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Troubleshooting Boxwoods 
The following is a quick reference for getting the best out of your boxwoods. 
 
Requirements for best performance:  
-Consistently even moisture 
-best grown in part shade (meaning sun dapples, or several hours of morning or early afternoon 
sun) 
-plants grown in full shade will be less vigorous, have a more open growth habit and fewer 
leaves 
-plants grown in full sun may be MORE prone to mites, many bronze or scorch especially in 
winter---even a half day of full sun can have this effect 
-DO NOT prune prior to last spring frost date (new growth prompted by earlier pruning is 
susceptible to being killed by cold snaps); DO NOT prune too late in the season because new 
growth will not harden off correctly and be killed by cold 
-DO NOT cultivate around plants because they have shallow roots.   
-DO NOT plant with roses because the roots systems compete and interfere with each other 
-Use a bark nugget mulch 1-2 inches deep; this will increase air and water exchange and help to 
reduce disease 
-site with protection against prevailing wind (very important in city locations like the one you are 
using) 
-site with protection against full winter sun 
-DO NOT site against large glass windows where reflected heat can create desiccation issues 
-Prune annually to shape and to remove dead material 
-In late autumn, and during a mid-January thaw thoroughly water plants to reduce winter 
desiccation.   
-During the late autumn watering, flush dead leaves from under plants and from branch crevices 
in tightly growing specimens with a strong jet of water to help reduce disease  
-Plants DO NOT tolerate poor drainage 
-Plants DO NOT tolerate salt (BEWARE: deicing salts damage boxwoods used to line paths or 
roads) 
-It may take TWO years for boxwoods to become established 
-The ideal pH for boxwoods is 6.5-7.0 
-DO NOT plant boxwoods near drain spouts or areas that tend to stay wet 
-If planting in clay soil, use a RAISED BED 



-DO NOT FERTILIZE the FIRST year after planting; boxwoods can be KILLED by 
EXCESSIVE fertilizer 
-Instead fertilize the second year after planting using a 10-10-10 formulation (North Carolina 
State University suggests 1.5 cups/100 square feet of this formulation), applying late fall or early 
spring prior to new growth.  Never get fertilizer closer than six inches from plant stem. 
 
SPECIFIC PESTS 
Diseases 
 
Phytophthora: Typically occurs in compacted soils with poor drainage.  No effective chemical 
treatments so use raised beds rather than planting in poorly drained areas OR mix a 2-3 inch 
depth of pine bark mulch into soil prior to installation.  Leaves may turn a very pale green when 
drainage is poor or Phytophthora is present. 
 
Boxwood blight: This is a new disease that affects green mountain boxwood as well as many 
others.  The causative organism is Cylindrocladium buxicola.  Initially there will be dark or light 
brown spots of leaves (no root involvement) with dark borders.  Spots grow larger and come 
together with concentric circles surrounding the blighted areas and finally the entire leaf 
becomes brown or straw colored with rapid defoliation of the plant.  Also look for dark, diamond 
patterned spots along the stem from soil line on up.  The disease spreads rapidly with warm and 
humid weather with an optimum growth temperature of 77 F.  Get rid of leaf debris promptly and 
rogue out infected plants.  Plants that have the disease may have clusters of naked branchlets at 
the top of the plant and dying foliage at the middle and bottom.  Avoid overhead watering and 
make sure there is plenty of space between plantings. 
Volutella blight: Look for this disease in spring with specific shoots or entire plants growing 
poorly.  Leaves turn tan.  Look for pinkish pustules on the undersides of leaves and stems, 
loosening of bark on shoots with black or discolored wood beneath.  Watch for dieback and leaf 
loss particularly on tightly growing varieties with wet weather conditions. 

Voltuella canker: If Volutella is attacking in canker form, look in early spring for leaves on the just the 
tips of twigs to turn an orangy- bronze and then to tan and afterwards for twigs to die back.  If the bark is 
scraped away a dark canker will be apparent at the bottom of the twig die back area.  Winter damage 
alone, which can also cause leaf bronzing, will be followed by growth of healthy new leaves while canker 
will not.   

Macrophoma leaf spot: Leaves turn yellow and develop black pepper dots before extensive 
defoliation occurs. Macrophoma also breaks down leaves that have died for some other reason so 
if you see Macrophoma in quantity it may indiate another stress factor is at work.   

General foliar disease recommendations: 

Prune dead stems back to healthy tissue. Disinfect pruning shears frequently in household bleach 
diluted 1:9 with water. Removal of dead branches and leaves from crotches of the plant, as well 
as yearly renewal of mulch material, will also aid in control. 



Insect Pests of Green Mountain Boxwood 

Boxwood Leafminer (Monarthropalpus buxi): Boxwood leafminer larve create irregularly 
shaped swellings in the leafleading to a blistered appearance on the leaf’s undersurface. This 
blistering is usually most obvious in late summer. Infested leaves  are smaller, turn yellow and 
drop sooner than healthy leaves. Adult miners are orange flies less than 1/8-inch long and can 
often be seen swarming around boxwoods in the spring. The adult female lays eggs in new 
boxwood leaves through the leaf’s upper surface. When the larvae hatch, they feed inside the 
leaf, creating a mine. Larvae are orange and about 1/8-inch in length. They overwinter  in the 
leaves. Adults emerge from the leaves the following spring, just after new growth occurs on 
boxwoods. There is one generation per year. 

Boxwood Psyllid (Psylla buxi): The adult is a small, greenish insect, about 1/8-inch long. It has 
clear wings and strong legs adapted for jumping. It looks like a tiny cicada that hops or flies 
away when disturbed. Both the adult and nymph (the immature insect stage which resembles the 
adult) feed by piercing leaf surfaces and sucking plant sap. Nymphs hatch from eggs in the 
spring. They produce a white, waxy material that often covers their bodies. Nymphs feed from 
buds and young leaves. This feeding results in the typical cupping of leaves and stunted twig 
growth that are seen with this pest. Plants tend to outgrow the injury by midsummer. After 
further development during the spring, adults are formed. Adults also feed on boxwood, but are 
less damaging than the nymphs. Adult females lay eggs under bud scales. The immature nymphs 
develop within the eggs, where they remain until spring. They emerge in spring to feed and 
complete development to adults. Only one generation occurs per year. 

Boxwood Mite (Eurytetranychus buxi): The boxwood mite or boxwood spider mite is green to 
yellowish brown in color, has eight legs and is tiny, about 1/64-inch long. Since mites are so 
small and early symptoms are not distinctive, it is easy to overlook the problem until a heavy 
infestation occurs and greater damage has occurred. This pest overwinters as eggs on the 
underside of leaves. The eggs hatch in the spring. Boxwood mites develop and breed rapidly, 
resulting in eight or more generations per year.  All stages of boxwood mite feed on both leaf 
surfaces. They pierce the leaf to suck out plant sap. During feeding, they inject toxic saliva, 
which results in stippling (tiny, yellow scratch-like spots) forming on the leaf’s upper surface. 
Boxwood mites prefer feeding on young leaves, but damage is most obvious on second- and 
third-year leaves. From a short distance, the infested boxwood appears unhealthy with a dingy 
silvery color. 

 

Cultural Problems That Resemble Pests 
Edema: 

Edema symptoms include tan, corky bumps or blisters usually on the lower leaf surface. These 
result when plants are overwatered on a regular basis.  If you are not sure whether you are 
looking at scale or edema, attempt to pop off the bumps with a fingernail.  Scale pops off but 
edema blisters rip. 
 


