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SAVING SAGO PALMS FROM ASIAN SCALE
By:  Timothy Mullin, Master Gardener
The sago palm, officially Cycas revoluta, (King Sago) was identified in 1730 in China; it is also native to Japan.  It was the second Cycad to be collected by Europeans, the first, C. circinalis, (Queen Sago) was found in the E. Indies in 1700.  The plant is pre-historic and can be found in the fossil record dating back millions of years, older than some dinosaurs.

Sagos are extremely slow growing, taking as long as 100 years to reach their mature height of 10 feet; so think twice when you see a Sago that is 5 feet high - it isn’t small, it’s close to a half-century old.   In the 19th century these semi-hardy Cycads (they are not actually palms) which can survive winters in Zone 7b, Memphis or New York City, were the favorites of our Victorian ancestors.  

During the Victorian period these showy exotic tropical-looking ‘palms’ grew in greenhouses, and yards wherever they could survive, providing the exotic landscape look desired at the time. Today, some people find them dull, or uninteresting, perhaps because they are so common or ‘don’t do anything’.  

Sadly, our lovely historic Cycads are being killed by a pest, the Asian Scale, Aulacaspis yasumatsui. This insect protects itself with a hard, waxy covering, so it appears as small (only 1/16 to 1/32 of an inch) white dots on the upper and undersides of the leaves. Asian scale, from Thailand and southern China, has no natural enemies in the western hemisphere. If steps are not taken to stop its progress, the Texas coast will suffer the same fate as Florida, and there will be no sago palms left.
The mighty Chestnut was wiped out in the Chestnut blight beginning in 1904, and our beautiful elms were eliminated from the landscape with the Dutch Elm disease which began to spread in 1921. The horrible Japanese beetle came into the country in 1912, and the wooly adelgid was introduced in the 1950s decimating the native hemlocks, and only regular spraying can save these majestic trees.

Asiatic scale was an unwelcome passenger on some imported plants that came into Miami in 1997.  In its nearly 20 years in this country, it has devastated sagos in Florida, and has spread along the gulf coast killing sagos as it goes, and is now damaging our lovely sagos here in Aransas County.

While still in Florida, the Department of Agriculture stepped in to see what could be done, identifying and releasing parasitic wasps that kill the scale, but the scale reproduces at alarming rates.  The wasp couldn’t save the sagos in Florida, because the scale also infests the root system, which the wasps cannot reach.  The scale at a certain stage in its development can be blown about by the wind.  By allowing the scale to go unchecked in one location, the scale is spread to other sagos in the neighborhood.  One may not mind the sagos dying in one’s own yard, but by doing nothing, a homeowner provides a breeding ground for this plague.

What can be done?  Remove heavily infested fronds (palm leaves) to reduce and help control the scale population. Cuttings must be disposed of in double-sealed plastic bags to avoid contamination. Tools used for pruning must be cleaned to minimize the risk of spreading the pest.  

A home gardener can use horticultural oils, insecticidal soap, and various home remedies that combine soap and oil.  Spraying must completely cover the plant as scales can infest all plant parts; spraying under the fronds is essential.  The soap breaks down the waxy shell which protects the adults, and the oil smothers them.  Sprays of horticultural oils and insecticidal soaps require 2 to 3 applications (5 to 10 days apart), and then regular examination and respraying to reduce re-infestation.  Scale reproduces quickly, and plants should be checked twice a month when temperatures are above 70 degrees, and once a month when temps are below 70.  This helps to keep the visible population under control, but horticultural sprays do not reach the scale hiding in the roots.

Systemic insecticides are effective when applied as soil drenches. Use only products that are registered for ornamental plant use in Texas like imidacloprid.  Please note that imidicloprid is not recommended for flowering plants that bees visit as it is toxic to them.  With a systemic, the plant absorbs the insecticide, poisoning all the pests that are sucking the plant’s juices no matter where they are living on the plant.  If using a systemic it is not necessary to also use a contact spray, however, one may wish to keep up a regular regimen of spraying to reduce the possibility of re-infestation whenever the wind blows.

Without treatment, your sago will almost surely die.  Only a vigilant and focused effort by everyone will save our sagos.
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