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Houston County Extension Agent

If you were a fly on the wall of the Houston County Extension office, you would be intrigued by the number and diversity of the calls we get.  Let me share with you the fly’s eye view of some conversations we have had lately in our office.

My pecans are turning black, what do I do?  Pecans get several diseases, especially scab.  The homeowner cannot easily spray for them.  We cannot spray to the top of the tree and the chemicals  used are unavailable to homeowners.

For established trees, learn to expect disease.  Fungus is worse in wet weather (like we have had this year).  In other years it may not be so bad.  Fertilize trees (starting in February) and water them during drought.  The last week or so of August and the first week or two of September are critical times for watering pecans.  Wet the soil 18 inches deep around the trees every week.

Plant disease resistant varieties like Elliott or Curtis.  Stuart and Gloria Grande are a little less resistant, but still are better than many other varieties.

My tree is losing leaves, turning brown, and dying?  Unfortunately there is little we can do in these situations.  Trees like this are showing stress from injury received earlier.  It may take 3 to 5 years for damage to a tree’s root system or trunk to show up in the leaves.  I reckon you can say, “The leaves are the last to know.”  

What hurts trees?  Piling dirt on their roots, driving on their roots with cars, trucks, and heavy equipment and drought.  All these things kill small feeder roots.  The tree must replace these roots or die.  Sometimes it takes years to see which will happen.

Often we like to put flower beds around trees.  This involves tilling and piling dirt up around trees.  Will this hurt?  

Yes, it will.  Six inches of dirt piled over the entire root system of a tree has a 50% chance of killing it.  Of course, we seldom cover the entire root system.  Small beds will probably be okay.  Avoid tilling where you can.  If you must add soil, add it slowly - an inch or so at a time.  Then wait six months or so to add more.  This is slow but gives the trees a better chance of survival.

I have a (bee, wasp, hornet - take your pick ) nest nearby.  What should I do?  In some situations, it may be best to ignore it.  Often they will live with you if you will live with them.  Wasp and bumble bee nests die out in the winter and can be easily removed then.  Hornet nests are reduced to just a few individuals in the winter and can be more easily destroyed then.  Try not to kill honeybees.  These valuable insects are harder to find now and we need them to pollinate our crops.

If you must do battle with these venomous invaders, follow these principles.  Attack them at night when they are less aggressive and all in the nest.  Have a knock down spray ready to quickly kill individual insects.

The best way to kill them is to mix up two gallons or so of liquid Sevin in a bucket.  Approach the nest at night and quickly drench the nest entrance and run like something is after you (because it may be).  Have a nearby place of safety to run to - an open door of a house, building or car.  Do not even worry about the bucket.  Come back in several days to see if you need to do it again.

Remember, discretion is the better part of valor with these enemies.  Do not stand and try to fight them off with a spray bottle or flyswatter.  It is best to run away and to return to fight another day.

Mosquitoes are eating me alive, what do I do?  This is, once again, not an easily solved problem.  Remove all breeding sites (standing water).  Water that cannot be drained can be sprayed or stocked with mosquito fish.  Repellents are the best remedy.  Sprays work poorly because even if they kill all the resident mosquitoes, their neighbors will soon move in.  It is common for mosquitoes to fly one mile or more when hungry.  The salt marsh mosquito has been know to fly 26 miles.  Foggers work better than sprays but still do not provide lasting control.  If you must spray, try Malathion, pyrethrins or others labeled for this use.

Thanks for you calls and your patience as we dig through all the requests we get at this time of the year.  For information on your lawn and garden queries, call the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 987-2028.

