Crape Myrtles, A Southern Favorite
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Crape myrtles are becoming as Southern as fresh peaches, pecan pie and pine trees.  Crape myrtles like full sun, can withstand dry soils and high temperatures.  That sounds like the perfect plant for Georgia.  
Crape myrtles are also a four season plant.  They can look good year round.  Their graceful branches look good in the spring and the flowers brighten our summers.  The leaves of some crape myrtle varieties turn pretty colors in the fall. Many crape myrtles also have peeling bark that falls off to reveal beautiful colors underneath.

How can we keep them looking their best this summer?  Read on and find out.
Why are the leaves on my crape myrtle black?  Sooty mold is a fungus that grows on the leaves of many plants.  Insects like aphids, scales, whiteflies feed on the plant. They suck sap from the tree to feed on.  The excess sap falls on the lower leaves.  This sticky, sugary sap is called honeydew.  The sooty mold fungus grows on this honeydew.
As you can see, the real problem is the insect.  The sooty mold is just a symptom.  Aphids and whiteflies are especially bad on crape myrtles.  Control the insect and the sooty mold should go away.  You can spray the pests with imidacloprid (Bayer Advanced makes this product), insecticidal soap, bifenthrin, cyfluthrin, or Orthene.  Imidacloprid would probably be best for whiteflies.  Read and follow all label directions.
Expect to spray these pests at least twice.  One spray will often not be sufficient. 
I wish my crape myrtles would bloom more than once.   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1As crape myrtle flowers fade, they turn to small hard green seed pods.  Carefully cut these seed heads off, re-fertilize and water the trees to extend their season of glory. They may bloom again. 

Be cautious not to cut off the new flower buds.  They are probably forming just behind the old flowers.  For fertilization, use two cups of 10-10-10 per 100 square feet of bed space.  Spread the fertilizer evenly around the plant and water it in.
How can I keep the suckers from growing at the bottom of the plant?   There is no easy answer to this question.  Prune them off as soon as you can after they start growing.  When they are small and soft, you can rub them off with your hand.  Try to remove suckers as close to the stem as possible without damaging the bark of the tree.

After you prune the suckers, you can spray the tree with a chemical called Sucker Stopper to slow sucker re-growth.  You may have to purchase Sucker Stopper on the web.  I have not seen it yet in any local stores.  There are several sites that sell it including this one - www.montereylawngarden.com/ 

Why won’t my crape myrtle bloom?  Scientists are still not exactly sure what makes a plant bloom or not bloom.  We do know that plants will not bloom if they do not have everything they need.  The best thing we can do is to give them the best growing conditions possible.
What could a crape myrtle be lacking that would keep it from blooming?  Crape myrtles grow best in well-drained soils. If the site is wet or if we water too often, the crape myrtle may not bloom.  If the soil gets dry, water with three-quarter inch of water once a week.  Do not water established shrubs or trees more often than once every five to seven days.
Crape myrtles also require a minimum of six to eight hours of direct sun a day.  They grow best in soils that are not compacted.  Like other shrubs, they should not be planted any deeper than they originally grew.  

How do I control powdery mildew on the leaves of my crape myrtle?  The best way is to plant resistant varieties.  Contact us for a list.  You can spray the plant with fungicides, but this is costly and must be repeated every few weeks.  I would ignore the disease for the most part.  It will not kill the tree.  It may keep flowers from opening.  If powdery mildew is very bad, you may want to spray the carpe myrtle just before flowering.
