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Scales are Insects, Too
by Pam Wallace, UC Master Gardener

Do you have a tree or shrub that's looking stressed, perhaps with yellowing or dropping leaves, and you
can't figure out what's wrong with it? Look closer. Does it have bumpy growths on the branches or
twigs? How about tiny, scab-like looking spots on the fruit? Does it drip honeydew or sap? Are there
ants crawling up the frunk of the tree? If so, chances are your tree has a scale infestation and now
may be the best time for action.

Scales are so unusual looking that many people don't realize the y are insects. Only young scales move
and these are called crawlers or nymphs. Adult female scales and many immature scales do not move.
Adults do not have typical insect body parts and vary in shape and colors. Their bodies are hidden
under a disklike or waxy covering. Surprisingly they have long piercing mouthparts that suck the juices
out of plants. Scale insects can be serious pests on all types of woody plants and shrubs, and severe
infestations can cause the overall decline and even the death of plants.

Armored scales and soft scales are the most common types of scales.

+ Armored scales are less than 1/8 inch in diameter and have a hard outer shell, almost like a turtle's.
This cover is quite dense and offers a degree of protection from pesticides and parasites. Armored
scales do not secrete honeydew. They hatch from eggs, settle down on a plant, lose their legs, and form
their shells. There are many generations per year. Examples of armored scales include California red
scale, greedy scale, oystershell scale, and San Jose scale.

- Soft scales may be smooth or cottony and have a diameter of % inch or less. They are usually larger
and more rounded than armored scales. Unlike the hard shell of armored scales, the surface of soft
scales is the actual body wall of the insect. Soft scales produce large quantities of honeydew, which is
modified plant sap that drips from their bodies. Usually there is only one generation per year.
Examples of soft scales are black scale, brown scale, and European fruit lecanium.

Management: Scales are well controlled by natural enemies, if those enemies are not disrupted by ants
or applications of broad-spectrum insecticides. If scale populations, especially armored scale species,
become abundant, you should take action. In the case of soft scales, controlling the ants may be all
that's needed. The ants protect the soft scales from natural enemies in order to feed on their
honeydew secretions. You may either apply a sticky material such as Tanglefoot or Stikem to the tree
trunk, or place enclosed pesticide baits or ant stakes near the tree.




Lady beetles and parasitic wasps are common scale enemies. Closely examine the scale covers for small
round holes. If these are present, that means that your scale has already been attacked and eaten by
an emerging adult parasite. Growing flowering plants near scale-infested trees and shrubs will provide a
habitat for their natural enemies.

Providing plants with good growing conditions, especially proper irrigation, helps make them more
resistant to scale damage. Thin out twigs and smaller branches that are heavily infested by scale.
Some judicious pruning (never removing more than 1/3 of the foliage a year) to open the tree canopy,
increasing air flow and sunlight, can help in scale control.

Dorman Season Sprays: If biological or cultural control methods are not effective, it may be necessary
to apply dormant season applications of either insecticidal soaps or specially refined oils, often called
narrow-range, supreme, or superior type oils. Avoid dormant oil or dormant oil emulsions, which are
more likely to injure plants. Treatment can be made any time while the plant is dormant, or not actively
growing. Do not apply oils during the fog or rain, or when the outside temperature is over 90 degrees
or under 32 degrees.

* On leafless host plants, application can be made any time when weather is suitable during dormancy to
control black, brown, calico, lecanium, elm, frosted, San Jose scale, walnut scale, and many other
Species.

* For oak pit and sycamore scales, spray during the delayed-dormant period, which is after the buds
swell but before buds open.

* Do not spray oystershell or olive scales during the dormant season because susceptible stages of
these pests are not present during winter.

Dormant season applications of oils are not appropriate for scales on citrus or avocado because these
trees do not enter winter dormancy. Oils are best applied to these trees during the spring or summer.

Horticultural oils can also be used in spring or summer against scale crawlers on deciduous plants.
Treatment at this time requires a thorough application and careful timing fo catch the insects at the
crawler stage. Traps made of double sided sticky tape can be used to determine when crawlers are
hatching.

For more information on different scales and their host plants, please refer to the UC Pest Note
Publication #7408 called SCALES. This is available by calling the Master Gardener office or download
a copy of the Pest Note from the UC Website:
http://www.ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn7408. html
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