
TREE & SHRUB CARE FROM BARTLETT TREE EXPERTS
TREE TIPS

Following on the recent spate of 
tree diseases such as acute oak 
decline, sudden oak death and 
bacterial bleeding canker, now our 
plane trees are under attack by a 
disease known as Splanchnonema 
platani, or Massaria canker. This 

Massaria canker – 
a disease of plane 
trees

Continued on page 2

Mulch is very beneficial  
when applied correctly by Glynn Percival, PhD

   Apply mulches to improve  
  root vigour, crown growth,  

   tree appearance, and to 
suppress soil-borne root diseases such 
as Phytophthora.

Ideal mulch materials are composted 
leaves, wood chips, or bark nuggets. 
Plastic, stone, sawdust, finely 
shredded bark, and grass clippings 
should be avoided. Do not use 
redwood or walnut mulch because 
these contain chemicals that can 
poison trees.

	7 Mulch should be applied from the 
canopy dripline to 5 cm from the 
base of the trunk. If this is not 
practical, minimum mulch circle 
radii should be 0.3 metre for small 
trees, 1 metre for medium trees and 
3 metres for large trees.

	7 When applying mulch, it is best to 
kill or remove existing ground cover 

Massaria canker  
infection in plane trees 

is a growing safety 
concern because of the 

resulting branch die-back.   
Dead wood needs to be removed promptly.

disease has been found in warmer 
Mediterranean climates and in the 
southern states of America but 
increased summer temperatures 
have seen it spreading to other 
areas of Europe to arrive finally in 
the United Kingdom and Ireland. 

Massaria canker is usually 
considered to be a weak disease, 
rarely causing any long-term 
problems on tree health. However, 
in recent years it has been causing 
branch death and rapid infection of 
surrounding trees. The discovery 
of the fungus throughout London 
illustrates the speed at which new 

INCORRECT

CORRECT

Mulch should NOT be piled up 
at the base of the tree trunk! 

or to at least mow the grass very 
short and remove clippings. Mulch 
should be applied directly to the soil 
surface; do not use landscape fabric 
to separate the mulch from the soil.

	7 Mulch layer should be 5-10 cm 
thick. 

	7 To avoid root disruption for most 
species, mulch should not be 
removed. Additional mulch should 
be added to maintain a 5- to 10-cm 
depth every one to two years.

	7 Mulch should not be placed against 
the trunk. Mulch retains too much 
moisture against the trunk and may 
result in disease.



 Fun with trees Observe and discover!

To start, choose a ‘subject’ – a tree in your garden or a nearby 
park – look closely at the tree’s bark, leaves, and any fruits or nuts. 

Identify what kind of tree it is and then visit your tree regularly. Keep a diary of 
your observations in a notebook. Binoculars or a magnifying glass add to the fun!  

Are there signs of growth? Are flowers, berries, seed pods, or nuts growing? How 
quickly? Do animals live in the tree? Do you see signs of stress, such as wilting leaves 
from lack of rain? 
As a summer activity, kids can track seed growth, animal activity, etc. Or visit at least 
once a month and take a photo, and in a year’s time you’ll have a complete report of 
your special tree’s life and growth.

pests and diseases are spreading. For 
example, it is estimated that greater 
than 25% of all planes located within 
The Royal Parks are now infected.

Given that plane trees are widely 
planted as street trees owing to their 
high drought tolerance and ability to 
tolerate pollution, the presence of 
Massaria canker and resultant branch 
die-back is a concern for public safety. 

Dead wood has to be removed before it 
becomes a hazard. Control is limited, 
relying heavily on frequent tree 
inspections by a trained arborist who 

Massaria canker (Continued from page 1) 

Enlarged view of a 
segment cut from 
the bark of an 
infested branch for 
study clearly shows 
the black fungal 
fruiting bodies of 
Massaria.

A telltale sign 
of Massaria is a 
brown triangle 
of disease 
running from 
the trunk out 
along the top of 
a branch. 

Safety above all else

The words ‘Safety First’ and ‘Safety Above All Else’ are used 
frequently at Bartlett Tree Experts; some might call them slogans, 
but for us they represent a core principle. Tree care involves 
dangerous work: knowledge of—and adherence to—best safety 
practices is crucial. 

Our focus on safety begins at the top with Director of Safety  
Scott Prophett, who oversees our international safety and training 
programmes. He manages hands-on training as well as oversight 
of an extensive staff of local employees focused on safe tree care 
operations. Every office has a Local Office Safety Coordinator who conducts a safety 
meeting every morning before the crews go out for the day. This attention to safety is 
part of the Bartlett culture. Our workers are equipped not only with proper gear but also 
with knowledge and training in current best practices and safety protocols. 

