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Devastating Plant Disease, Citrus Greening, 
Found in the Valley

By Ginger Easton Smith, County Extension Agent

In mid-January, the first incidence of Citrus Greening disease in the state of Texas was confirmed in a tree in San Juan in Hidalgo County, by the Texas Department of Agriculture and the USDA Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS).  It has not been found anywhere else in the state.

Citrus Greening (CG), also known as Huanglongbing-which which roughly translates into "yellow dragon disease"- is a serious and destructive disease of all varieties of citrus.  The disease, caused by bacteria, severely weakens the tree, affects the production and quality of fruit, and ultimately kills the tree.  There is no cure for a plant with Citrus Greening.  

It is important to note that the CG affects plants only; it is not a disease of humans and poses absolutely no threat to us.  It is completely safe to eat citrus fruit, although fruit from a diseased tree may have a salty or bitterish taste (but such fruit would never make it to market).  

CG is, however, devastating to farms and threatens the citrus industry in Texas.  A strict quarantine has been established by the Texas Department of Agriculture for a 5 mile radius around where the disease was found, in an effort to contain this damaging citrus disease.

Symptoms of CG can be confused with those of severe nutrient deficiencies, and include yellow shoots, twig dieback, tree decline and reduced fruit size and quality. There are some characteristic symptoms to watch for including new leaves growing almost straight up from the twig resembling rabbit ears; blotchy, uneven yellowing of leaves-particularly if they have islands of green tissue; small or lopsided fruit, and fruit that remain green and may drop before ripening.  The blotchy yellowing of leaves might only occur on some branches of the tree, while leaves on other branches appear uniformly green and healthy.  

Fruit and leaf drop increase as the disease progresses, and often the tree will produce flowers and flushes of leaf growth off-season. Over time the tree will develop more dieback of branches and stunted growth, and will eventually die.  

Laboratory testing is the only way to know for sure if a plant has Citrus Greening.  Any tree suspected of having it should be tested.  Keep in mind that all species of citrus are susceptible, and the type of rootstock they are grafted on to does not change this.  

The bacterium that causes the disease is spread by an insect called the citrus psyllid (Diaphorina citri), which transmits it by feeding on an infected plant and then on healthy plants.  Adult citrus psyllids are only about 1/8 inch long with a mottled brown body and light brown head.  They are covered with whitish, waxy secretion, giving them the appearance of being dusty.  The most distinguishing feature about them is that they feed at a 45 degree angle to the leave or stem.  Head down, hind end up in the air.  

The psyllid is found throughout Texas, but most will not be carrying the disease.  Commercial citrus growers have been on the lookout for Citrus Greening and have been participating in an effort to control the psyllid, with the result of significantly reducing the population levels in commercial groves.
Home gardeners are asked to assist with controlling the spread of this disease by becoming familiar with the symptoms (see http://texascitrusgreening.org/,  http://amarillo.tamu.edu/files/2010/11/Greening2010FactSheet07.pdf for color photos and more information), inspecting their own trees and contacting the Texas Department of Agriculture if suspected symptoms of CG are found.  

Texas is the second-leading state in grapefruit production and ranks third in orange production with about 28,295 acres in commercial citrus production in the Rio Grande Valley. The primary citrus counties are Cameron, Hidalgo and Willacy.  “With a statewide economic impact of more than $140 million, our citrus industry is a vital part of the Texas agricultural economy and the economy of the Rio Grande Valley,” according to Agriculture Commissioner Todd Staples. 
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