September

Dodder, March Fly

By

Joan Howie, Master Gardener Volunteer

LEAD IN I

Unnoticed in March, tiny threads of dodder sprouted and twined their way toward shrubs and trees, losing their connection to the ground along the way. Now, in maturity, we see them full grown as they cover these plants with their long orangish rope-like strands. Dodder, a parasitic plant, is considered a noxious weed and effort should be made to control it as much as possible, which is difficult without a chemical agent to use against it

LEAD IN II

The orangish masses covering trees and shrubs this time of year had their origin in March.  Then unnoticed, tiny threads of dodder sprouted and twined their way toward nearby greenery, losing their connect ion to the ground along the way.  Now, in maturity, they festoon these plants with their long, colorful, rope-like strands,  Dodder, a parasitic plant, is considered a noxious weed and effort should be made to control it as much as possible, which is difficult without a chemical agent to use against it.

Pulling the pest off its host is futile.  Since dodder doesn’t produce a chlorophyll, it can’t live alone, but must feed off the nutrients in the tissues of other plants; it forces plugs, called haustoria, into the bark of trees and shrubs in order to reach their vascular systems.  Once imbedded, he strands can’t be pulled out.  The host plant becomes weakened and will completely or partially dire.  Affected trees may lose their symmetry where branches have been killed.  Dodder also may grow on grasses and flowers, wit whole planting areas involved.  When the parasite invades flower beds, horticulturists recommend removing all plant material and dirt and replacing it with fresh.  Early in the season, infested branches of landscape plants can be removed to keep the parasite from spreading.  Often in undeveloped areas small saplings and weedy growth become covered with dodder and need to be cut out.  Remember when working with dodder that it produces a sticky substance that stains skin and clothing.

During the fall, dodder produces flowers and seeds on long ivy-like strands.  The most effective control fort dodder is to watch for these and to keep these seeds cut off.  Cuttings should be bagged tightly for discard.  One dodder plant can produce up to 16,000 seeds which remain viable for 60 years.  A few pre-emergent herbicides can be used in early spring to prevent the germination of dodder seeds.  The problem is knowing just where the seeds are.  Construction of new homes on dodder infested lots with the removal of infested trees as well as turning, filling and sodding lawns reduces the incidence of dodder in those landscapes.

Many strain of dodder exist.  Some are devastating to field crops.  Wisconsin researchers have developed a mycoherbicide from spores of certain fungi which can help in controlling dodder on commercial acreage.  So far there is no available “doddercide” for protecting ornamental species.  Cutting out dodder in the spring when it is small and keeping it from reaching valuable shrubs and trees along with removing seeding bodies is still the only control we have.

Another September pest which we can’t control is the March fly.  These are commonly known as love-bugs because they are usually seen in the mating position as they slam into windshields, headlights and grills of moving automobiles.  They fly for about 4 weeks in May and again in September, mating in flight until the male fly dies in about 2-3 days.  Females live about a week and may have several mates, which explains the abundance of love-bugs.  Although they don’t bite sting or damage plants they can be very annoying to car owners.  The bugs should be cleaned off quickly to avoid paint damage.  If they are present around the yard, any house painting should be delayed till their season is over.

In spite of nature’s pests, September is still a fantastic outdoor tine in the Coastal Bend.

