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SOOTY MOLD GROWS ON LEAVES WITH SUCKING INSECTS SUCH AS SCALE

By Ginger Easton Smith


Does it look like soot has been deposited on the leaves of some of your plants?  Well, unless it actually has been, the black stuff is probably sooty mold.  It is a fungus that grows on the leaf, but does not actually infect the leaf itself.  

Although it doesn’t infect the plant, it is harmful because it prevents the leaf from getting sufficient sunlight for photosynthesis, weakening the plant.  The presence of sooty mold means that some species of sucking insect, such as scales, aphids or mealybugs, are feeding on the plant.  After these insects feed on the plant juices, they excrete a sticky substance, called honeydew, on the leaf surface.  Sooty mold, which is black and powdery like soot, grows on the honeydew.


Ants are the third part of this jolly group and if they are crawling around on your plants, look closer and you will surely see a sucking insect or two.  Certain species of ants that are attracted to sweet substances feed on the honeydew.  It is in their best interest to keep that honeydew coming, so they protect the sucking insects from predators and also move them around the plant or from plant to plant.  This is often referred to as the ants “farming” the insects.  


With the insects sucking the juices out of the leaves and the sooty mold blocking the sun from the leaves, serious damage can be done to infested plants, particularly if they are young.  Control measures may be needed, but remember that keeping pests in check, rather than total eradication, should be the goal in the garden or on the farm.  


There are some natural controls that may be present such as ladybugs, of which there are many species.  The larvae don’t look at all like the adults but they are voracious eaters of mealybugs, scales and aphids.  So, look before you spray and see if something is feeding on the “bad” bugs.  

      
When sprays are necessary, those that have the least impact on the environment should be tried first.  Check with your nursery or garden supply store for insecticidal soap or ultra-fine spray oil.  Be sure to read the label before purchasing and using to be sure it can be used on the plants you are growing. Remember, a pesticide label, and even insecticidal soaps are pesticides, is a legal document and must be followed.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture came up with a recipe for an environmentally friendly spray that you can easily and inexpensively make at home to control soft-bodied insects, such as aphids, whiteflies, soft scales and even spider mites.  

      
Mix one tablespoon of dishwashing liquid, and one tablespoon of baking soda with one cup of any kind of vegetable oil to make a concentrate.  Shake well, and then combine two to four teaspoons of the concentrate with two cups of water in a spray bottle.  Spray plants thoroughly, the insects need to be drenched rather than just misted.  Repeat in five to seven days to kill the young insects as they hatch out, and again as needed.  It is very important not to make the applications in the heat of the day which can burn the leaves of more sensitive plants.

      
For large areas, a bigger batch of the concentrate can be made by using two ounces of dishwashing soap, an equal amount of baking soda and 32 ounces of vegetable oil.  Again, mix the concentrate thoroughly, then make the spray solution by mixing 11 ounces of the concentrate with four gallons of water and spray as directed above.  


Once the sucking insects are controlled, the sooty mold will eventually disappear, as will the ants.  It is not necessary to scrape off the dead scales or other insects.  Using the mixture mentioned above or spray oil will kill the mold also, causing it to dry up and eventually flake off.  If just a few plants are involved, after the sooty mold is dead, the plants can be sprayed with a garden hose to knock it off the leaves.
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