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Crape Myrtles 

February is often one of the busiest months in the landscape, with much of the pruning of summer and fall 

flowering trees and shrubs taking place. One of the most abundant ornamental street trees in the southeast 

are crape myrtles. Their ornamental value and ability to adapt to harsh growing conditions have made them 

widely popular. These flowering trees have been touted as being relatively pest free and for a number of 

decades that statement held up. This changed in 2016 as the first confirmed infestation of crape myrtle bark 

scale was found in Mooresville. I am seeing more cases like the one pictured above, across our entire county. 

CMBS infestations are rather easy to spot due to the sooty mold growing on honeydew produced from the sap 

feeding insects.  Investigate the bark of the tree for the white waxy coated insect if you see black bark. Recent 

winter meetings with landscapers have highlighted this problem even more. 



 

Why are we seeing this 

Due to the tough nature of these trees they are perhaps over abundant in urban settings. Often a lack of plant 

diversity opens the door for pest populations to increase exponentially and spread easily. Scale insects often 

prefer to feed on stressed plants. Scorching asphalt, construction backfill, improper sunlight, lack of water and 

small planting strips are all added stressors to even the toughest plant. Improper pruning can also add 

additional stress to crape myrtles as well. Considering February is a typical time for pruning, learn the right 

way to prune crape myrtles before hacking them down. A majority of the trees we have seen with the worst 

infestations of CMBS have had numerous stressors that have made them targets for infestations. 

 

How to manage 

Don't panic if you have an infested tree, these infestations are rarely fatal. Most of the damage is strictly 

cosmetic. Trees will lack abundant blooms and have unsightly bark.  The most effective treatment is often a 

systemic neonicotinoid insecticide. These neonicotinoids are not ideal for spring application due to the 

pollinators that visit these trees in the summer. So if you choose to use a systemic insecticide treatment it is 

recommended to do so after the blooms are spent. Fall or late winter applications of dormant horticultural oil 

are also effective treatment options for those looking for a less toxic option . I would advise to time these 

applications before the tree breaks dormancy in the spring and after leaves have dropped in the fall. Sooty 

mold can be removed with soapy water out of a hose end sprayer or soapy water and a brush. Keep in mind 

that removing the sooty mold will not resolve the infestation problem. Always feel free to reach out to our 

staff for your pest control and plant management needs.      
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