
BOX CARE

The devastation caused by diseases such as box  
blight on traditional Buxus topiary and hedging is  
well documented, but can it be treated or prevented?

Boxing Clever

Box is a crucial 
component of a 
traditional English 
garden, but its health is 
at threat from a range of 
pests and diseases.
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plants around the base of plants, not over the foliage, 
and allow adequate ventilation around the plants, 
preferably spacing them about 30cm apart.

It is possible to treat box blight, although there 
is no guarantee of success. It may be better to 
destroy the affected plants if these are new and you 
already have established box hedges in your garden. 
If you do want to tackle this disease, Matthew 
recommends a combination of cultural and chemical 
treatments. Affected areas should be hard pruned 
and these branches burnt. Treat the cut areas with 
one of two fungicides available to gardeners for 
treating box blight (their active ingredients are 
tebuconazole or tebuconazole and trifloxystrobin). 
Clear up all leaf debris from infected plants and 
destroy this, too. Remove the top layer of soil around 
the box and replace. This may seem extreme, but 
spores can stay active on the ground for up to six 
years. Clean pruning tools with disinfectant after 
using on infected plants.

Persistent pests
Also affecting box is a pest new to the UK, at least in 
south-east England. Box tree caterpillar, (Cydalima 
perspectalis), can totally defoliate box. Moths 
were first seen in the UK in 2008 and caterpillars in 
private gardens here in 2011. The moth is native to 
East Asia and almost certainly entered Europe on 
imported plants. Symptoms of damage are patches of 
dieback, which could be confused with box blight, 
patches of webbing and frass (droppings) near the 
damaged areas. The caterpillars are greenish-yellow 
with black heads when newly hatched; when older 
they have thick black and thin white stripes along 
their bodies, and can be up to 4cm long. They are 
most active from spring into autumn, with several 

B ox has a long history of use for low 
hedges and topiary, as it responds 
well to clipping, is slow growing and 
evergreen. It also provides definition 
and structure in the garden, a 

particularly valued quality in winter. However, two 
serious problems are affecting its choice as the pre-
eminent plant for low hedges. Box blight and box 
tree caterpillar were among the 10 most common 
pest and disease enquiries made of the Royal 
Horticultural Society’s Gardening Advice Service 
in 2015. Box blight emerged as the second most 
troublesome disease and box tree caterpillar was the 
dominant pest. 

The origins of box blight (Cylindrocladium 
buxicola) are not known but it occurs around the 
world, from New Zealand to the UK. Confusingly, 
the term often covers another box disease, too, 
Volutella blight (Volutella buxi). The two diseases 
often appear together, but Cylindrocladium is more 
serious. Its symptoms are brown lesions on top of 
the leaves, white undersides and leaves dropping off 
in affected areas, especially in humid conditions; 
there can also be black streaks on the stems. With 
Volutella blight, the leaves turn yellow and darken 
to a shade of tan. Volutella needs a cut leaf surface 
to enter the plant, whereas Cylindrocladium can 
enter through the leaf cuticles in humid weather. 
Treatments for Cylindrocladium will treat 
Volutella, too, but while good plant nutrition and 
growing conditions will help reduce Volutella, 
Cylindrocladium needs more control than this.

The primary route by which box blight could get 
into your garden is on newly bought plants. Another 
way is on tools that have been used on infected 

Right Volutella blight 
causes dieback, with 
leaves turning yellow 
and then tan. 
Below right The box 
tree caterpillar can strip 
a plant of leaves in no 
time; it arrived in the UK 
in 2008. 
Below Cylindrocladium 
blight can have 
devastating effects.

Above left Always water 
box from the bottom 
to prevent getting the 
leaves excessively wet. 
Above Quarantine new 
plants bought from a 
nursery for at least six 
weeks to monitor them 
for potential problems. 
Left Prune box with 
sharp, clean tools.

BOX CARE

plants, which is particularly relevant if you employ a 
mobile gardener. Contaminated boots and clothing 
could also bring in the blight’s sticky spores. 

Prevention is better than cure
RHS principal plant pathologist Matthew Cromey 
says “trying to keep it out is the ideal control”. If 
possible, propagate from your own healthy box 
plants. If you buy box in (and we mostly do), ensure 
you quarantine the plants for six weeks to monitor 
for symptoms. This is important, as nurseries may 
use fungicides that mask blight for a short period. 
Matthew says that the age of box plants does not 
seem to affect their susceptibility to the disease. 
As box blight thrives in humid conditions, avoid 
clipping in wet weather or when rain is forecast in 
the next few days. Try not to position taller plants 
over box, as these could drip on them. Water box 

generations a year, and can overwinter as small 
caterpillars in webbing spun between leaves.

