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Resistant Cultivars Offer "Built-In" 
Protection from Azalea Lace Bugs 

Grant Kirker—Wiggins, Mississippi 

AA zalea lace bugs are a major pest of azaleas in both pro-
duction nurseries and in the home landscape. Adult 

lace bugs feed on leaves using piercing mouthparts to suck 
juices from the undersides of the leaves. Lace bug feed-
ing damage results in a chlorotic stippling of the upper and 
lower leaf surface that diminishes photosynthetic ability of 
plants (1) and gives the plants a yellowish cast. Severe in-
festations can lead to reduced plant vigor and eventual loss 
of leaves. Azalea lace bugs are a fact of life for the home 
gardener in both northern and southern landscapes. 

At the USDA-ARS Thad Cochran Horticultural Re-
search Laboratory in Poplarville, Mississippi, I am evaluat-
ing cultivars of azaleas for resistance to lace bug feeding. 
Host plant resistance is an environmentally friendly, low-
tech, low-cost method of control that reduces the need for 
pesticides to manage azalea lace bugs. In a recent study, we 
evaluated 33 commercially available cultivars for feeding 
preference by azalea lace bugs. The number of eggs was 
used as an indicator of egg laying preference, and feeding 
preference was measured by counting lace bug feces. These 
studies were conducted under tightly controlled laboratory 
conditions to eliminate environmental bias. A full descrip-
tion of experiments can be found in the December 2008 is-
sue of the journal HortScience. (2) The rankings presented 
in this article are pooled results from choice and no-choice 
bioassays. 

Selected Cultivars 
Due to their current popularity, 19 of the Encore® 

Azalea Autumn series evergreen azaleas were evaluated 

• Azalea lace bug feeding on a leaf. 

in addition to 14 standard cultivars. The Encore® Aza-
lea Autumn series plants have been featured in Southern 
Living magazine and are popular to homeowners because 
of their long lived blooms. The male seed parent of these 
plants, Rhododendron oldhamii, originated in Taiwan and 
was introduced into the United States in 1973 and exhibits 
excellent resistance to azalea lace bug. However, this plant 
is not cold hardy and is difficult to propagate; thus it has 
never been put into large-scale production. The remaining 
14 cultivars selected were standard cultivars routinely seen 
in southeastern landscapes. The results of our laboratory 
experiments helped categorize each of the 33 cultivars as: 

Resistant—Cultivars least preferred by azalea lace 
bugs; having the lowest mean values for feces and 
eggs. 

Moderately Resistant/Moderately Susceptible-
Cultivars with more eggs and feces on leaves than 
the resistant cultivars, but still with lower values 
than the remaining cultivars. 

Susceptible—Cultivars with the most feces and 
eggs present on their leaves. 

Rankings 
Resistant Cultivars 

Description of azalea cultivars following rankings are 
based on classification presented by Galle (3). Several cul-
tivars were found to be resistant to lace bugs within the 

• Lace bug damage on the upper surface of an azalea leaf. 
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Figure 1—Azalea Lace Bug Resistant Cultivars 

Encore® Azalea series: Autumn AmethystTM, Autumn 
TwistTM, Autumn RoyaltyTM, Autumn SangriaTM, Autumn 
CheerTM, and Autumn RougeTM. Autumn TwistTM and Au-
tumn SangriaTM were selected branch sports of Autumn 
RoyaltyTM so we would expect similar non-preference by 
azalea lace bugs. 

Other cultivars showing resistance to azalea lace bugs 
were: `Koromo-shikibu' and `Gumpo White'. `Koromo-
shikbu' (R. stenopetalum `Linearifolium') with a lavender 
split-petal flower. `Giunpo White' is in the Tsutsuji series 
and has white blooms. The hardened stems of this azalea 
are brittle and are easily damaged during shipment, which 
is why many nurseries that ship plants no longer grow it. 

Figure 1 shows the resistant cultivars ranked left to 
right from highest (lower number of lace bugs eggs/feces) 
to lowest (higher number of lace bug eggs/feces). We are 
focusing future research on characteristics of these resis-
tant plants at both the microscopic level and using chemi-
cal analyses of leaf compounds in order to explain why lace 
bugs are less prevalent on their foliage. 

Moderately Resistant 
We observed moderate levels of resistance in the fol-

lowing plants in the Encore® Azalea series: Autumn Em-
bersTM, Autumn BravoTM, Autumn StarliteTM, Autumn 
RubyTM, and Autumn PrincessTM. The cultivars `Ama- 
gasa', 	 `Formosum', and 'Mrs. G.G. Gerbing' 
were also moderately resistant to azalea lace bug. `Ama-
gasa' is a cultivar belonging to the Satsuki series with 
red-orange blooms. Ilinodegiri' is a Kurume hybrid with 
red-orange blooms. `Formosum' is a tall upright Southern 
Indian hybrid of `Phoeniceum' with purplish red blooms. 

`Mrs. G.G. Gerbing' (also in the Southern Indian series) is a 
branch sport of the cultivar 'George Lindley Taber' and has 
white blooms. The ranked moderately resistant cultivars are 
presented in order from most moderately resistant (lower 
number of lace bug eggs/feces) to least moderately resistant 
(higher number of lace bug eggs/feces) in Figure 2. 

