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Notes from my desk: was starting to wonder if the rain was 
ever going to stop and it did but nothing stays the same...now 
we have to get ready for the heat and stay safe out in it! 
 
The Horticulture Committee completed the very successful 
“T”-Budding and Pecan Grafting program showing attendees 
how to propagate pecan trees through several different methods 
of grafting. These techniques can be utilized on most fruit trees 
and woody ornamentals. The 43rd Fruit, Herb and Vegetable 
show was well attended by growers and the general public 
demonstrating the continued interest in home grown produce.  
 
Things have been busy around here with many questions from 
the community and we are always eager to help resolve those 
issues. Oak trees continued to be a source of concern and one of 
our Urban Tree Specialist with Texas A&M Forestry Service ac-
companied me on several site visits to diagnosis those problems.  
 
As always, do not hesitate to contact me by phone, email or in 
person with your questions, suggestions or program needs.  
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IN THE GARDEN 

     New Insect Threatens South Texas Vegetable Crops 
   

     Yet again, another insect pest has moved into South Texas with the potential to damage crops 
and spread to other parts of the nation, according to experts at the Texas A&M AgriLife Research 
and Extension Center at Weslaco. 

 

“This one is called the bagrada bug, a stink bug that will affect primarily our winter vegetable 
crops,” said Dr. Raul Villanueva, a Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service entomologist in Weslaco. 
“It comes to us from Mexico, but unlike many other invasive species, it was first reported in Califor-
nia then El Paso, moved into Mexico, then to the Rio Grande Valley.” 

 

A native of Africa, the bagrada bug was first detected on the U.S. West Coast in 2008. “South Texas 
is a gateway for invasive species that can spread throughout the country,” Villanueva said. “We of-
ten serve as a first responder, alerting growers in other areas of the nation of what may be coming.” 

 

Growers outside South Texas would be wise to watch for this one, he said. “The question is, how far 
will it spread from here?” Villanueva said. “That it was able to make its way out of El Paso, where 
we thought it was geographically isolated, tells us that it could quickly make its way to the Gulf 
Coast states and the Eastern U.S.” The bagrada bug has the capability of flying, but likely made its 
way here via commercial transportation, Villanueva said. 

 

“This insect affects a lot of brassicas, including cabbage and broccoli, two very important crops in 
South Texas, as well as radishes, Brussels sprouts, kale and others. They feed on leaves and fruit 
and can cause major crop damage.” 

 

Other host plants include tomatoes, figs, peppers, nursery plants and even grain sorghum, though 
Villanueva said it will likely not pose a threat to either sorghum or corn. 

 

Dr. Juan Anciso, an AgriLife Extension fruit and vegetable 
specialist in Weslaco, said the bug can be easily controlled 
with insecticides, but growers need to keep an eye out for it 
before it’s too late. “These insects move quickly,” he said. 
“Often, by the time a grower notices the bagrada bug, the 
damage has already been done. These insects can totally de-
stroy a plant or leave it too damaged to produce a crop.” 

 

The bugs lay their eggs on the soil near vegetable crops; im-
matures then move into the leaves, which serve as their food 
source. 
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     “This insect is probably a cousin to a stink bug 
we already have here, the harlequin, but it’s small-
er and less colorful,” Anciso said. “And it damages 
crops like the harlequin does. The harlequin is 
called a fire bug because it leaves foliage looking 
as though they’ve been exposed to fire, brown and 
damaged.”   

 Eventually, biological control will play a role in 
keeping bagrada populations in check, Villanueva 
said. It’s natural enemies are already here; they’re 
just not yet accustomed to the newcomer. 

“These natural enemies need some time to adapt 
to this new pest,” he said. “Unlike the harlequin, 

the bagrada lays its eggs on the soil, so it’s more dif-
ficult for the natural enemies to prey upon them. But I 

suspect they’ll eventually learn to prey on and parasitize the bagrada. 

“And of course, we have several growth regulators and pyrethroids that are already labeled for ef-
fective control. Growers just need to be on the lookout for this pest,” he said. 

Research is now being conducted on the bagrada’s biology, and information about its life cycle and 
control will be discussed with growers at upcoming field days. 

