Houseplants Are Waking Up Too!

Donna Steward, Lyon County Master Gardener
Q My rubber tree has little brown half shell dots on the leaves and stems and the leaves are sticky. Can I save it before those pests kill it? 

Q The leaf tips on a couple of my houseplants are turning brown and some of the leaves are falling off?

Q I have a flowering houseplant and the flower buds are dropping off this year before they bloom. What am I doing wrong?

Q A plant I call burro’s tail is getting long and spindly and the color is so pale. It was just fine before I moved it. What do you think is wrong?

This time of year (late winter) our housplants are beginning to frustrate us with insects, diseases and other problems. It has been a long, colder than usual fall and winter and houseplants may be needing extra help about now. Here is a guide to help you nurse your houseplant back to health and hopefully prevent symptoms from spreading. You may also bring your plant to the Lyon County Extension Office to have a Master Gardener or Susan Fox, the Horticulture Agent, help you with diagnosing your houseplant’s problem. Or easier yet, take a picture and send it to www.susan.fox.uky.edu to find out if your plant is suffering from insects, disease, or other problems.

Insects:

Aphids are clusters of tiny, soft, shiny or  sticky spots on leaves. Insect may be green, red, or black. 

Soultions: wash  plants under a strong stream of water, rubbing the insects off. Avoid overwatering and overfertizing, which encourage the insect.

Mealybugs are clusters of white, cotton-looking insects mostly on the underside of leaves. Solution: use a cottom swab soaked in rubbing alcohol and touch the area. 

Scale insects are small wazy dots or disks that cling to leaf or stem. Leaves may be discolored and sticky and the insect is brown, black, gray, white or red. 

Solution:Plant must be isolated immediately. wash entire plant with warm, soapy water and a soft cloth (a few drops of diswahing soap to a pint of water) Keep isolated until the scales have died and dropped off.

Spider mites are tiny, but their brown fecal pellets can be seen, espically on the underside of leaves. A light webbing appears over leaves and stems if infestation progresses.  Leaves will appear stippled with yellow and brown spots. 

Solutions: Plant must be isolated immediately. Spray plants thoroughly with insecticidal soap. Mist plant frequently to increase humidity because spider mites thrive in dry conditions. 

Powdery Mildew appears to be white or gray patches on leaves and plant may appear pale or washed- out. 

Solution Remove the affected parts of plant and used a mixture of baking soda and water to spray on before fungus becomes firmly established. Good idea to increase the air circulaton around plant. Once mildew is cleared up, spray plants every two weeks for several months.
Mold appears as a moldy patch on leaves or black or rotting leaves and stems. 

Solution: Clip off or remove damaged parts of plants. you can dust cut surfaces with cinnamon which is a jid fungicide.  Decrease watering and increase air circulation.

Overwatering is a problem with many houseplants. It will appear as wilted foliage, moldy or sour smell from soil, black patches on leaves, algae growing on the soil surface and gnats (samll, winged insects may swarm around the plant.

Solution: If possible rove plant from pot and place on layers of newspapers for a day or two in a warm, dry spot. Once the plant is dry, repot it in a pot with good drainage. To eliminate gnats, block access to soil surface with gravel or small stones.

Underwatering will appear as wilted, withered, dry and drooping leaves and stems. Leaves may have brown tips  or be curled slightly. The pot will feel light when lifted.

 Solution: If possible place plant in a tub or water for an hour to completely water. Be sure to water more frequently and increase indoor humidity. Best thing to do would be to repot the plant in a fresh, moisture retaining potting mix containing vermiculite.

Sun scald appears a brown or dry patches on leaves, blisters on leaves, wilting, or pale washed-out foliage. 

Solution: Move plant away from the strong light source and remove affected portions of plant because they will not recover from the damage.

Pot-bound plants will stop growing, roots may protrude from the drainage hole or plant toatlly fills pot. 

Solution: remove plant from pot, separte any offshotts if needed and place the plant in a pot that has a 2inch larger diameter. Depending on the amount of room you have for the plant, you might want to divide plant into several smaller pots.

Etiolation appears as thin, weak, spindly growth, often pale in color and angled like it is trying to stretch for light. 

Solution: Increase light exposure and wait and watch. If over time the plant appears to become ungainly, consider beginning over with cuttings or trim below the weak growth.

Not Flowering when plant looks healthy but flowers don’t appear. 

Solution: increase light exposure and aply a balance or blossom-boosting fertilizer. May need to also provide a significant difference between day and night temperature within what the plant requires. 

Bud drop is when the new flowering buds drop off before flowering. 

Solution: avoid moving the plant while in bud and keep away from cold drafts or sudden temperature changes. May need to increase humidity by misting.

Nutrient Deficiency will appear in leaves that are yellow and sickly, sometimes around the veins or new growth. The whole plant just looks pale and unhealthy. 

Solution is to repot in fresh soil and a new pot and fertilize with a formula for this type of plant.

Recipe for sprays;

Baking Soda Solution is often effective against powdery mildew. Plants should be sprayed every two weeks if they are prone to this fungus.

1 tablespoon baking soda

1 tablespoon horticultural spray oil

1 quart water

Mix ingredients and spray plant, coating leaves. Keep the spray bottle labeled for safety. Horticultural spray oil is a light oil that helps the baking soda disperse in the water and stick to the plant. It is available at nurseries and garden centers.

Insecdticidal Saop is available at nurseries and garden centers. Read label carefully before purchasing to be certain that it will treat your insect problem and is safe for your plant. Remember that the soap is effective only if it makes contact with the insect in its liquid form. Insecticidal soap is ineffective after it dries. 

Caution: Only a few insecticide products inlcuding insecticidal soaps, are available for treating plants inside the home, and even some of these may injure certain plants. Read the label thoroughly before you buy or use a product to be sure it is appropriate for your situation. During good weather when plants can be taken outdoors for spraying,m a wider choice of insecticides is available. However, do not move sprayed plants back indoors until the spray has thoroughly dried on the plants. 

More information on housplant insect control can be found in Entfact406, houseplant insect control. http:www.uky.edu/Agriculture/Entomology/entfacts/trees/ef406.htm 
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