large popula-

tion of the poplar borer with extensive

internal damage, and still have a full com-

pliment of healthy looking leaves with

little tip dieback. (Fig 4) Many homeown-

ers are reticent to take out a tree that is not

entirely dead, hoping the tree will “come

back.” So a homeowner’s decision to keep

a tree that is infested inadvertently pro-

vides a breeding ground for this pest,

which can then spread throughout a com-

munity. 

Selecting a quaking aspen as a specimen

tree in a landscape ultimately leads to a

short-lived one. A single quaking aspen can

live to around 100 years in its natural envi-

ronment, thousands of years when

referring to the entire clonal community,

but a mere 15 to 25 years in a residential

situation. This may sound like a suitably

long time, but in respect to trees, it is short

indeed. Especially to the homeowner who

has waited patiently for his or her trees to

mature, and discovers instead that their

trees are declining and dying before their

eyes. 

In researching statistics for this article,

I found recommendations from universi-

ty extension sites not to plant this tree in

a residential, managed landscape, but no

real numbers to substantiate the extent of

this problem. People are being told that

the quaking aspen is host to many prob-

lems and insects, but they are not being

told what circumstances contribute to

those problems. Providing a more natu-

ralized setting for this species will not

ensure you do not have problems, but it

TREE CARE INDUSTRY – AUGUST 2009 37

Circle 14 on RS Card or visit www.tcia.org

Fig. 4: Trees with extensive insect populations can still
have a full compliment of leaves.
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will give the best assurance that the tree

will be able to survive as a community in

spite of them.

Trees are an investment. Choose wisely,

for yourself and your client. It may be hard

to accept, but perhaps their favorite tree is

not the best choice for the current circum-

stance in which they live. Keeping an open

mind and being objective with the facts

will allow you to find them a wonderful

tree with characteristics they admire, but

which also fills their needs perfectly and

will continue to do so for generations to

come.
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Pest Management in the Landscape by
Christopher J. Luley, Ph.D. and A. D.
Ali, Ph.D. – a book review by Tchukki
Andersen, TCIA staff arborist.

The second in the Visual

Identification Series by Urban

Forestry, LLC, this book offers green

industry workers, and others with limit-

ed formal education or background in

pest management, a portal for informa-

tion about plant problem identification

and management. 

In a style that is explanatory and clear,

this landscape pest management manual

is more than an elementary primer. Any

part of it can be used as an introduction to

the vast array of agents that cause land-

scape problems. As an example, “Causes

of Problems in the Landscape” is divided

into two chapters, one devoted to biotic

agents and another to abiotic agents. 

Open the book to any of the pest

problems and the structure is the same

throughout. The problem is described

in an introduction followed by specific

information regarding symptoms. This

allows the reader to compare signs and

symptoms of pests without the need to

read the book from cover to cover

before beginning field diagnosis. 

A list of references provided in the

Appendix offers the readers the recog-

nized industry tools used to increase the

knowledge of pest problems in the land-

scape beyond the basic information

presented in this book.

This broad sweeping guide is not lim-

ited by the pests and controls for any

particular tree or shrub species. The

reader is directed to look for a wide

number of biotic and abiotic casual

agents in the environment of different

woody plant species using the signs and

symptoms associated with plant health

care. Insects, pathogens, vertebrates,

epiphytes, environment and weather

related agents are all presented in a con-

cise, one-glance format.

The Visual Identification Series is an

excellent tool for the attentive PHC 

technician.

Review: Pest Management in the Landscape
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