September 4, 2003

What are these brownish-black insects with orange stripes hopping all over my lawn?   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Spittlebugs are about 3/8 inches long, dark brown or black with two orange stripes on each wing.  They hop readily and fly.  You can see them as you walk over or mow your grass.  The young are ivory with a black head and live in a frothy mass of spittle on the grass. 
Adult spittlebugs feed on certain types of holly.  The young spittlebugs attack lawns.  Young spittlebugs prefer centipede lawns and feed on the grass making it look yellow or “washed out”.  Affected leaf blades will often have yellow, white or red streaks on them.  
Do not treat lawns for spittlebugs until you see injury.  Centipede lawns can withstand a good bit of damage without being permanently affected.  I seldom recommend treating for spittlebugs.  Control them using cultural practices.

Thick, thatchy, over watered lawns may be more prone to spittlebugs.  Do not water too often.  Wait until the lawn dries to water it.  Water when the grass blades begin to turn grey, wilt and roll up.  Apply three-quarter inches of water each time.  This should wet the soil to a depth of 8 to 12 inches.  You should water no more often than once every five to seven days.
Mow centipede lawns at one to one and one-half inches tall.  If you mow higher than this, centipede lawns can get thatchy.  Thatchy lawns can have more pest problems and they may die in the winter.  Lawns with thatch layers thicker than one half inch are at risk.  Thatchy lawns often feel thick or spongy.
My dogwood tree (or azalea) is doing poorly. The edges of the leaves are turning brown.  Dogwoods and azaleas are shade loving plants.  When we plant them in the sun, this is like taking a fair-skinned red head to the beach in July, with no sunscreen!  The person can go inside, but the plant cannot.

Do not plant azaleas or dogwoods in the sun.  They are much happier in dappled shade.  Full sun damages the plant and can make other pest problems worse.  Some dogwoods in the sun will begin to produce too many branches.  The plant will begin to look like a bush, not a tree.   
Instead of azaleas in the sun, try India hawthorn.  Be careful to buy the varieties that are resistant to leaf spot.  These would include the varieties Georgia Charm,  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Georgia Petite, Eleanor Tabor, Olivia, Clara, Majestic White and Snow White.
Full sun replacements for dogwood include redbud or Carolina silverbells.  Redbud is often a little sparse, but can be pretty.  Redbud will not withstand wet feet.
One other problem we have with azalea and dogwood is that they will not do well in wet soils.  Dig a hole next to your plant about one foot deep.  Fill it with water.  In a well drained soil the water should drain out within eight hours.  If it takes longer than this, the site is probably poorly drained.  
Wet soils cause root rot and eventual plant decline. In wet areas, plant wet soil tolerant plants or build the planting bed up four to six inches higher than the surrounding soil.  You must do this before planting.
Can I prune my azalea back very low now?  Prune spring flowering plants anytime from after they bloom until mid-July. They begin setting flower buds in late summer.  Late pruning can cut off these buds and ruin next year’s flowers.  Non-blooming or summer blooming plants can be pruned from January through mid-September.  Later pruning can cause new growth that will still be damaged by the cold when the first frost comes.  

We heavily prune plants that have gotten far too big.  We can cut them down to 12 to 24 inches tall in late January through early March.  The earlier you prune, the better.  Heavily pruning tall shrubs now can damage them.  

Let’s return to the azalea in question.  You can individually prune the long branches sticking up above the rest of the plant.  Cut them off deep inside of the bush where the cuts will not show.  This will help keep them in bounds until next spring.

