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July Q & A
by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Advisor
Q. An old cedar tree on our property started dripping this year. A clear sticky substance falls from the
leaves and branches. What is causing this?
A. Since late spring, residents have been seeing this on conifer trees and indicating it's the first time
they've noticed it. For some unexplainable reason we are experiencing a population explosion of the
giant conifer aphid (Cinara spp.). This aphid is not new to the area and rarely is it even recognized as a
problem. It is here every year and this season the big aphid is all around town in huge numbers.
Giant conifer aphids thrive on fir, pine, and spruce trees. They are large aphids, reaching almost ¼ inch
in length. At first glance they are mistaken for ticks. They have especially long legs and a purplish or
black body that is sometimes covered with gray powder. They occur individually or in large colonies on
foliage and bark. Colonies on deodar cedar often infest only a single limb.
Conifer aphid feeds on trees by sucking sap through its straw-mouth, digesting the food, and excreting
honeydew, the sticky clear substance. In mature trees aphid populations are not large enough to do real
damage but the copious honeydew and black sooty mold that grows on honeydew creates a sticky and
unsightly mess on the trees, sidewalks, automobiles, and other surfaces beneath trees.
When disturbed, the aphid colonies shift their bodies in unison, apparently in response to an alarm
pheromone they secrete. There are several dozen Cinara species and each is specific to one or a few
conifer species, but more than one aphid species may occur on the same plant. Giant conifer aphids give
birth to live nymphs the year around in mild winter climates, but overwinter as eggs where winters are
severe.
What to do? We recommend waiting out the season. The aphid will become food for ladybugs, lacewings,
paper wasps and other beneficial insects. Soon the population will crash and the aphid will go back to
rarely being noticed. If the honeydew becomes bothersome, then spray a stream of water on lower tree
branches and/or add some insecticidal soap to a hose end sprayer before you aim and shoot. If the tree
provides shade for your car, then consider modifying your parking spot with a tarp in order to save your
paint job.

Q. My landscape is dotted with large mature shade trees. How often should I fertilize them?
A. Sixteen fertilizer elements are required for plant growth. Air (through carbon dioxide) and water
provide three: carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen. In the soil, plant roots absorb the remaining 13 elements:
nitrogen, phosphorous, potassium, calcium, sulfur, magnesium, manganese, zinc, boron, copper, iron,
molybdenum, and chlorine. The first six are termed macronutrients because the plant uses them in large
amounts. The last seven are called micronutrients because they are used in much smaller quantities.
Landscape trees rarely need fertilizer. Nutrient deficiencies, especially nitrogen, phosphorus, and
potassium, are not common, except in palm trees. Palms develop nitrogen, potassium, manganese, and
magnesium deficiencies.
Iron and zinc deficiencies do occur in our area. Although these elements are abundant in soil, soil
conditions such as high pH or cold, wet, or poorly drained soils make the elements unavailable to plants.
Trees adapted to acidic soils such as pin oak, red oak, and sweet gum (liquidambar) are often
iron-deficient in alkaline soils. Apply iron and zinc fertilizers or chelates about every other year.
Sometime landscape trees exhibit symptoms resembling fertilizer deficiencies. These are usually the
result of other plant problems such as poorly drained soils, over- or under-watering, pH extremes, root
diseases, plant pests, or other factors. Adding fertilizer does not correct the real problem and may
contribute to other problems. Improper or excessive fertilization can damage plants, cause increased
pest problems, and may pollute surface or underground water.
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