Moderately Susceptible 
In the Encore® Azalea series, the cultivars Autumn 

MonarchTM, Autumn EmpressTM, Autumn CoralTM, Au-
tumn CarnivalTM, and Autumn SunsetTM were moderately 
susceptible to azalea lace bug. The standard cultivars 'Mid-
night Flare', 'Delaware Valley White', and Sunglow ' were 
moderately susceptible to azalea lace bugs. 'Midnight Flare' 
is a Harris hybrid with reddish-pink blooms. 

`Delaware Valley White' is a `Mucronatum' hybrid in 
the Southern Indian series. Prior research (4, 5) had also 
determined that 'Delaware Valley White' is susceptible to 
azalea lace bug. `Sunglow' is a tall upright Carla hybrid and 
has reddish-orange blooms. The moderately susceptible 
cultivars are presented in order from least moderately sus-
ceptible (lower number of eggs/feces) to most moderately 
susceptible (higher number of eggs/feces) in Figure 3. 

Susceptible 
In the Encore® Azalea series, the cultivars Autumn 

SweetheartTM and Autumn DebutanteTM were susceptible 
to lace bug damage. Both of these plants have `Watcher' in 
their parentage, which was also susceptible. 'Red Slippers' 
is a Back Acres hybrid with pink flowers. 'Kelly Marie' is 
a Tom Dodd hybrid of the cold-hardy Korean Azalea (R. 
yedoense var. poukhanense) with pink flowers. 'Fashion' 
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Figure 2—Azalea Lace Bug Moderately Resistant Cultivars 

♦ Autumn EmbersTM 
	

♦ Autumn Bravo TM 
	

♦ Autumn StarlightTM 
	

♦ Autumn RubyTM 
	

♦ 'Amagasa' 

♦ 'Hinodegiri' 
	

♦ Formosum' 
	

♦ Autumn Princessm' 
	

♦ 'Mrs. G.G. Gerbing 

is a Glenn Dale hybrid with red-orange flowers with some 
darker stippling down the throat. `Watcher', mentioned pre-
viously, is a Robin Hill hybrid originally developed by Rob-
ert Gartrell. It has ruffled pink flowers and a greenish white 
throat. The susceptible cultivars are presented in order from 
least susceptible (lower number of lace bug eggs/feces) to 

most susceptible (higher number of lace bug eggs/feces) in 
Figure 4. 

Conclusion 
Now that we have determined which cultivars are resis-

tant and susceptible, we can start looking at the physiologi- 

Figure 3—Azalea Lace Bug Moderately Susceptible Cultivars 

♦ 'Sunglow' 
	

♦ Autumn Carnival TM 
	

♦ Autumn SunsetTM 
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Figure 4—Azalea Lace Bug Susceptible Cultivars 

• 'Red Slippers' • Autumn 
SweetheartTM 
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New-  Members  
Lake Michigan 
Chris Innes 
13234 Mulberry Ct. 
Grand Haven, MI 49417 

Texas 
John F. Teas 
Teas Nursery Company, Inc. 
4400 Bellaire Blvd 
Bellaire, TX 77401 

• Autumn Anger"' 
	

• Autumn 
Debutante TM  

cal, chemical, and possibly even genetic differences between 
these plants in order to determine which of these factors con-
tribute to the preference or non-preference by azalea lace 
bugs. With a better understanding of these processes, we 
could also attempt to transfer some of the resistance seen in 
certain cultivars to susceptible ones through breeding. This 
would allow azalea enthusiasts to maintain diverse collec-
tions of pest-free cultivars that can be attractive to both in-
sects and humans. 

Grant Kirker is a USDA-ARS Research Entomologist. 
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Louisiana 
Ruth B. Perkins 
Banting Nursery 
3425 River Road 
Bridge City, LA 70094 

Larry Dickerson 
17229 Bayou La Terre Rd 
Kiln, MS 39556 

Northern Virginia 
Stephen Ash 
5405 8th Road South 
Arlington, VA 22204 

Glenda Finley 
1905 Miracle Lane 
Falls Church, VA 22043 

Maurice Katoen 
5712 Quiet Brook Rd 
Fairfax, VA 22030 

Sharon Watkins 
2930 Lawrence Drive 
Falls Church, VA 22042-1405 

Oconee 
Larry Kennemore 
3625 Spot Road 
Cumming, GA 30040 

Sam Smith 
City Of Augusta Landscaping 
1559 Eagles Way 
Augusta, GA 30904 

Southern California 
Alexis Slafer 
6111 Kings Road 
Los Angeles, CA 90056-1630 

Joe House 
House Nursery 
PO Box 110 
Brownsboro, TX 75756-0110 

Steve Moore 
4212 Clayton Rd. W 
Fort Worth, TX 76116 

Donovan D. Parsons, Jr. 
3517 Colonial Drive 
Nacogdoches, TX 75965-3086 

Tri-State 
Marylin Henegar 
P.O. Box 384 
Mt. Carmel, IL 62863 

Vaseyi 
LewEllyn Betts 
128 Ashley Road 
Clemson, SC 29631 

Susane T. Brown 
103 Silver Pine Dr. 
Hendersonville, NC 28739-3939 

Nancy Byrd 
210 Crestview Dr. 
Hendersonville, NC 28791 

Pender Nursery, Inc. 
2620 Wall Store Road 
Garner, NC 27529 

Leeann Shearhouse 
17928 61st Place North 
Loxahatchee, FL 33470 

The Azalean / Spring 2009 • 7 


