
Tree pests rarely announce themselves. They nibble at midnight, burrow under bark, and hollow out twigs

while the canopy looks deceptively green. By the time the average homeowner calls a tree service, the

damage has been underway for a season or two. That lag is why treatment plans from experienced arborists

lean on timing, precise identification, and a calibrated mix of cultural, biological, and chemical controls. The

goal is to protect tree health without building a cycle of emergency sprays and false starts.

I have walked countless properties in early summer, pinching leaves to find webbing along the midrib,

catching frass on the back of my hand under a suspect limb, and peeling back loose bark to find galleries

etched in S-shaped curves. The patterns repeat across regions and species, yet each site forces

adjustments. Soil compaction behind a delivery dock will color our options just as much as the insect’s life

stage. What follows is a practical guide to the pests we encounter most often in residential and commercial

tree service, and the treatments arborists reach for when the stakes are high.

Why prompt, correct diagnosis pays off

Tree pests mimic other stressors. Chlorosis from poor soil drainage can be mistaken for nutrient deficiency.

Drought stress can be confused with scale damage. If you treat the symptom, you waste time and often

worsen the problem. A correct diagnosis comes from a short list of simple habits: look closer, look earlier in

the season, and compare multiple parts of the tree. Bring a hand lens, a knife to lift bark carefully, and a

white sheet or clipboard to tap branches over. For clustered plantings or municipal rows, take notes across

multiple trees, not just the one that looks worst.

Early detection keeps treatments gentler and cheaper. A horticultural oil in March, applied at a true dormant

rate, can flatten a scale population before crawlers spread. An imidacloprid soil drench in mid-spring can

stop aphids long before sooty mold coats patios and storefronts. Waiting until July often forces contact

insecticides that stress pollinators and offer only short reprieves. Our best professional tree service work

happens before headlines, when the intervention is barely visible.

Scale insects, the stealthy sap suckers

Scale populations build quietly. Look for sticky leaves or surfaces underneath the tree, ants farming

honeydew, and lumpy or shell-like bumps on twigs. Two broad categories matter in treatment: soft scales,

which exude honeydew, and armored scales, which do not. The control window hinges on crawler

emergence, which varies by species and region.

Arborist playbook for scale tends to follow an integrated path. Dormant oils at 2 to 3 percent volume,

applied during late winter on a dry day above freezing, smother overwintering stages. For heavy infestations

on valuable ornamentals, systemic options like imidacloprid or dinotefuran help, with dinotefuran moving

faster but persisting less. Well-timed contact sprays targeting crawlers in late spring to early summer can

nip the expansion. Beneficial insects, notably lady beetles and parasitic wasps, work in your favor, so we

avoid broad-spectrum pyrethroids unless forced by severity.

Where this matters most: hacked-limb hackberries plagued by hackberry woolly aphid and scale, magnolias

under perennial magnolia scale pressure, and urban lindens with sooty mold staining cars beneath. I have

seen a single dormant oil plus a mid-spring dinotefuran trunk spray restore an alley of lindens within one

season, with follow-up monitoring cutting future treatments in half.



Borers, from nuisance to tree killers

Borers include a spectrum from nuisance twig pruners to catastrophic killers. Most share a simple truth: they

prefer stressed trees. Storm damage, sunscald, mower wounds, or chronic drought set up the invitation.

Common culprits include bronze birch borer on birch, emerald ash borer (EAB) on ash, and various shot hole

borers in multiple hardwoods.

Emerald ash borer has a well-tested protocol. For ash trees you want to save, trunk injections of emamectin

benzoate at labeled rates provide two to three years of protection and can clear established, moderate

infestations. I have treated ash with over 30 percent canopy thinning and seen substantial rebound by year

two when the root zone still had vigor. Soil drenches of imidacloprid can help small to medium trees if

started early, but trunk injections are the reliable backbone for valuable specimens or streetscapes. Timing

for injections sits in late spring as leaves expand.

Bronze birch borer calls for a similar strategy, though site management is decisive. White-barked birches

planted in full sun over hot, compacted turf fail by design. Adding mulch, reducing irrigation stress, and

pruning out deadwood before beetle flight in late spring make chemical protection work better. Dinotefuran

as a basal bark spray can suppress active pressure quickly, while emamectin injections extend control.

