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Rhododendron Borers

I have always enjoyed rhododendrons so it was no surprise to my family when I

decided to plant a few in our home landscape several years ago. The plants are beautiful

in bloom and give a real mountain feel to the landscape. I finally got a chance to work in

the yard last weekend and immediately discovered that some of my favorite

rhododendrons were in trouble. They looked as if scattered limbs had been doused with

boiling water and then someone had used a cordless drill to riddle them with holes. Yep,

if I don’t pay attention the rhododendron borers attack my plants too. These pests cause

injury that leads to dieback, limb breakage, and ugly unhealthy plants.

The rhododendron borer is primarily a pest of rhododendrons but can also attack

azaleas. The adult form of the pest is a clearwing moth that is vaguely wasp-like in

appearance. The adult females lay up to 40 or more eggs on the bark of rhododendron

plants. They like to lay them at old pruning wounds, bark crevices and in narrow branch

crotches. The egg laying activity occurs in the spring usually in May and early June.

After hatching, the immature larvae tunnels into the plant. The larvae prefer

twigs and small branches. You can, however, find them in larger branches as well. The

pale creamy yellow larva happily chews its way through twigs and eventually into the

sapwood of the plant.

The first indication of borer activity is often the appearance of wilted leaves on

the tips of branches. Heavily infested branches may turn brown and die back. Lighter

infestations may stunt the plant causing it to perform poorly. You can easily check for

borer damage by pruning out a suspect twig and splitting it length wise. The larvae are

larger and more easily found in the fall. By this time holes may be visible in the stems

and fine sawdust like frass may be visible under the plant.

There are pheromone traps available that attract the adult borers. They only lure

males who are looking for romance. These traps are not a good control method. Instead,

they just signal the need to apply control measures when they begin catching adults.

You can do a lot to reduce the population of rhododendron borers by pruning out

any infested tissue. Heavily infested plants should probably be removed from the

landscape. Surprisingly, the rhododendron borer seems to have definite feeding

preferences. A deep purple hybrid variety that I have in my landscape attracts them like

cats to catnip. Meanwhile the native rhododendron plants are virtually unaffected by the

pests.

Most homeowners will simply monitor their rhododendrons for borer activity.

Since borers begin their egg laying activity in spring, you can apply a protective spray of

permethrin at that time to control the adults. Thoroughly spray the bark and stems of the

plant. You may want to retreat at 10-14 day intervals.

Once the borers are inside the plant surrounded by woody tissue surface sprays

are much less effective. You can apply a systemic material like imidacloprid (Bayer

Advanced and others) to help kill these developing larvae. As with any pesticide, be sure

that you read and follow all label directions to the letter.

Rhododendron borers can riddle your favorite plant like Swiss cheese if they go

unchecked. Be sure to monitor you rhododendrons for borers this season and either prune

them out or use a garden chemical as needed. Rhododendrons are much too beautiful to

feed to the bugs!