Source: AgriLife Today, Article by Rod Santa Ana 
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     Every Texas gardener knows that the best time to 
be outdoors during the summer is in the cool hours of 
the morning and evening.  Unfortunately this is also the 
favorite time of day for mosquitoes.  So how do you do 
your outdoor activities without getting eaten alive, or 
worse, running the risk of West Nile virus and other 
mosquito-borne viruses? 

 The answer is a good mosquito repellent.  Mosquito 
repellents are without question one of the marvels of technology.  Gone are the 
days of slathering smelly bear grease on your body to ward off the hungry hoards.  
Using modern technology, a quick spray or small dab of cream and you can be pro-
tected effectively from the bites of mosquitoes, ticks and biting flies for hours. 

There are literally hundreds of repellent products on the market.  Choosing the best 
repellent can be confusing.  For many years the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 
and most entomologists have recommended DEET as the one reliable repellent for 
most pests.  But these days DEET has company, with several other active ingredients 
demonstrating comparable–if shorter-lived–repellency. 

 The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) recently posted a handy online 
tool to help you choose a repellent.  The core of the calculator is a database that 
cross-references registered repellents against their expected hourly protection 
times against ticks and mosquitoes.  Simply enter the pest you are concerned 
about, how long you need protection for, and (if you have one in mind) the active 
ingredient you are interested in.  It then produces a download-able list of commer-
cial repellents that meet your needs. 

The calculator is relatively simple but, unfortunately, does not cover biting flies other 
than mosquitoes.  I was also a little disappointed that it doesn’t give a reliability rating 
or provide references to the research on which the data is based (OK, I’m a skeptical 
scientist…you may not feel the need for this feature).  What you will find if you use the 
calculator  is that there are a number of acceptable alternatives to DEET that you may 
not be aware of–especially if you don’t need 10 hours of protection.  To visit the calcu-
lator, go to http://cfpub.epa.gov/oppref/insect/ 

     So next time you go out in the evening to mow the lawn or water the flowers, don’t 
forget the repellent.  And be thankful for the many alternatives to bear grease. 

 

Source: Post on Insects in the City by Loretta Cortez,   

Texas A&M Department of Entomology 
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More Repellent Information 

     Last May the Texas Department of State Health Services announced the first 2015 
case of West Nile virus in Texas. Coincidentally, Dallas County Health and Human Ser-
vices issued a health advisory reporting the first positive mosquito pool of the year was 
also collected that month. 

This is a good reminder that summer is here, and that insect repellent is our best de-
fense against the less savory insect and mite characters lurking out there. 

The best way I’ve found to be consistent with my use of repellent is to keep a spray bot-
tle just outside my doorway.  That way I am reminded, even if I’m only out for a short 
while, to spray exposed skin.  Similarly, keeping a repellent in your car is a very good 
idea. 

There are very good formulations of DEET out these days, many with 
low odor, and in several different forms: wipes, creams, pump sprays 
and aerosols.  DEET has some of the best persistence; however there 
are good alternatives to DEET if you aren’t going to be outside very 
long.  

The natural repellent, lemon oil of Eucalyptus, is a good alternative 
to DEET for those who prefer organic. The important thing is to find 
a repellent you will use, and use it.  

West Nile virus is something everyone should take seriously.   

Source: Mike Merchant, Professor and Extension Urban Entomologist 

 

 

“In summer the empire of in‐

sects spreads.” 
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FEATURED  PLANT 

Firewise Landscaping In Texas 

     I know...we have received more rain than usual the last several months, that being said; 

change is expected. Especially weather and environmental conditions. Our summers get very 

hot and dry more often than not therefore the possibility of a wildfire is to be considered. Just a 

few  years ago, several burn bans were implemented due to very dry conditions. 

Therefore, choosing the “right plant for the right place” is always important when considering 

landscape needs. And when it comes to improving your home’s chance of surviving a wildfire, 

the first 30 feet from your home in all directions is called your defensive space. There is no 

“fireproof” plant, there are plant characteristics to consider when planning your landscape. Its 

not just what plant you incorporate in this space but also maintaining a healthy landscape with 

proper cleaning, pruning and watering.   

Firewise plants can be separated into two groups: fire resistance and growth characteristics. 

 Fire resistance incorporates how readily the plant will catch fire (ignitability). This is im-

portant when plants are exposed to a heat source (radiant, ember or direct flame) during a 

wildfire. Plants that do not readily ignite and can withstand high temperatures are best. 