For ambrosia and shot hole borers, especially in avocado, sycamore, or fusarium-associated species

complexes, chemical success is limited. Sanitation cuts are critical. Remove heavily infested branches, chip

on-site if allowed, and avoid moving infested wood off property without containment. When we pair

sanitation with irrigation correction and trunk sprays of bifenthrin during flight peaks, we can often halt

spread in ornamental settings. On commercial properties, communicating the aesthetic and safety trade-

offs early helps set expectations.

Aphids and the optics of sooty mold

Aphids rarely kill trees, but they generate the most complaints. Honeydew drips onto patios and vehicles,

followed by black sooty mold. The impulse is to spray, yet we often achieve better, longer control by

strengthening natural predation. Avoid nitrogen bursts that push soft, aphid-prone growth. Encourage

airflow with structural pruning during dormancy rather than summer shearing.

When customers demand relief fast, systemics again do the job. Imidacloprid drenches in spring protect for

a season. For quick knockdown, insecticidal soaps or oils applied to leaf undersides reduce populations

without the collateral impact of broad-spectrum contacts. On trees near pollinator habitat, we avoid

blooming windows for systemic applications and prefer trunk-directed options. On commercial patios, we

sometimes combine a low-impact soap spray for immediate optics with a longer-lasting systemic for the

next flush.

Mites, the drought-era spoilers

Spider mites turn leaves stippled and bronzed, often mistaken for nutrient issues. Tap suspect branches

over a sheet, and you will see specks that move. Hot, dry conditions favor mites, and dusty sites accelerate

outbreaks. I think of bowling alley parking lots and warehouse edges where reflected heat bakes the canopy.

The first move is water and wash. Rinsing foliage knocks populations back and resets the microclimate. If

pressure persists, horticultural oils or targeted miticides break the cycle. Rotate modes of action to avoid

resistance. Many general insecticides kill mite predators and make things worse, so we use them carefully.



Mulch and irrigation adjustment to keep stress low end up as long-term fixes that reduce the need for

recurring sprays.

Tent caterpillars and webworms

Silken tents draw attention, but not all tents are equal. Eastern tent caterpillars set up in crotches early in

spring and defoliate quickly. Fall webworms spread across branch tips in late season and are more cosmetic

than catastrophic. At small scales, mechanical removal in the cool morning when larvae are inside the nest

works well. I keep a pole pruner and trash bag handy for this exact chore on residential tree care routes.

Where mechanical removal is impractical or the canopy is too high, Bacillus thuringiensis var. kurstaki (Btk)

is a selective, pollinator-safe option when applied as larvae feed, typically early in the infestation. Spinosad

also performs well with a broader spectrum. Timing beats dosage. Spray after a calm evening forecast to

maximize leaf coverage and larval contact. For schools and public spaces, communicating why we chose Btk

over a harsher option builds trust and supports responsible tree care service standards.

Leaf miners, notably birch and boxwood

Leaf miners burrow between leaf surfaces, leaving serpentine trails or blotches. On birch, repeated miner

damage weakens trees and invites borers. On boxwood, mining combines with boxwood blight stress in

problematic plantings.

Miner control usually leans on systemics. Dinotefuran moves quickly into foliage and suppresses active

larvae when timed to early activity. Imidacloprid offers season-long control but moves more slowly, so an

early spring drench is key. For birch, pairing miner control with bronze birch borer prevention provides real

protection rather than chasing symptoms.

Bagworms and the hazard of missing a year

Bagworms can strip evergreens in weeks if undetected. The bags camouflage perfectly against foliage, and

populations explode when predators are absent or tree density is high. The effective window is right after

hatch, when larvae are small and before bags toughen. Btk again shines here, as does spinosad. Once bags

are large, hand-picking remains the most reliable method in small landscapes. I have supervised crews in

late June methodically filling contractor bags with hundreds of seed-like bags from arborvitae hedges to

save a fence line. It is tedious, and it works.



