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CITRUS GREENING

By: Ellen Reisinger, Master Gardener, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners

We all enjoy eating citrus products and reaping the benefit of having Vitamin C in our diet. Many of us in the Coastal Bend grow citrus trees in our own home gardens. Did you know that there is a devastating disease of citrus plants now found in the United States called Citrus Greening? This article discusses Citrus Greening Disease and explains what you can do as a home gardener to help detect and curb this growing menace. 

Citrus Greening, also known as Huanglongbing (or Yellow Dragon Disease), can strike nearly all citrus species and even orange jasmine. This disease does not affect human or animal health. Citrus Greening Disease was first detected in the United States in Florida in 2005. At the present time the entire state of Florida is under quarantine. The disease is also present in Louisiana as of 2008. Outside the United States it has been found throughout Asia, the Indian subcontinent, Saudi Arabia and Brazil. The significance of this disease is that it can greatly reduce citrus production, render the fruit bitter and misshapen and it will ultimately kill the infected citrus tree. There is no known cure for Citrus Greening at this time. 

  There are three forms of Citrus Greening Disease (Asian, African and American). As of this date only the Asian form has been found in the United States. Citrus Greening Disease is caused by a bacteria. This bacteria is transmitted by insects called the Asian citrus psyllid and the African citrus psyllid. The Asian citrus psyllid has been detected in the United States, Mexico, southern Asia and Brazil. So far the African citrus psyllid has not been found here. It is unclear exactly how the Asian citrus psyllid first entered the United States. It has been theorized that the insect may have come in on an infected plant that was smuggled into this country.  

The Asian citrus psyllid is a small insect (3-4 mm in length) and is brown in color. The wings are mottled brown. This insect is most likely to be found on new plant growth. They feed with their heads down and their tails appear to be lifted off the leaf at a 45-degree angle. These insects lay their eggs on the tips of growing leaves. Eggs appear to be yellow-orange in color and are almond shaped. The eggs will hatch in a matter of a few days and the nymphs are yellowish orange. It requires about 17 days for an egg to develop into an adult. The Asian citrus psyllid can cause damage to the citrus plant by feeding on the sap in the leaves that then produces honeydew and ultimately sooty mold growth. You also may see white waxy deposits on the leaves. As the insect feeds it releases a toxin that results in malformation of the plant’s leaves.  

As mentioned above the most serious problem caused by the Asian citrus psyllid is due to its ability to carry the bacteria that causes Citrus Greening Disease. Thankfully, at this point in time Citrus Greening Disease has not yet been found in Texas but the vector (the Asian citrus psyllid) is present in the Rio Grande Valley. Literature indicates that the Asian citrus psyllid was accidentally introduced into the Rio Grande Valley on potted citrus plants from Florida. Some feel it is just a matter of time until Citrus Greening Disease arrives in Texas. The signs and symptoms of Citrus Greening Disease are blotchy mottling of the citrus leaves and leaf yellowing along with die back, poor flowering and stunted growth. Citrus greening leaf symptoms are somewhat unique in that the yellow mottling is not the same on both sides of the leaf. The fruit from an infected tree will often be green and bitter tasting despite being ripe (this is how Citrus Greening got its name). Infected citrus plants may not show signs of Citrus Greening Disease for a long time, sometimes up to two years. Eventually the entire tree will turn yellow and die.  

In researching for this article I learned that the citrus nurseries in the Rio Grande Valley have a regular spraying program (about every two weeks) to eradicate any Asian citrus psyllid found on the trees there. This is not practical for the home gardener and these sprays are often only for commercial usage. What can we do as home gardeners to help detect and prevent the spread of this problem? First and foremost do not ship or move citrus plants outside of a quarantined area. Do not graft citrus plants and do not buy citrus plants of unknown origin. If you have fruit trees or orange jasmine in your own backyard it is important to inspect your trees regularly. Look for any signs of the insect or disease described in this article. If you find suspicious plants you can call the TDA (Texas Department of Agriculture) at 800-835-5832. The TDA will contact the nearest County Extension Office who will inspect the tree or collect samples if necessary and mail them to Texas A&M University-Kingsville Citrus Center for analysis. (Note: There are other insects and diseases of citrus besides the Asian citrus psyllid and Citrus Greening that can cause yellowing and misshaped leaves). For a photo of the Asian citrus psyllid and more information, a good website is http://kcc-weslaco.tamu.edu.

Long-term management of the Asian citrus psyllid that causes Citrus Greening is problematic in part due to the widespread citrus trees planted in this country. In Florida chemical control is used on young citrus unable to withstand the damage due to the psyllid. Biological controls such as lady beetles and wasp parasites have been employed as well. Research is ongoing. Meanwhile, we all need to do our part to help keep these very serious insect pests that cause Citrus Greening Disease under control.  
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