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Sweetqum Ball Control

American Sweetgum Liquidambar styraciflua is an
ornamental tree characterized by the grayish-brown
deeply furrowed bark corking, particularly visible on
young branches; glossy, deep-green summer leaves
that change to bright yellow-purple-red tones in fall; and
the seed containing capsules referred to as sweetgum
balls. It is the spiky balls that fall from mature trees from
December to April that stick in the minds of most home-
owners and become a maintenance nightmare.

The question we in Extension hear is “Isn’t there
something | can spray to keep those stupid balls from
forming on my sweetgum tree?” Until a few years ago,
the answer was simply, “No.” However, now there is a
product that is labeled for this purpose. It is commer-
cially available and actually works if used according to
label directions. The material is Florel® Fruit Eliminator,
distributed by Monterey Chemical Company.

Forel® Fruit Eliminator
works by breaking down into
ethylene, a naturally occur-
ring compound, in the plant.
When a plant is under stress
it produces ethylene. If the
plant is in bloom at the time
of excess ethylene produc-
tion, the first symptom is
blossom abortion. The best
time for application on any
flowering plant is the mid- to
full-bloom stage. The ideal
time for spraying sweetgum
is right after the tiny balls
form below the catkin. After application these tiny balls
simply dry up and fall off.

Forel® Fruit Eliminator is also registered to reduce or
eliminate undesirable fruit development on many orna-
mental trees and shrubs such as apple, buckeye, cot-
tonwood, crabapple, elm, flowering pear, horse chest-
nut, maple, oak, and sycamore. The best time to spray
maple is when the bloom is fully mature.

Florel® Fruit Eliminator is used at
a rate of 1 quart per 10 gallons of
spray and must be sprayed to run-
off on the flowers when the flower
clusters begin to separate and the
leaves are about half expanded.
There is a narrow time window (two
weeks at most) when it will be ef- &
fective. It should only be applied
when the temperature is between
65 and 95 degrees F. The label
also cautions against spraying
trees that are under stress from disease, drought, or
other causes. It may be challenging to spray to the top
of a large tree. A retail nursery operator says that he
carries a hose-end sprayer that can be adjusted to si-
phon 1 quart per 10 gallons (set to deliver 6 table-
spoons [3 ounces] of concentrate per gallon of spray)
and will spray up to 30 feet with good hose pressure. If
one gets good coverage at the proper time, the product
is usually effective in preventing fruit development. For
large trees or when multiple trees must be treated, it is
best to retain the services of a firm with the proper
equipment to do the job. If applying the spray yourself,
always follow directions on the label.

Red Maple Bloom

For those interested in a non-chemical approach there
is a cultivar of sweetgum, Liquidambar styraciflua
“Rotundiloba,” that is fruitless. It was discovered in 1930
near Pinehurst, North Carolina. While several of these
have been planted at Missouri Botanical Garden, this
plant is generally considered hardy only to Zone 6.

Forel® Fruit Eliminator is available through normal
wholesale distribution channels and is becoming more
common in retail garden stores. The product also is sold
retail via the Monterey Chemical web site at http://
www.montereylawngarden.com/info/florel.html
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