Oak pests, from gall makers to Kermes scale

Oaks host a universe of insects, most of them harmless. Galls worry property owners visually, especially on

bur and pin oaks, but rarely justify chemical control. Kermes scales, on the other hand, can cause twig

dieback and thinning. Arborists treat Kermes similar to other scales, timing for crawler stages and using oils

plus a systemic if pressure is high. Quercus species are sensitive to improper pruning dates in regions with

oak wilt, so we avoid pruning during high-risk months and seal wounds in those zones according to local

protocols. Tree experts who work across municipalities keep those calendars pinned in the truck.

Conifer pests, adelgids and bark beetles

Hemlock woolly adelgid remains the benchmark for persistent, effective systemic treatments. A well-timed

imidacloprid soil drench or trunk injection, sometimes paired with dinotefuran for quick relief, can keep

hemlocks healthy for years, especially in cooler microclimates. We also use horticultural oils at low rates to

suppress populations on accessible hedges.

Pine bark beetles require a different mindset. By the time pitch tubes are abundant, trees are typically

beyond rescue. The work shifts to sanitation and neighbor protection. Remove and destroy heavily infested

pines, chip or debark, and consider prophylactic bark sprays with bifenthrin or permethrin on adjacent high-



value specimens before flight periods. Water management and avoiding construction injury around roots

matter as much as any spray. In large commercial tree service settings, mapping which pines receive

protection and when helps avoid haphazard responses that waste budget.

Dutch elm disease and elm leaf beetle

While Dutch elm disease is a pathogen transmitted by bark beetles and root grafts, the vector control

intersects with insect management. Sanitation pruning, removal of diseased wood before beetle flight, and

systemic fungicide injections where justified make up the core plan. Elm leaf beetle defoliation compounds

stress. Foliar spinosad or pyrethroids can reduce active feeding, but systemics often produce cleaner,

longer results. For historic elms, a standing annual schedule gives these giants a fighting chance.

Practical treatment timing through the season

Pest control for trees is not a scramble of emergency calls, at least not when an arborist sets the calendar.

Treatments cluster around life cycles, and while each region has its own growing degree day benchmarks, a

practical rhythm helps clients plan and keeps tree services efficient.

Late winter to early spring: dormant or delayed-dormant oils for scale and mites on deciduous trees,

structural pruning to remove infested wood, soil tests and amendments to support vigor.

Mid to late spring: imidacloprid or dinotefuran systemics applied when roots are active and flowers are

not, Btk for early caterpillars, first inspection for aphids and mites, trunk injections where appropriate.

Early summer: crawler-targeted sprays for scale, follow-up mite checks in hot sites, sanitation pruning

for borers and cankers, bagworm scouting and early treatment.

Late summer to early fall: second wave of webworms and late-season aphid management if necessary,

irrigation assessment going into dormancy, planning next year’s systemic schedules for hemlock and

elm.

Dormancy: removals of high-risk hazard trees, stump grinding to reduce borer reservoirs, mulching and

soil remediation projects that set trees up against pest stress next year.

Soil, water, and canopy: the quiet half of pest control

Most pest outbreaks trace back to stress. Compacted soils starve roots of oxygen, then roots starve

canopies, and pests take advantage. Arborist services that combine pest management with soil care achieve

durable results. Vertical mulching or air spading around high-value trees can transform a root zone in one

day. Two to four inches of wood chip mulch, kept off the trunk flare, works better than any fertilizer bag for

many urban trees. Deep, slow watering during dry spells matters more than frequent sprinkler misting.

Canopy management is another lever. Strategic thinning to reduce rubbing branches and enhance airflow

often lowers fungal and mite pressure. Avoid lion-tailing, which pushes stress outward, and time cuts to

species physiology and disease risk. A professional tree service that coordinates plant health care with

pruning crews delivers better outcomes than siloed programs.

Safety, regulation, and pollinators

Treatments that harm the wrong organisms or drift into non-target areas are not professional tree care. We

check labels, calibrate nozzles, and confirm weather windows. Systemic neonicotinoids require special



judgment near blooming plants or pollinator habitats. Where risk exists, we pivot to trunk injections or non-

systemic options, and we schedule outside bloom. Public sites and schools often require extra notice and

signage. Commercial property managers appreciate a clean, documented plan that balances pest control

with environmental stewardship.

Some municipalities regulate certain insecticides or timing windows, especially for pests like EAB or for oak

wilt pruning. Tree experts working across jurisdictions keep a running sheet of these rules and share them

with clients. Nothing derails a good plant health care plan faster than a compliance misstep.

