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Way back in the last century, red-tip photinias were all the rage. Hedges of these vibrant shrubs lined 
shopping malls and neighborhoods throughout Georgia. Kind of like Leyland cypress trees do now. Red 
tip photinias didn’t get less attractive, but we don’t see many now-a-days. So what caused the 
defection? Disease. 
 
Devastating Disease 
Red tips were densely planted and over-planted. A lot like Leyland cypress trees are now. In our thickly 
populated urban and suburban settings, it’s natural to want a little island of privacy. Living screens are a 
friendly way to shut out neighbors and noise. Planting young shrubs closely together gives the illusion of 
a screen immediately. Over time those small, young plants grow too large for the space they are in. 
Unfortunately, most people don’t consider the necessity of thinning the hedge. After all, what sense 
does it make to cut out half of your initial investment? But when a host-specific fungal leaf spot disease, 
Entomosporium maculatum, broke out among mature red tips in the 1980s, it spread from plant to 
neighboring plant by contact and through pruning tools. Wind and 
insects helped fungal spores reach red tips farther afield, which then 
infected others in an ever-widening circle. In response to the fungus, 
red tips dropped their leaves and used stored energy to grow new ones. 
These tender, young leaves were especially susceptible to the fungus, 
got infected, and the cycle started over again. Eventually, this process 
exhausted the supply of energy stored in the roots. The colorful hedges 
became a tangled mass of dead, defoliated branches. OK, so maybe the 
red tips did become less attractive.           
 
 
Old History? 
Why do I bring up such dismal horticultural history? Because it’s deja vu all over again on two fronts. 
 

1) Leyland cypress trees are the red tip photinias of this decade. They’re everywhere. They’re 
planted too closely together. If they were kids, we’d never hear the end of “He’s touching me!” 

Mature size – 80-100 feet tall by 50 feet around – usually isn’t 
considered during installation. Fast growth to create the landscape 
screen is the primary objective. And these guys grow fast, gaining up 
to four feet in height and three feet in girth in a single year. 
Unfortunately, there’s a tradeoff for that quick growth: short 
lifespan. Properly planted as a landscape specimen feature, a 
Leyland cypress might live 25-50 years. Planted as a crowded screen, 
the range is around 12-20 years. And now there’s a suite of diseases 
sweeping through Leyland cypress trees and taking a toll on the 
population. Symptoms we’ve been seeing most recently are 
consistent with Passalora needle blight, also known as Cercospora 
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needle blight. The lower branches and interior of the tree turn 
brown; only new growth at the branch tips stays green. The 
browning progresses up the tree over time. 

2) Indian hawthorns are the Entomosporium maculatum host of this 
decade. Yep, they’re related to red tip photinias, they’re very 
popular in landscape plantings, and this same fungal leaf spot 
disease is running through them creating the same leaf-spot to 
leaf-drop symptoms. To add insult to injury, Indian hawthorns are 
considered marginal for USDA hardiness zone 7, the cooler, 
northern half of the state. The long hard freezes of this past 
winter were rough on hawthorns.  

 
What’s the Cure? 
By now, you’re probably on the edge of your seat, breath held, waiting for me to name the magic spray 
that cures these plant ills. Sorry. There is no magic spray. Fungicides may be used to temporarily 
suppress Entomosporium maculatum fungal spore germination among Indian hawthorns, but in the case 
of most Leyland cypress diseases, this is not effective. More importantly, over use and misuse of 
fungicides (as well as herbicides and insecticides) can lead to strains of fungi (and weeds and insects) 
that develop resistance to pesticides.  
 
For diseased plants, pruning and sanitation may help. Prune out dead and diseased branches, making 
sure to sanitize tools between each pruning cut. Dip or wipe the blades with rubbing alcohol or a bleach 
solution (nine parts water mixed with one part bleach). These chemicals can be corrosive, so you’ll need 
to clean and oil the tools when you finish pruning. Selectively prune healthy branches to improve air 
circulation through the plant. Clean up and dispose of all branch cuttings and fallen leaves or needles. 
Then spread mulch under the plants to a depth of 2-4 inches to keep fungal spores in the soil from 
splashing up onto growing leaves. 
 
Prevention is the key to creating healthy, sustainable landscapes. And this is an obtainable goal. Here 
are five recommendations: 
 

1) Choose the right plant for your environment. Observe the area you want to cultivate to 
determine qualities such as soil drainage and sun exposure. Have a soil test done to determine 
soil pH and nutrient content. Check the USDA plant hardiness zone for your area. Then choose 
landscape plants that thrive in the conditions – and the space – you have to offer. 

2) Choose the appropriate plant for your needs. How high does your living screen need to be? If 
an 8-foot tall plant provides the privacy you want, you don’t need to plant something that grows 
50-feet tall.  

3) Select for disease resistance. Many desirable landscape plants have cultivars that are resistant 
to one or more pathogens. Avoid plants that are susceptible to diseases that are known to be 
problems in your region. 

