May 5, 2005

Azaleas are a southern favorite. We think of them in terms of old southern plantations, rocking on the porch and sipping tea in the swing. Azaleas are not trouble free, as we sometimes find out. Plant them in the proper location for best results – shady areas with well drained soils. Water with one inch of water once a week and they should do well. Here are a couple of the problems we sometimes hear about on azaleas.
Why are the leaves of my azaleas and camellias getting thick and fleshy. Some are turning white! We are beginning to get some calls about leaf gall in the Extension Office. This unusual fungus attacks the leaves and flowers of azaleas, camellias and sometimes blueberries. The leaves or flowers become thick and fleshy. The top of the leaves may look waxy and light in color. Eventually, the leaf turns white as the fungus produces spores. Later in the season, the galls harden and turn brown.

Typically, this disease does not severely damage the plant. Pick off the galls and throw them away. Do not throw them on the ground since this can allow the fungus to remain in the landscape.

Fungicide sprays at this point are useless. The fungus attacks the plant around bud break. Spraying now will do little to control the disease. We recommend that you just pick the galls and throw them away. The disease seems to be worse during humid spring weather (like in 2005). Some azalea varieties are more resistant or susceptible to the disease. 
For more information see http://www.ext.vt.edu/pubs/plantdiseasefs/450-605/450-605.html 

Though sprays are very seldom needed, they would have to be started at bud break and repeated ten days later. This would be something that you would do next year to prevent the problem in 2006. I would not consider this unless the problem is extremely bad year to year.
Why does my shrub have dead branches in it? This is fairly common on certain plants – compacta holly, helleri holly and azalea in particular. There are diseases that will cause this but the main problem is probably plant stress. The plant does not like something about the environment. The soil is too wet, too dry, too hard etc. 

The best thing to do is to select plants that are hardy, plants that resist problems and are not prone to dying out like this. I would not say not to plant the above plants, but these plants generally have more problems. Do not plant them in stressful sites. Contact the Extension Office for a list of hardy, durable plants for these areas.

Select plants that are adapted to your site – wet, dry, shade, sun, etc. Prepare the soil well by tilling the whole bed the shrubs will be in. Carefully plant the shrubs. Plant them no deeper than they originally grew. Plant from November through January if possible. Mulch the plant with two to four inches of mulch. Keep the root ball moist but not overly wet. It will take about six months of special care for the plant to get established.

Once the plant is established, water it once a week with one inch of water whenever the soil gets dry. Do not water more often than twice a week. Frequent, shallow irrigation can damage the plant.

Proper planting and care can prevent many plant problems. Once the problems show up, cut out the dead and try to find any cultural problems and fix them. 

