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CYCAD AULACASPIS SCALE

By Todd L. Cutting

Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

Cycad Aulacaspis Scale (CAS), also known as Cycad Asian Scale, is rampant in the Coastal Bend.  This insect, native to Thailand, was introduced into the USA, to Florida, in 1996.  It has since been spread to all areas where cycads are grown, mostly by movement of plant material.  It has no endemic enemies to slow or stop its reproduction and spread.  A couple of predator and parasitic insects have been introduced from Thailand but can’t keep up with the multiplicative rate of the scale.  This insect reproduces continuously, year round, albeit slower when temperatures are cooler.  

If you have a Cycad, commonly known as a Sago Palm, in your landscape with the scale you must treat it to control this invasive insect or you will lose your sago.  It’s just a matter of time.  Once this scale insect infests your plant it will start sucking the juice from the leaves and laying eggs. In a couple of months during hot weather, you may have as many as 3000 scales per square inch on your plant.  It will look like it was covered with snow or Christmas tree flocking.  You want to start treatment before it reaches this stage.  

As it reproduces continuously, eggs are hatching all the time.  The first instar stage is very small and can be blown around by the breeze, infesting other sagos in the area.  Because there are no enemies, this spread, infestation and multiplication will continue until all the sagos in the area are dead.  Then the CAS will die off because there will be no host for it to live on.  There is a quarantine and inspection to control the spread of the scale from nurseries but I have personally seen infested plants at retailers.  So if you buy new plants inspect them very carefully.  This scale insect can live and thrive on the roots as well as on the leaves so take the plant out of the pot and inspect the roots, too.

Several insecticides are available to control scale insects and many are registered for use in ornamental plants in Texas. Check the pesticide label to make sure the product is registered for ornamentals and to select the right formulation. There are a few options to choose from for spraying the leaves.  You can use a summer weight horticultural oil (such as Ultrafine or Volck) or fish oil emulsion (organocide) by itself, and insecticidal soap (including neem oil), or a mixture of the two.  A contact insecticide can also be added; some of the possibilities are products containing carbaryl (such as Sevin and other products), acephate, pyrethrin, and permethrin (various brand names). Make three applications, 5 to10 days apart. The second and third applications are critical for control, don’t skip them.  

Cover all the foliage, upper and lower surfaces, and spray until run-off.  Use a stick to lift the fronds so you can thoroughly cover the lower surfaces.  Also spray the trunk.  Use leftover spray mixture as a drench around the base of the plant.  Do this spraying activity during the cooler part of the day to lessen plant injury.  About a week after the third application, pressure wash the plant to remove some of the dead scales and improve the appearance of the plant.  

When your Sagos are actively growing, make a soil drench around the base of the trunk and going outward to the drip line with a systemic product.  Water the plant thoroughly the night before your intended drench.  Use an imidicloprid insecticide sold as Tree and Shrub Drench, or Bayer Advanced Tree and Shrub Systemic Insecticide, or Merit.  Use three ounces of Tree and Shrub Drench per foot of Sago height.  Up to six ounces can be mixed in a gallon of water.  If more drench is needed, use 6 to 12 ounces of material in two gallons of water.  After application, rinse container and pour the rinse water around the plant.

For maximum uptake of the drench insecticide, which is systemic and will move from the roots up through the leaves, the plant needs to be actively growing.  If the sago is dormant the insecticide won’t be absorbed and translocated throughout the plant.  So wait until April or May to do the drench.  This is not a onetime treatment regime.  You will have to be vigilant and scout your sagos for CAS every year, many times.

As a community we need to decide if we want an exotic palm-looking plant in our landscapes or not.  If we don’t control the Sago palm scale insect we won’t have a choice because it will suck them all dry.  Once all the Sagos die, The CAS will either die from lack of a host and food source or will mutate to another food source.  The nursery industry will refuse to provide Sagos because they will be unprofitable.  Maybe we’ll be lucky and the beneficial predators and parasites will become entrenched in our community and control the CAS to less than epidemic proportions. 

For more information on Cycad Aulacaspis Scale or other horticultural problems contact Aransas County AgriLife Extension at 790-0103 or e-mail http://aransas.AgriLife.org.  If you need samples of CAS identified, seal them in a doubled plastic bag and bring to the AgriLife Extension Office at 892 Airport Road, Rockport, TX 78382.
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