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Favorite Plants are Ailing
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Several Houston County favorite plants are having problems now. Some problems are serious, while others are not. How do you know what your problem is and how to solve it? The Houston County Extension office is your resource for unbiased  research-based information from the University of Georgia. Call or come by our office in Perry or Warner Robins, or read our articles in the paper. We even have a tape library that you can access by phone. Let us know how we can help.

Many Houston County azaleas have a condition called leaf gall. The leaves become  thick and distorted and may curl up. The galls may turn powdery white or black as they get older.

This disease is caused by a fungus that also attacks camellia and blueberry. It looks worse than it is. Generally, the fungus does not affect plant health. Pick the leaves off and throw them away. The disease is worse early in the season and we seldom see it again until next spring.

Unless almost all the leaves are affected, the disease will not hurt the plant.  It is not feasible to try to control the disease by spraying. Once you see the disease, it is too late to spray.

Flowering cherries are beginning to have problems. Individual limbs or the entire tree is dying. This is a serious problem.

Sudden tree death often indicates a root or stem problem. Look at the stem carefully to see if it has been hit by a lawnmower, weed eater or other things. Damaged bark provides an entry point for rots.  Once the rots are in the tree it is too late.

Also examine stems for pinholes caused by beetles. Beetles usually attack weakened trees. You cannot kill beetles once they are in the trees.  Protect young trees by spraying them with Lindane.

Flowering cherries are prone to canker diseases. These fungi kill individual branches. Unfortunately there is little you can do except prune out dead limbs.

One plant disease expert in Athens suggested a method that may slow one particular canker disease, called bot canker, on Yoshino cherries. We do not know that this will cure it--but it may help. Yoshino cherries like a high soil pH. By raising the pH in the surrounding soil you may help the plant fight the disease.

To raise soil pH quickly, apply 10 lb. of hydrated lime (also called quick lime) to the soil around each tree.  The lime should be spread on the soil under the tree covering an area a little larger than the spread of the tree.  Spread the lime over an area of 100 square feet (10 feet by 10 feet) or larger.

Be very careful!. Hydrated lime will burn tender skin. Keep it out of your eyes and wash your hands well after handling it.  Two weeks later, apply 10 lb. of dolomitic lime over the same area. The hydrated lime changes the pH quickly while the dolomitic lime works more slowly. You may want to soil sample around the tree this fall to see if more is needed. You can soil sample around cherry trees every 2 to 3 years to see if more lime is needed.
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Some junipers are beginning to brown. There can be several problems. If individual branches are dying, it may be a fungus like Cercospora or Phomopsis. Though we can spray for these diseases, we usually try to find out what is causing the plant to get the disease   Stress can open the plant up to attack. This could include too much water, shade, poor drainage, compacted soils or wounding by people or equipment. Correct these problems to slow fungus diseases. Remember -- junipers like full sun and well-drained soils.

Another juniper problem is mites. They cause the entire branch or plant to become brown and dry looking. Mites are very small, red or black and have eight legs. Sometimes they build very small webs on the tips of branches.  They are not really insects but are more similar to spiders.  They are worse during dry weather.

To check for mites, take a piece of white paper and hold it under the limbs. Then tap the limb trying to knock some mites onto the paper. The mites will be almost too small to be seen. They are round and may crawl slowly around on the page.

A stream of water on the plant will reduce mite populations, but may not control them. Kelthane is an excellent mite killer. Insecticidal soap will also work, but not near as well as Kelthane and may require several sprays for adequate control. Be careful to read and follow all label directions.

For help with these and other shrub questions, call the Extension office at 542-2020 in Warner Robins or 987-2028 in Perry.
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Read other Houston County Extension service articles in these newspapers:

Willie Chance in the Sunday Magazine of The Sunday Sun
Peggy Bledsoe and Ricky Wheeler in The Houston Times Journal
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