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CITRUS GREENING – THE YELLOW DRAGON

By Anita Garrett-Roe, Master Gardener and Citrus Specialist

Rabbit ears mean something different to different people. To the young, they come on plush toys; to older folks the words conjure up memories of some v-shaped wires on top of their ancient black and white TV sets; to the rest of the folks, they come atop the head of rabbits and the Easter Bunny.

But “rabbit ears” that come on citrus trees in the form of pairs of “v’s” have a completely different meaning, one that strikes fear into the minds and hearts of those who know about citrus greening.  It is The Yellow Dragon.

Citrus greening, or Huanglongbing, which means Yellow Dragon in Chinese, is a bacterial disease that can greatly reduce fruit production and kill citrus trees.  This is one of the most serious citrus diseases in the world.  It was first identified in Florida in 2005 and has since been reported in the states of Georgia, South Carolina, and Louisiana.  

A single tree can die within 3 or 4 years of the time it is infected. This disease was first noticed in China and has become a scourge in citrus producing areas all over the world. If something is not done to stop it, it is possible we are going to lose ALL our citrus trees. This is hard to believe but true!

One way you can tell if a citrus tree has this deadly malady, is that somewhere on the tree there will be some pale lime-green leaves. But there is more to notice: a tell-tale set of leaves that stick up together, like a pair of rabbit ears, are a dead give away that the tree may be infected.   Some of the tree’s leaves will look blotchy and the green color is unevenly distributed.  The main vein going down the leaf will seem somewhat tough looking and raised. Additional symptoms are indentations of the leaves, small fruits, lopsided fruit, or even blighted areas on the tree where there are no leaves. 

Today, it is against the law for nurseries in Texas to raise citrus trees from their own seed, since these tree seedlings could be from contaminated stock. All nurseries that sell citrus trees in Texas are required by law to buy clean certified stock from the special screened-in nurseries that are set up in Texas.  Of course, once the new seedling trees leave the facility, it is possible that they could become infected by a psyllid insect carrying the bacteria.   

Experts do not think we have citrus greening in Texas right now, based on the steps they have taken to protect our citrus crops.  But they all agree, it is a matter of time before we get it in Texas. It is already in Florida. 

Heroic efforts have already been taken by the Texas Department of Agriculture and the US Government, as well as Texas A&M, to do everything possible to keep citrus greening out of our state.  

The insects that carry the bacteria are called psyllids. These are normally harmless insects minding their own business, but some have unfortunately been infected with the bacteria due to feeding on an infected tree.  They then go to a healthy tree and will feed on it.

These infected psyllids carry the germs in their bellies, and when they feed on a citrus tree, after about 30 minutes of feeding, the germ is transmitted to the tree. There is no cure.   Even if you cut off the branch that is turning light green, it is too late because the bacteria is traveling up and down the tree inside the bark, systemically.

There is NO current report of this disease in Texas, but we are asking all residents who have citrus trees to take a look at their trees.  We know we do not have citrus greening in the tree nurseries, since these are inspected, but we are not certain about citrus trees that are growing at private residences.

For pictures of infected trees and the psyllid and more information, go to http://texascitrusgreening.org/.  If you suspect you might have this problem, contact the Texas Department of Agriculture (800-835-5832) or the Texas AgriLife Extension Service for assistance.  Early detection of citrus greening will help reduce the spread of this pathogen.

Scientists are hopeful that somehow a new strain of citrus can be developed that will be immune to this bacteria.  They are in a race against time.  There is discussion about using spinach genes with the citrus genes because no human is allergic to spinach (no matter what your kids have told you!).  So far, no fruit has been developed using this approach, and until that happens, we won’t know if the citrus fruit using a spinach gene will be green or orange!

Scientists believe that it is matter of time before we get citrus greening in Texas, since infected psyllids could blow in on winds from a storm.  But in the meantime, we are doing everything we can to be vigilant. Take the time today to go inspect your citrus trees and give one of the above numbers a call if you think you have detected citrus greening – The Yellow Dragon!
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