When removal beats treatment

There are times when removal and replacement are the most responsible recommendations. Heavily infested

ash in poor residential arborist Roanoke condition, pitch-soaked failing pines riddled with bark beetles, or

boxwoods with layered stress from blight and miners might be better swapped for species that fit the site.

On commercial campuses, replacing a line of over-sheared, pest-prone ornamentals with a diverse, site-

appropriate palette can cut annual plant health care costs by half within three years. As an arborist, you earn

trust by putting long-term success over a short series of billable sprays.

Communication that reduces callbacks

Clear communication prevents misaligned expectations. Explain that a single treatment rarely solves a

complex pest situation, and that some pests are more about aesthetics than mortality. Share photos from

the site with annotations so clients can spot early signs next time. For residential tree service, I like to leave

a one-page seasonal cue sheet tailored to the property. For commercial tree service, a quarterly summary

with site maps, dates, and next steps keeps everyone aligned, including grounds crews who might otherwise

overwater or scalp mulch against trunks.

Case notes from the field

A municipal row of river birches displayed thinning and scattered dieback. The initial call blamed “bugs,” and

miners were present. Soil probing found a compacted sidewalk strip where summer temperatures spiked

and irrigation failed. We combined a spring dinotefuran drench for immediate miner suppression with air

spade decompaction and mulch. The following spring, emamectin benzoate trunk injections addressed

bronze birch borer risk. Two years later, canopy density improved by roughly a third, and the miner damage

remained low without additional chemical inputs, thanks to healthier growth.

On a corporate courtyard shaded by a parking garage, Japanese maples leaked sticky honeydew every

June. Historically, the contractor sprayed pyrethroids monthly to quiet complaints, with predictable

rebounds. We shifted to a March imidacloprid trunk injection, a light pruning for airflow, and a reduction in

high-nitrogen spring fertilizer. Ant baiting around the beds reduced aphid farming. One low-pressure soap

spray in May cleaned residual colonies. Complaints dropped to near zero, and beneficial insects returned.

A small HOA struggled with bagworms wiping out privacy hedges. They called in late July when bags hung

heavy. Instead of a last-ditch broad-spectrum spray, we trained volunteers to hand-pick in the morning, then

scheduled Btk applications in the following June after degree-day thresholds indicated hatch. The hedge

stabilized, and subsequent years required minimal intervention.

Choosing a partner for pest management

https://thelocal.directory/business-directory/jj-treewackers/


Any tree service can sell a spray. The test of a professional tree service is whether the strategy lowers

dependency on chemicals over time while preserving tree health and site goals. Ask how they scout, how

they time treatments, and whether they integrate soil and water management into pest plans. An arborist

who talks about Roanoke tree removal thresholds, life cycles, and beneficials is more likely to protect both

your trees and your budget.

Residential tree service often benefits from education and light but precise interventions. Commercial tree

service leverages scale: predictable schedules, crew coordination, and consistent recordkeeping across

properties. Both settings reward teams that document, adjust, and communicate.

A practical checklist for property owners

Walk your trees seasonally, early morning or late afternoon, and look under leaves, along twigs, and at

the base for frass or sawdust.

Water deeply but infrequently during dry spells, and keep mulch two to four inches deep, pulled back

from the trunk.

Call an arborist at the first sign of sticky residue, unusual leaf distortion, or small round exit holes in

bark, especially on ash and birch.

Avoid heavy spring nitrogen on trees prone to aphids and mites, and coordinate pruning timing with

disease risk windows in your region.

Keep records of treatments and observations; patterns across years guide better decisions.

The long view

Pests are part of tree ecology. We are not trying to sterilize landscapes, only to correct imbalances and

protect valuable trees. When arborists bring the right mix of diagnosis, timing, and site care, pests become

manageable background noise instead of annual crises. If you own or manage trees, partner with tree

experts who treat the site, not just the symptom. Small, well-timed actions in February and April often

prevent expensive and less effective interventions in July.

Good tree care is patient work, and the best arborist services make it look uneventful. Leaves stay clean,

bark stays tight, and canopies fill out year after year. That steadiness is the mark of a thoughtful tree care

service, not a lucky season.
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