
How to Care for Florida Shrubs and
Hedges: Expert Tips for a Thriving
Landscape

Maintaining lush, healthy shrubs and hedges in Florida’s unique environment can be
both a rewarding and challenging endeavor. The subtropical climate of South Florida—
with its intense sun, high humidity, and seasonal rains—creates conditions that
demand specialized care to keep your landscape vibrant year-round. Whether you are
a seasoned gardener or a homeowner looking to enhance your curb appeal,
understanding how to properly nurture your shrubs and hedges is essential.

This article provides a comprehensive guide tailored specifically to the needs of
Florida’s shrubs and hedges, addressing key aspects such as selecting appropriate
plant varieties, optimal watering practices, fertilization, pruning techniques, and pest
management. We also explore how the region’s weather patterns influence growth
cycles and common issues that may arise. By following these expert
recommendations, you can ensure your greenery not only survives but thrives,
contributing to a beautiful and resilient outdoor space throughout the year.

Common Florida Shrubs and Hedges

Florida’s unique subtropical climate, particularly in Palm Beach, Broward, Martin, and
St. Lucie counties, provides an ideal environment for a diverse range of shrubs and
hedges that combine beauty with resilience. Among the most popular choices for
landscaping are Ixora, Viburnum, Podocarpus, Clusia, Green Island Ficus, Cocoplum,
Firebush, and Simpson’s Stopper, each bringing distinct characteristics and care
requirements that suit Florida’s heat, humidity, and occasional drought conditions.

Ixora is a vibrant flowering shrub known for its clusters of small, brightly colored
blooms ranging from red to orange and yellow. It thrives in full sun to partial shade
and prefers well-drained acidic soils. Regular watering and occasional fertilization help
Ixora maintain its lush foliage and prolific flowering, making it a favored choice for
colorful hedges in South Florida landscapes.



Viburnum is a versatile and hardy shrub that adapts well to Florida’s climate. Its dense,
dark green leaves provide excellent privacy screens, and many varieties produce
fragrant white flowers followed by berries that attract birds. Viburnum tolerates a
range of soil types and moisture levels but benefits from mulching to retain soil
moisture during dry spells.

Podocarpus, often used as a formal hedge, is admired for its elegant, narrow leaves
and dense growth habit. This slow-growing shrub thrives in full sun to light shade and
is highly drought tolerant once established. Its minimal pest issues and ability to
withstand occasional salt spray make it an excellent choice for coastal properties.

Clusia, also known as autograph tree, features thick, waxy leaves that are highly
resistant to salt and drought. It grows vigorously in full sun and is often used as a
privacy hedge or windbreak. Clusia requires little maintenance beyond occasional
pruning to maintain shape and promote dense growth.

Green Island Ficus is a compact, dense shrub with glossy green leaves that can form a
thick hedge or screen. It prefers full sun but tolerates some shade and requires regular
watering, especially during dry periods. Its rapid growth rate makes it a popular choice
for quick privacy solutions in Florida yards.

Cocoplum is a native coastal shrub prized for its adaptability to salt spray and sandy
soils. Its glossy leaves and small white flowers produce edible red berries that attract
wildlife. Cocoplum thrives in full sun and requires minimal care once established,
making it ideal for naturalistic hedge designs.

Firebush stands out with its red-orange tubular flowers that attract hummingbirds and
butterflies, adding seasonal interest to Florida gardens. It grows well in full sun and
tolerates drought conditions, though it performs best with occasional deep watering.
Firebush’s ability to withstand heat and humidity makes it a resilient choice for South
Florida landscapes.

Simpson’s Stopper is a native shrub valued for its dense foliage and white flowers,
which produce bright red berries favored by birds. It grows well in a variety of
conditions, from full sun to partial shade, and tolerates drought once established. Its
adaptability and low maintenance needs make Simpson’s Stopper a reliable and
attractive hedge option throughout Florida’s coastal counties.

Together, these shrubs and hedges not only enhance the aesthetic appeal of Florida
landscapes but also provide functional benefits such as privacy, wind protection, and



wildlife habitat. Proper care, tailored to their individual needs and Florida’s
environmental conditions, ensures their longevity and vigor in residential and
commercial settings alike.