There are two ways to control the caterpillar: 
pick it off by hand or use an insecticide for extensive 
infestations (use one with pyrethrum, deltamethrin, 
lambda-cyhalothrin or acetamiprid as the active 
ingredient). Do not spray near plants in flower to 
avoid harming beneficial pollinators. The best 
prevention is to check plants in nurseries to avoid 
bringing infected box home. Other box problems IM
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include box rust, seen as blister-like orange pustules 
on both sides of the leaves. This is less serious and 
can be controlled by clipping off infected areas or 
using a fungicide approved for rust.

If dealing with these problems seems too much 
or you are not having much luck with treatments, 
it is worth considering alternative plants. None 
will perform exactly like box and they will change 
the look of the garden, but it is a serious option. 
Influenced by the steep rise in enquiries about box 
problems, the RHS is trialling around 25 alternatives 
to box at RHS Garden Wisley. The characteristics of 
the chosen plants resemble those of box: they have 
small leaves, respond well to clipping and are mostly 
slow growing with a densely branched habit.

Box alternatives
The plants on trial are laid out in a formal pattern 
and include cultivars of Podocarpus, Berberis, 
Pittosporum, Corokia, Taxus, Lonicera, Elaeagnus 
and Ligustrum. Wisley’s curator, Matthew Pottage, 
emphasises that this is still very much an experiment 
and it is too early to tell which plants are the most 
suitable alternatives. “They will need several 
years of close clipping to see how they perform in 
the long term,” he says. Some small-leaved hebes 
have been removed as unsuitable, because they 
grew too quickly, became woody at the base and 
didn’t rejuvenate well enough to earn their place. 
Others are showing particular promise, including 
Podocarpus nivalis ‘Kilworth Cream’ which 
Matthew says “responds well to clipping, is hardy, 
small-leaved and has performed elsewhere in the 
garden”. Ligustrum sinense ‘Sunshine’ is doing well 
at Wisley, and is slow growing with a striking yellow 
colour. Pittosporum tenuifolium ‘Tom Thumb’ 
makes an interesting purple hedge and is also 

performing well. Both Pittosporum and Corokia are 
browsed by animals in their native New Zealand, so, 
in a garden setting, respond well to clipping; many 
are also reasonably hardy, withstanding a minimum 
temperature of around -10°C. Lonicera nitida 
‘Maigrün’ is also looking good, but does have quite a 
lot of extension growth that needs regular clipping, a 
drawback of some box alternatives.

But there may well still be a future for box. Chris 
Crowder, head gardener of the famous topiary 
garden Levens Hall, had to remove a mile and a 
half of box hedging several years ago due to box 
blight. He has experimented with alternatives, but 
thinks there is a future for box in the blight-resistant 
cultivars being developed in Europe that are likely to 
appear on the market soon. In the meantime, try to 
keep box blight out. If this fails, treat it, and if this 
doesn’t succeed, consider alternatives. Gardening is 
about experimentation as well as tradition. n

Above The tell-tale 
orange pustules of box 
rust; the disease can be 
treated with fungicide. 
Right Check new plants 
for symptoms of disease 
before planting. 
Below Blight-resistant 
box is in development, 
so traditional topiary 
gardens like this may not 
be a thing of the past.

MARCH 2017  THE ENGLISH GARDEN   98

 

ALTERNATIVES TO BOX
Try these replacements for traditional box, all currently being trialled at RHS Garden Wisley

LONICERA NITIDA
Tiny leaves make for a bushy plant. Try 
‘Baggesen’s Gold’ (above) or ‘Maigrün’.

PODOCARPUS ‘COUNTY PARK FIRE’
Young foliage is a buttery yellow on red 
shoots, darkening to green.

PODOCARPUS NIVALIS
‘Kilworth Cream’, with leaves touched 
with cream, is performing well at Wisley.

BERBERIS DARWINII ‘COMPACTA’
Dark green, spiny leaves – regularly 
trimmed plants won’t bear flowers.

ELAEAGNUS EBBINGEI ‘COMPACTA’
The broader, silvery leaves of this shrub 
are better suited to larger hedges.

COROKIA ‘FROSTED CHOCOLATE’
Best for milder gardens as it may need 
winter protection in colder locations.

PITTOSPORUM ‘TOM THUMB’
Mature purple leaves contrast with  
fresh green new growth on this plant.

TAXUS BACCATA ‘REPANDENS’
A low-growing and spreading form of 
yew suitable for low formal hedging.

LIGUSTRUM SINENSE ‘SUNSHINE’
Creates a slow-growing but dense 
hedge of bright yellow-green leaves.
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