These include plants that have a high-moisture content and stems that are watery (lack res-

ins, oils and volatiles). Another characteristic of the fire-resistant group is combustibility or 

how much energy the plant releases. Highly combustible plants will produce a lot of heat 

and large flame lengths. If planted near other vegetation, these plants will contribute to the 

spread of a wildfire. Plants also can scorch a home if they are planted nearby. Another con-

sideration is ember production. Plants that product a large amount of embers will increase a 

home’s risk in the event of a wildfire. Embers can land in leaf litter, pine litter or enter the 

home through vents and other openings. 

 Growth characteristics  describe the amount of vegetation that is present. The two charac-

teristics in this group are growth rate and growth pattern. Growth rate is important because 

a plant that grows quickly will produce more fuel available to burn in the event of a wildfire. 

Slower-growing plants reduce trimming and maintenance time for the owner and are rec-

ommended for the defensible space. The growth pattern relates to the natural growth char-

acteristics of the plant. Low-growing plants that are less dense are good in Firewise land-

scapes because they help maintain the vertical separation of fuels and produce less material 

to burn. A dense (compacted) plant contains more fuel than light-structured species. 
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      These characteristics come into play when planning a Firewise landscape. The idea of a Firewise 
landscape is to have fire-resistant plant materials placed in such a manner as to lessen the chances of 
wildfire reaching and burning your home. The landscape surrounding a home can become fuel for a 
wildfire. Vegetation to encourage wildlife or to enhance water or energy conservations goals can be 
included in a Firewise landscape as long as the defensible space is maintained.  

Decks and siding can easily ignite when plants that burn quickly and produce high heat are placed ad-
jacent to the home. A burning plant or group of plants in front of windows can cause glass breakage 
allowing fire to enter the home. Taller flames adjacent to the home can enter through the soffits. 
These flames may reach combustible materials and cause material failure, such as gutter or siding 
that melts, exposing the wood. 

Fire can get into the crowns of trees if plants are layered in such a way that the fire climbs into the 
treetops (ladder fuels). When flames burn through the tree crowns (canopy), intense heat and embers 
are given off. This causes burning materials to fall on the roof and surrounding vegetation. 

Plants placed so that a fire can spread to your home increase the chance of your home receiving direct 
flame and embers as the fire spreads. Your home is a continuation of the fuel. Creating “defensive 
space” will greatly reduce your home’s risk of wildfire. 

 

The following are examples of acceptable fire-resistant plants that could be used around your home: 

Acceptable in first 10 feet  10 feet to 30 feet  30 feet and beyond 

     Low growing/moist        Taller plants   Shrubs 

   Columbine, Primrose     Bluebells, Bluebonnet, Aster Lantana, Butterfly bush 

         Violet, Phlox        Gay feather  Beauty berry, Turks cap 

Also make your home more fire-resistant by applying the following actions within 30 feet from it: 

 Move vegetation at least 3 feet from the foundation, deck, porch or siding 

 Reduce, trim or replace larger plants 

 Break up plant continuity with none-combustible materials, such as rock 

 Rake and remove leaves and pine needles from under vegetation 

 Remove ladder fuels that allow the fire to climb to larger fuel 

 Trim lower branches of trees to at least 6 to 10 feet above the ground 

 Prune dead and overhanging branches over the roof 

 Remove dry and tall grass near your home 

No matter what your landscaping goals may be, your home will be in a better situation to survive a 
wildfire if you use fire-resistant plants and good spacing. 

 

Source: Texas A&M Forest Service 
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Protecting Pollinators… 

     On May 19, 2015 President Barack Obama announced new steps to protect pollinators, 

bees in particular. A special task force created a strategy to protect honey bees and other pollina-
tors, like native bees, insects and bats. The White House noted honeybee pollination alone “adds 
more than $15 billion in value to agriculture crops each year,” helping to make sure we have 
“ample fruits, nuts and vegetables.”  

“We are potentially in a pollinator crisis,” says Shalene Jha, an assistant professor of biology who 
has studied bees and whose research is cited by the task force. “Honey bees are declining precipi-
tously, and wild bees have also been exhibiting population decline across the globe. Native bees 
provide critical pollination services for fruit, nut, fiber and forage crops. Understanding how bees 
move around the landscape can help us both preserve biodiversity and improve crop yields.” 

