News Column for Wednesday, October 29th 2008
By:  Chuck Browne
	
	Some years people have a lot of the same yard problems. Other years, they are completely different.  From the phone calls and emails received this season, we have had a lot of pecan twig girdler damage in 2008.
	This insect is one that can attack hickorys as well.  The female insect adult hatches out the ground in the summer months, mates and then begins to lay eggs into the pencil sized limbs of the pecan and hickory trees.  When she finishes laying eggs, she girdles the branch so it will break off at a later date.  The incision looks like someone took a wood lathe and made a clean cut all around the branch, leaving only a small amount of interior wood holding the insect parasitized branches.
	Subsequent winds and or thunder storms causes these branch tips to break off and fall to the ground. The eggs hatch out larvae and these small worms burrow into the ground and complete their life cycle.  They emerge the following summer as adults and the cycle begins again.
	The best way to battle this insect is to physically interrupt the life cycle by gathering up the fallen braches and burning them before the eggs hatch out.  Now, here is an excellent excuse to throw a barbeque.  Everybody knows hickory is a superior smoking wood, but pecan may be equally as good if not better.  Pecan is actually one of the members of the hickory family and imparts distinctive taste to whatever meat you cook over it.  These partially green branch ends added over charcoal will give the perfect smokey flavor to steaks, chicken, ribs or even fish steaks cooked over an open fire.  That, plus you are doing your part to control the hickory twig girdler.
	
Spring Weed Control Begins NOW
	We get tons of calls each spring from homeowners on how to best control the weeds that are appearing in their lawn right then.  
	The best answer is to prevent them from ever becoming a problem.  The time to do that is now.
	Winter weeds, which mature in the late spring begin growing now.  By applying a pre-emergence herbicide such as Benefin, Trifluralin, Isoxaben or Pendimethalin, you can prevent the winter weeds from ever being a problem.  Timing and water application is needed and following the label instructions is essential for adequate results.
Go Organic This Fall
		One of the biggest problems we see with dead and dying plants at this Extension office is the lack of organic matter in our soils.  Let’s face it; we mostly have red clay to grow in.  If you have sandy loam or rich black creek bottom soil to raise your plants in, congratulations.  But most of us have good old red clay.
	Here in Extension, we preach add organic matter to the soil.  Organic matter can be found in many different forms, some of them more attractive than others.
	Rotted pine bark; composted yard and garden waste such as grass clippings, leaves, kitchen scraps and coffee grounds; Composted stable manures and wood shavings and such commercial things such as peat moss will all add organic matter back to the soil.
	Organic matter needs to be added to our soils when planting because it decomposes so quickly in our moist, humid warm environment.  Decomposing fungi, bacteria and insects are at work year round converting this rich black substance into plant nutrients all while loosening the soil and providing aeration for better root growth.
	Too often, I see piles and piles of potential “black gold” organic matter piled at the street to go to the landfill.  What a missed opportunity.  I was looking at a landscape the other day in an “upscale new subdivision” and evaluating why most of the plants were either dying or performing poorly.  The soil they were planted in was red clay.  The irrigation system, which was supposed to help the plants grow, was actually soaking the red clay, which does not drain so well, in essence drowning the plant.
	The solution was to first, back off on the watering schedule but ultimately the long term fix was to begin adding organic matter to this soil to increase drainage.  Ideally, this is done before planting.  It can be done after the fact but it is labor intensive and expensive.
	I suggested to the homeowner why not construct compost pile and begin turning all those lawn clippings and fall leaves into an organic resource?  They would have no part of it.  Once again, the misconception of a smelly, nasty compost pile and how it works prevailed again.
	Extension offers several publications on composting that are available from our office or on our website www.aces.edu    fall is an excellent time to begin one of these composting systems.  They can be as simple or complex as you want them to be and costs range from free to as much as you want to spend on a commercial tumbler.