Proper Pruning and Shaping Techniques

Pruning and shaping hedges correctly is essential not only for maintaining their
aesthetic appeal but also for promoting healthy growth. One fundamental principle to
follow when pruning hedges is to ensure the base is slightly wider than the top. This
technique allows sunlight to penetrate the lower branches, preventing them from
becoming weak, sparse, or dying off due to lack of light. By tapering the hedge in this
manner, you encourage a fuller, denser growth throughout the entire plant, resulting
in a more robust and visually pleasing hedge.

Choosing the right tools for pruning is equally important. Hand pruners are ideal for
selective thinning and detailed work, allowing you to remove individual branches and
stems precisely without damaging the overall structure of the hedge. This method
promotes air circulation within the plant, reducing the risk of disease and encouraging
healthy new growth. On the other hand, hedge trimmers are best suited for creating
formal shapes and maintaining clean, uniform lines. They enable quick and even cuts
across large areas but lack the finesse needed for selective thinning, which is why they
should be used primarily for shaping rather than detailed pruning.

Timing your pruning activities is crucial for the health and vitality of your hedges. The
optimal period for pruning is late winter to early spring, just before the new growth
flush begins. Pruning during this dormant phase minimizes stress on the plants and
stimulates vigorous growth once the growing season starts. In contrast, avoid pruning
in late fall, as this can trigger the development of tender new shoots that are
vulnerable to damage from cold weather. By adhering to these timing guidelines, you
help ensure your hedges remain healthy, attractive, and well-shaped throughout the
year.

Fertilization Schedules for Ornamentals

Proper fertilization is essential to maintain the health, vibrancy, and growth of
ornamental plants in South Florida’s unique climate. For optimal results, it is
recommended to apply a balanced slow-release fertilizer two to three times annually,



typically during the spring, summer, and early fall months. This schedule aligns with
the active growing periods of most ornamental species, ensuring they receive a steady
supply of nutrients when they need it most. Slow-release formulations are preferred
because they provide a gradual nutrient release, reducing the risk of nutrient leaching
and minimizing potential damage from fertilizer burn. This approach supports
sustained growth and enhances flowering and foliage quality without overwhelming
the plants.

Adhering to local fertilizer ordinances is equally important when developing a
fertilization schedule for ornamentals in South Florida. Many counties, including Palm
Beach, Broward, Martin, and St. Lucie, have established regulations to protect the
region’s fragile water resources from nutrient runoff. These ordinances often regulate
the types of fertilizers that can be used, restrict application timing, and mandate buffer
zones near water bodies. Compliance with these rules not only helps safeguard the
environment but also ensures that your fertilization practices are both responsible and
effective. By integrating a well-timed fertilization schedule with adherence to local
guidelines, homeowners and landscapers can promote healthy ornamental plants
while preserving the natural beauty and ecological balance of South Florida.

Managing Common Pests

Effective pest management begins with accurate identification and understanding the
unique behaviors and impacts of each pest. Aphids, scale insects, whiteflies, and
spider mites are among the most common pests that can challenge Florida
landscapes, especially in Palm Beach, Broward, Martin, and St. Lucie counties. Each
requires targeted strategies for control.

Aphids are small, soft-bodied insects typically found on the undersides of leaves and
new growth. They excrete a sticky substance known as honeydew, which creates a
conducive environment for sooty mold, a black fungal growth that can inhibit
photosynthesis and weaken plants. Early signs of aphid infestation include curling or
distorted leaves and the presence of ants, which farm aphids for honeydew. Managing
aphids involves regular monitoring and encouraging natural predators such as lady
beetles and lacewings. In severe cases, targeted insecticidal soaps or horticultural oils
can effectively reduce their populations without harming beneficial insects.

Scale insects are divided into soft and armored types, both of which feed by piercing
plant tissues and extracting sap. Soft scales often produce honeydew similar to



aphids, leading to sooty mold, while armored scales have a protective shell and do not
excrete honeydew. Identification relies on observing small, rounded or oval bumps on
stems and leaves, which can be mistaken for part of the plant. Control measures
should include pruning heavily infested branches and applying systemic insecticides
that penetrate plant tissues, targeting the scales during their vulnerable crawler stage.