Meanwhile, researchers at UT have already been studying bees and protecting pollinators. Here’s a 
quick look at some of the bee-related projects: 

The Basics of Bees 
Bumblebees, Jha says, are “among the most effective native pollinators,” and reducing the local use 
of pavement and increasing natural habit within the landscape could improve nest opportunities 
for the wild bees, in turn helping food supplies around the world. 

To get up to speed on all you need to know about bees, here are some of the basics from Jha’s lab: 

 Honeybees aren’t native to the American continent, Jha says. Europeans brought honeybees 
here and began managing the colonies for honey production and crop pollination, as has been 
done for hundreds of years. 

 There are approximately 20,000 species of bees in the world. Only six species are honeybees. 

 Nearly 900 native species of bees call Texas home. 

 Bees vary in color, shape and size, ranging from blue to green to 
gold, fuzzy to hairless, and rice-sized to bigger than popcorn. 

 To tell the difference between bees and wasps and other insects, 
look at what they’re eating, note their body shape and count their 
wings. Bees exclusively feed on nectar and pollen, while wasps will 
eat insects or spiders. Bees have rounded bodies rather than long 
pointy bodies like wasps. Flies have only one pair of wings, but bees 
and wasps have two pairs of wings. 

 Bees visit flowers for pollen and nectar, transferring pollen between 
plants.  
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 “Bees work hard for their pollen and nectar, but they share the 
‘fruits of their labor’ with us—most fruits and vegetables we eat 
are a product of bee pollination,” Jha says. ”Since 30 percent of 
fruit and vegetable crops depend on bee pollination to set fruit, 
every third bite we take can be traced back to their nectar or pol-
len gathering activities.” 

Protecting Pollinators 
The Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center recognizes the im-

portance of pollinator conservation and is fighting the documented decline by creating urban habitats 
for pollinators, educating the public about how to protect pollinators and selling plants for homeown-
ers to cultivate pollinator-friendly gardens, among other endeavors. 

The center’s staff even fields questions from the public, answering inquiries like what plants for spe-
cific regions will attract honeybees and if certain plants are harmful to honeybees, as part of the “Ask 
Mr. Smarty Plants” service. 

When Professor Nancy Moran moved from Yale to UT Austin, she had to figure out a way to bring a 
colony of 100,000 bees along with her. Moran is an integrative biology researcher who studies the 
diversity and function of bacteria in the guts of bees, which share similarities with humans and other 
mammals, she said in an article about her work in LiveScience.com. 

She recruited a couple of grad students and took a road trip, driving the nearly 2,000 miles in a 
minivan packed full of bees. To keep the bees from overheating, they kept the AC cranked to the max 
during the day and left the windows down at night. 

“It seemed unlikely that anyone would try to steal anything from a van full of bees,” said Moran. The 
bees arrived in Austin with no problems and now live on one of the roof tops.  

Bees Need ZZZs 
In the busy world of a honeybee hive, worker bees need rest to communicate the location of food to 
their hive mates, according to research from UT Austin. 

“When deprived of sleep, humans typically experience a diminished ability to perform a variety of 
tasks, including communicating as clearly or as precisely, said Dr. Barrett Klein, a former ecology, 
evolution and behavior graduate student. “We found that sleep-deprived honey bees also experienced 
communication problems.” 

 

Source: Written by Nicholas Persac 
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We’re on the Web! 
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The Jefferson County Office of Texas A&M 
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adult life skills, human capital and 
leadership, and community economic 
development. We offer the knowledge 
resources of Texas A&M and Prairie View 
A&M Universities to educate Texans for 
self-improvement, individual action and 
community problem solving. We, the 
Jefferson County Office of Texas A&M 
AgriLife Extension Service, are part of a 
statewide educational network and a 
member of the Texas A&M University 
System linked in a unique partnership with 
the nationwide Cooperative Extension 
System and Jefferson County 
Commissioners Court. 
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  Rainwater Harves ng Barrel  

Making Workshop 

Saturday, August 22nd, 9:00 to 12:00 

7965 Viterbo, Mee ng Room  

Call 835‐8461 for registra on and to pay $30 fee  

Limited Space Available  