4) Plant properly. Fall is the best time to plant perennial landscape plants. Space plants according 
to their mature size. Dig a hole that’s 2-3 times the width of the container or root ball and settle 
plants in the hole so that the top surface of the potting soil is even with or slightly higher than 
the surrounding backfilled soil. 

5) Plant for Biodiversity. Many plant diseases are host-specific, meaning that a fungus that runs 
rampant on certain species of plants can’t gain a toe-hold on untold others. Creating a screen of 
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mixed species is insurance against loss of the entire screen due to a single disease. Mixed plant 
screens also offer variety in color, texture, and scent. 

 
Recommended Screening Plants 
 
Forsyth County Master Gardener volunteer Sue Bellet helped research screening plants that are good 
alternatives to Leyland cypress trees. Many of these shrubs and trees have flowers or berries that add 
color and interest to the screen. When planning a mixed screen, check the water, sun, and soil pH needs 
of each plant to ensure compatibility. Here’s the list we came up with. Unless otherwise noted, these 
plants grow well throughout Georgia. 
 
Evergreens:   
 
Abelia grandiflora ‘Edward Goucher’ and other cultivars – Drought-tolerant abelia grows at a moderate 
rate to 8’-10’ tall. It takes sun to semi-shade environments and produces white, pink or purple flowers 
all summer long. ‘Lavender Mist,’ ‘Cloud 99,’ and ‘Raspberry Profusion’ are newer cultivars developed by 
UGA research horticulturalists. They have large, fragrant flowers. 
 
Berberis julianae (Wintergreen barberry) – A slow to medium grower, hardy, drought-tolerant 
wintergreen barberry has it all: lush green leaves with rich, red fall color, yellow spring flowers, and 
blue-black berries that it protects with thorns. 
 
Gardenia jasminoides – Ranging from low-growing, creeping ‘Radicans’ to ‘August Beauty’ and 
‘Mystery’, which can reach 6’-8’ tall, glossy, evergreen gardenias produce fragrant, white flowers 
throughout the summer. Best in zones 7b and 8. 
 
Kalmia latifolia (Mountain Laurel) – For zones 6b and 7, mountain laurel thrives in acidic soils and semi-
shade. Eventually reaching 5’-8’ tall in landscape settings, it produces clusters of white to pink flowers in 
late spring. 
 
Ilex species (Hollies) – Numerous cultivars of hollies mimic the upright, pyramidal form of Leyland 
cypress trees. Ranging from 10’-20’ high at maturity, these include Mary Nell Holly, Emily Brunner Holly, 
Foster’s Holly, and Lusterleaf Holly.  
 
Magnolia grandifloria ‘Little Gem’ (Little Gem Southern Magnolia) – A medium-fast growing, narrow 
magnolia for zones 7 and 8, Little Gem blooms from spring to November. 
 
Pyracantha  ‘Mohave’ and ‘Teton’ (Firethorn) – Both of these cultivars are resistant to the two main 
diseases of Pyracantha – fire blight and scab. Both grow quickly to 12’ in height. Mohave has a 12-foot 
spread and produces large orange berries; Teton stays a slim 4-feet wide and produces golden-yellow 
berries. As the common name implies, these shrubs have thorns. 
 
Deciduous: 
 
Callicarpa americana (American Beautyberry bush) – Stunning cluster of purple or white berries follow 
subtle flowers on these native shrubs that grow 4’-10’ tall and around, depending on growing 
conditions. 
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Calycanthus floridus (Sweet shrub) – Another native shrub, sweet shrub is drought tolerant and clump-
forming. The 6’-9’ plant produces red flowers, but the leaves and stems provide the fragrance. 
 
Euonymus alatus (Burning Bush) – Reaching  15’-20’ (a compact cultivar stops at 10’), burning bush 
prefers sun, but will tolerate shade. Its name comes from the brilliant fall color. 
 
Fothergilla major ‘Mount Airy’ (Mt. Airy Fothergilla) – For the front part of your screen, Fothergilla 
Mount Airy provides 3’-5’ of feathery spring blooms and stunning fall color. 
 
Itea virginica ‘Henry’s Garnet’ (Henry Garnet’s Sweetspire) – With its weeping branches, Itea virginica 
adds a sense of movement and texture to living screens. It reaches 5’-6’ tall and spreads somewhat 
wider. 
 
For more suggestions, check out Great plants under 20 feet for small spaces . 
 
 
 
 

http://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/all/calycanthus-floridus/
http://www.caes.uga.edu/extension/cobb/anr/Documents/burningbush.pdf
http://www.caes.uga.edu/extension/cobb/anr/Documents/burningbush.pdf
http://www.clemson.edu/cafls/demo/plant_profiles/fothergilla.html
http://www.clemson.edu/cafls/demo/plant_profiles/fothergilla.html
http://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/all/itea-virginica/
http://extension.uga.edu/publications/detail.cfm?number=C999