Whiteflies, including species like the ficus whitefly and spiraling whitefly, are tiny,
winged insects that congregate on the undersides of leaves. They cause damage by
sucking plant sap and excreting honeydew, which also promotes sooty mold
development. The spiraling whitefly is particularly notable for the characteristic spiral
patterns of white waxy secretions on leaves. Management includes removing infested
leaves, using yellow sticky traps to monitor populations, and applying insect growth
regulators or natural predators such as Encarsia wasps for biological control.

Spider mites thrive in dry, hot conditions common in Florida’s climate, causing
stippling and bronzing of leaves as they feed on plant cells. Their presence is often
indicated by fine webbing on leaves and branches. Because spider mites multiply
rapidly under drought stress, maintaining adequate irrigation is essential for
prevention. Mitigation strategies involve thorough spraying with water to dislodge
mites, introducing predatory mites, and using miticides selectively to avoid resistance
buildup.

In all cases, integrated pest management combining cultural, biological, and chemical
methods offers the most sustainable and effective approach to protecting Florida
landscapes from these common pests.

Mulching Best Practices and Irrigation Needs

Proper mulching around shrub bases is essential for maintaining healthy plants and
promoting vibrant growth in Florida’s climate. When applying mulch, it is
recommended to create a layer approximately 2 to 3 inches deep. This depth is
sufficient to retain soil moisture, regulate temperature, and suppress weeds without
suffocating the root zone. However, it is crucial to keep the mulch pulled back slightly
from the shrub stems, leaving a small gap of a few inches. Allowing mulch to touch the
base of the stems can lead to excess moisture retention, which promotes stem rot and
invites fungal diseases that can severely damage or kill the shrub.



In addition to mulching, understanding proper irrigation practices is vital for shrub
health. Shrubs in South Florida typically require consistent watering, especially during
dry spells, but overwatering can be just as harmful as underwatering. Signs of
overwatering include yellowing leaves, wilting despite wet soil, and the presence of
mold or fungus on the soil surface. Overwatered plants may also develop root rot,
which compromises their ability to absorb nutrients and water. Conversely,
underwatered shrubs often exhibit dry, brittle leaves, leaf drop, and stunted growth.
The soil will feel dry several inches below the surface, indicating the need for
supplemental watering.

Regular monitoring of shrub health is necessary to determine when replacement is
appropriate. Aging shrubs that show persistent decline despite proper mulching and
irrigation—such as prolonged leaf discoloration, dieback of branches, or reduced
flowering—may be beyond recovery. Replacing these shrubs ensures the overall
landscape remains attractive and healthy. When selecting replacements, consider
species adapted to local conditions to reduce maintenance and improve longevity. By
adhering to these mulching and irrigation best practices, you can optimize shrub
vitality and maintain a flourishing landscape year-round.

When to Call a Professional

Knowing when to call a professional for the care of your shrubs and hedges can make a
significant difference in maintaining a healthy, attractive landscape. If you notice signs
of persistent pest infestations, such as chewed leaves, discolored foliage, or the
presence of insects that don’t respond to over-the-counter treatments, it’s time to seek
expert help. Additionally, if your shrubs exhibit symptoms of disease—like unusual
spots, wilting, or dieback—or if they are growing unevenly despite regular pruning, a
trained specialist can provide an accurate diagnosis and recommend effective
treatments. Complex issues such as root rot, nutrient deficiencies, or infestations by
hard-to-control pests often require professional evaluation to prevent further damage.
Moreover, large or mature shrubs and hedges may require specialized equipment and
techniques to prune safely and properly, ensuring their long-term health and
structural integrity. Attempting to manage these challenges without the right
knowledge can lead to costly mistakes or even the loss of valuable plants. For over 50
years, O’Hara Pest Control has been helping homeowners across Palm Beach,
Broward, Martin, and St. Lucie counties with pest control and lawn care. If you need
expert assistance, call us at 561-655-9011 or visit oharapestcontrol.com.


