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QUEEN PALMS NEED CARE
By Todd L. Cutting, 
Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener
The past few years have seen a plethora of Queen Palms, Syagrus romanzoffiana, planted in Aransas County.  Queen Palms are easy to propagate, fast growing, and attractive in a more tropical way than the native sabal palms and naturalized Washingtonians or Mexican fan palms.  Queen palms are not as cold tolerant as Mexican fan palms.  Whether the use of Queen Palms in the landscape is a fad or the future, they require more intensive management than Mexican fan palms to grow and look their best.

Queen palms need a slightly acid soil to efficiently extract mineral elements from the soil.  Aransas County soils usually test slightly alkaline, a pH of about 7.5.  If you are in the contemplative mood and just considering getting a Queen palm, get a soil test done to determine the pH and salt content of your soil.  High pH (alkaline) and high salts are detrimental to Queen Palms.  If you indicate on the soil test form that you are considering a Queen palm, and your soil is alkaline, the testing lab can recommend an amount of sulfur to modify the soil to a pH 6.5.   If you already have Queen Palms and they have yellowish older leaves, spread a pound of sulfur per 100 square feet over the entire area.  You may have to repeat this every three or four years to maintain the slightly acid ph.

Alkaline soils will cause micronutrient deficiencies of manganese (Mn), iron (Fe), boron (B), and magnesium (Mg). Even if you have adjusted the pH, micronutrient deficiencies can show up. 

Virtually all the local palm trees exhibit potassium (K) deficiency. This is obvious in the ever present necrotic brown or gray, dry leaf tips appearing first on the older fronds and later on the younger ones.  The less noticeable but earlier symptom is small, translucent, yellow-orange spots on the oldest leaves.  A healthy frond should live six to eight years.  If you are removing them more frequently, you are slowly killing your tree by starvation and nutrient deficiencies, especially potassium.  Never remove palm fronds until they are totally dead and brown.  This includes the rachis or leaf “stem”.  To do so is to remove nutrients that the tree is translocating to the growing point.

Some rules for effective, efficient fertilization of Queen Palms, and all others for that matter, follow.

Never, ever, apply lawn fertilizer (such as 21-0-0) over the area containing the palm trees root system.  Palm tree roots are shallow but spread widely.  A mature palm, established three or more years can have a feeding root system extending out fifty feet or more from the trunk.  Lawn fertilizers contain way too much nitrogen (N) relative to their potassium content.  The nitrogen is readily taken up by the palm, grows fast, and creates a greater potassium deficiency in the plant, thus shortening its life.

Use a slow release fertilizer.  All the nitrogen and potassium should be in a slow release form.  The slow release form provides a relatively even availability of nitrogen and potassium for a two to three month period rather than a rapid availability right after application and then none, especially if we get a substantial rain event.

The best formulation of fertilizer nutrients for Queen Palms, per the University of Florida, is 8-2-12 plus 4Mg, (meaning 8% nitrogen-2% phosphorus-12% potassium plus 4% magnesium), and the micronutrients, Mn, B, and Fe.  This is difficult to find locally but here are some suggestions: 

Carl Pool 12-4-12 +5Mg, available in 50-pound bags at local nurseries; Palm Gain 8-2-12, slow release, in small package in store (and on-line); Arizona’s Best 10-5-10 slow release; Scotts Palm and Ornamental 8-4-8 continuous release; Sta - Green 10-5-8 +2Mg; and Osmocote 15-9-12 +1.3Mg, and Tree Saver 8-2-12 slow release, formulated to UFL recommendations (available on-line).    

Fertilize Queen Palms at the rate of 1.5 pounds of fertilizer per 100 square feet of canopy.  Go out in late morning or early afternoon and mark out the shadow the canopy makes.  Double the diameter.  This is the area you want to spread your palm fertilizer over.  Never use lawn fertilizer in this area.  As the trees grow, you will apply to ever-larger areas.  Always water to a depth of 4 to 6 inches before fertilizing. Water in after application with 0.5 to 1.0 inch of water to wash it through the turf thatch layer.

Fertilizer application should be made three times per year; February, June, and September.  This palm tree slow release fertilization regime will adequately fertilize St. Augustine and Bermuda grass turf for lawn quality as well.

This Queen Palm maintenance program will take a while; several years possibly, to take your junk yard dog palms to pampered lap dog palms but at least they won’t look famished all the time.  Follow the program, compare to your neighbors that don’t, and you’ll see the value in the second or third year.
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