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Adelgid Control for Homeowners

In January of 2004 I wrote about the coming of a tiny insect that threatened the

future of our hemlock trees. This tiny pest, the Hemlock Woolly Adelgid (HWA), feeds

on the sap of hemlock trees and can kill them over a period of as little as two years. Since

that time I have felt like one of the homeowners out west watching a wildfire burn uphill

toward their house. In spite of all our efforts to stop it, danger is still headed our way. In

the last couple of years the Hemlock Woolly Adelgid has spread westward from counties

in the Northeast corner of our state. This year it has finally arrived in Lumpkin County.

Now that this pest has officially arrived it is time to review what you should and

shouldn’t do to protect the hemlocks in your landscape.

Over time the needles of trees infested by these sap suckers turns yellow, then

brown, and finally the needles drop from the branches of the tree. The pests are so tiny

that they are difficult to see. From about May until July, however, infestations are easily

identified by the “woolly” covering secreted by the insects. It looks exactly like you cut

the tips off of cotton swabs and glued them along twigs as the base of the hemlock

needles. No other pest that I know has such a striking appearance. If you suspect that you

have the pest on your trees call me and I will be glad to assist you in identifying them.

The Hemlock Woolly Adelgid can be spread by man on nursery plants and by

natural means. Many people suspect that the tiny HWA nymphs are easily spread by

birds. That is one reason I don’t recommend feeding birds in hemlock stands anymore.

Early infestations on low limbs can be pruned out and destroyed. Small trees can

be sprayed with horticultural oil or insecticidal soaps to kill the pests. This needs to be

done in spring or fall, however, because these materials can burn hemlock foliage on a

hot summer day. Predatory beetles and biological controls agents are not currently

available to homeowners. Of course a long term solution may be to plant resistant

varieties like Chinese Hemlocks in our landscapes but these plants are hard to find in

Georgia nurseries.

Applications of permethrin insecticides kill the HWA. This would include

pesticides with active ingredients like bifenthrin or cyfluthrin. The problem is that unless

the tree is small you will get more on you than you get on the adelgids. For that reason I

only recommend spraying small newly planted landscape trees.

One of the best treatments for the HWA is to apply the pesticide imidacloprid.

Bayer Advanced makes a homeowner product called “Tree and Shrub Insect Control”

that contains this ingredient. This product is to be used as a soil drench. It is mixed with

water according the size of the tree trunk and poured around the base of the tree.

Unfortunately, this product cannot be used very close to streams. Since it may take the

pest up to two years to kill a tree I do not recommend preventative treatments! The last

thing we need is for everyone to rush out and begin pouring insecticide indiscriminately

across their property. You have plenty of time to treat when and if you find the pest.

For high value trees that are closer to streams you may have to get the assistance

of a professional arborist or commercial pesticide applicator. Restricted forms of

imidacloprid can be injected into the soil or injected into the tree trunk using special

equipment.

Using these techniques we can preserve the hemlock trees in our home

landscapes. The real battleground, however, is going to be on private lands beyond the

home landscape and in our National Forests. Next week we will take a look at what is

being done to fight the HWA in forest land.