This past February, Scott received the highest honor in our industry, the Award of Merit 
from the Tree Care Industry Association (TCIA). This honor recognises his leadership 
and positive effect on the practice of arboriculture.

Scott Prophett, Director of Safety, pictured here 
(on left) in February with his TCIA award and 

Bartlett Vice President Alan Jones.

All Bartlett employees  
are familiar with this  

safety graphic; it  
appears many places,  

from posters to  
screen savers.

will remove dead and dying branches. 
It is also recommended to increase 
irrigation and to mulch drought-
stressed trees because these are more 
susceptible to Massaria canker. 

Identification is by observing the top of 
the branch to locate a brown triangle 
of disease located from the tree trunk 
that runs along the top of the branch.



History
The origin of this tree is not fully 
known. The London plane is thought  
to be a hybrid of the American and  
the Oriental plane, (P occidentalis x  
P orientalis) and was brought to the 
United Kingdom from Spain in the 
17th century. Very little wildlife 
is associated with London plane, 
although the seeds may be eaten by 
grey squirrels.

Culture
	7 Prefers deep, rich, moist soils that are 

well drained 

	7 Able to withstand most soil conditions, including 
high pH and compaction

	7 Very pollution tolerant 

	7 Easily transplanted, although care should be 
taken to ensure that trees are not planted too 
deeply

Concerns
	7 Massaria-induced branch drop 

	7 Susceptible to anthracnose attack, although 
several cultivars have resistance 

	7 Attacked by several cankers, and canker stain 
is a major problem in Europe but not in the 
United Kingdom or Ireland 

	7 Aphids are a most common insect pest

Bartlett Management Practices
	7 Inspect for Massaria infection on a regular basis; 

if discovered, treat to promote tree vitality  
(air-spade, fertilise, mulch, irrigate) 

	7 Fertilise on a regular basis given that 
London plane trees are often planted  
in areas with poor soil or limited 
rooting space that have low 
nutrient availability  

	7 Increase irrigation to reduce 
stress during dry periods 

	7 Treat aphids and other pests  
as warranted

TREE FOCUS:
London plane  
(Platanus x acerifolia)

Manchineel trees are often marked with red 
paint or warning signs.

      WONDERS OF NATURE   
The manchineel tree
According to Guinness World Records, the 
manchineel is the most dangerous tree in the world. 
Every part of the tree has toxic sap: the bark, the 
leaves, the fruit. Not only is the fruit poisonous, 
standing under this tree during rain will cause skin 
blisters, and when the tree burns, the smoke can 
injure eyes. Its range is tropical southern North 
America to northern South America. 
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Bartlett’s President and COO, James Ingram, 
presenting at the Plant Health and Biosecurity 
Conference held at Kew Gardens. 

Your Bartlett Arborist can visit your property and then your entire part of the process can be completed by phone or e-mail.

The Food and Agricultural Organisation 
(FAO) of the United Nations has 
designated 2020 as the International 
Year of Plant Health (IYPH), a 
momentous opportunity to celebrate 
the benefits of healthy plants. Raising 
awareness of how, by protecting 
plant health, we are protecting the 
benefits plants provide to all of us—to 
wildlife, to the environment and to our 
economy—is a key objective of IYPH.

On Thursday, the 20th of February, 
a conference on Plant Health and 
Biosecurity was held at the Royal 
Botanic Gardens, Kew. The conference 
was attended by a broad spectrum 
of interested parties, including 
international growers of plants, 
government officials and industry 
experts as well as HRH The Prince 
of Wales. Bartlett’s President, 
James Ingram, was honored to be 
invited to give a presentation at 
the meeting offering his perspective 

of the environmental, social and 
economic effects of invasive pests and 
diseases on the tree population in the 
United States. 

The day’s agenda was split between 
presentations, open forum discussion, 
and Q&A sessions, culminating with a 
speech delivered by HRH The Prince 
of Wales. “There simply aren’t enough 
trees available at present; when pests 
and diseases are causing major losses 
of biodiversity, and when we are 
increasingly aware of the contribution 
that plants make to our quality of 
life, and can now make to a circular 
bioeconomy, we simply have to be 
more cautious, more vigilant and  

Bartlett participates in International Year of Plant Health  

more demanding, very demanding,  
in tackling this major environmental 
risk.”

The conference ended with a directive 
to all interested parties to work with 
their peers and industry colleagues 
to push for further legislation and 
alternative ways of working together to 
reduce the spread of invasive pests and 
diseases in preparation for a planned 
International Conference on Plant 
Health to be held in Helsinki, Finland, 
October 5 through 8.
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