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Now is a good time to take a tour around your yard and really look at the 
bark on your trees and shrubs.  Are there weird lumps or bumps on the bark 
that shouldn’t be there?  Is the color different?  Do you see black sooty mold 
on branches?  If you have conifers, take a closer look at the needles.  Have 
your conifers developed white specks along needles or maybe the tips of 
your junipers look dead.  If so, you might have a scale problem. 
 
Scale is a term we use for a group of insects in the Hemiptera order, making 
them related to insects like aphids.  Insects of the Hemiptera order use their 
piercing, sucking mouthparts to feed on plants.  Through most of their life, 
scales don’t look like a typical insect – they look like some kind of fish scale, hence the name.  They are also 
frequently named for the plants they infest. 
 
There are two types of scales - armored and soft scales.  The armored scales have a hard, waxy covering 
over the body that can be removed from the body.  Usually armored scale adults don’t move once they 
start to feed.  Soft scales secrete a waxy layer that cannot be separated from their body.  Soft scales may 
move during their life cycle and they excrete honeydew. 
 
Scale insects are common pests on trees, shrubs and even some houseplants.  They can be found on the 
bark, fruit, leaves or needles.  Unfortunately scale infestations often go unnoticed until a large population 
has developed.  This can cause serious damage to or even kill the host plant.  They often mimic various 
plant parts, such as bark and buds or they may appear as small, white, waxy blotches or pieces of cotton 
on leaves and stems.  Scale species are identified by the color and shape of their outer covering.  An 
example would be the oyster shell scale which looks like tiny grey or brown oyster shells. 
 
Scales feed with piercing-sucking mouthparts and siphon the plant’s sap.  While feeding, some scales 
excrete a sweet, sticky liquid called honeydew.  This can accumulate on the stems and leaves, making them 
look shiny.  Honeydew attracts ants, which in turn protect scales from their natural enemies.  A black 
fungus may grow on the honeydew which makes the plant look sooty, hence the name “sooty mold”. 
 
Over time scales can weaken plants, causing them to grow slowly.  Scales can curl leaves or cause 
deformed blemishes or discolored halos on fruit, leaves, or twigs.  Plants heavily infested with scale may 
have leaves that look wilted, turn yellow and drop prematurely.  Bark may crack and exude gum.  Branches 
may die if they remain heavily infested with scales and several years of severe infestations may kill some 
plants. 
 
Scale insects have three life stages: egg, immature and adult.  Depending on the species, female scale will 
lay eggs beneath the scale or in a cotton like material.  The eggs hatch into tiny six-legged crawlers.  The 
crawler stage usually lasts 2 to 4 weeks.  These crawlers look for new growth where they settle down, 
insert their mouth parts, and start to feed.  They then produce a scale-like covering from waxy filaments 
and feces.  This covering protects scales from predators and from insecticides. 
 
 



If you suspect your plant has scale, use your fingernail to scratch the suspect bump on the plant.  If it pops 
off, then it could be scale.  If it does not easily come off, then it is probably a normal part of the plant.  
Identifying the type of scale you have is important.  This will tell you when the crawlers will be active and 
that is generally the best time to treat them.  Emergence times will vary depending on the type of scale 
and seasonal weather conditions. 
 
Scales are often naturally controlled by small parasitic wasps and other predators including beetles, lady 
bugs and lacewings.  If scale populations become too large, insecticides will be needed.  There are some 
insecticides such as horticultural oils or soaps that can help reduce scale populations and protect natural 
enemies.  Pesticides should be used when the crawlers are active since the adult scales are protected by 
their coverings.  Multiple applications may be required.  The plant must be thoroughly sprayed to kill the 
crawlers.  Systemic insecticides may help control adult scale during the growing season.  Always read the 
label of any insecticide as it must list the insect (scale) and the plant you are treating.  Follow all directions 
and safety precautions on container labels. 
 
Scale control requires vigilance.  How do you know if you have been successful?  Dead scales don’t fall off 
the plant.  Slide your finger across a group of scales.  If dead, they will flake off easily.  Or crush them.  Live 
scales will leave a streak if smeared on a piece of paper.  Now is a good time to identify the type of scale 
you have and come up with a treatment plan for spring. 
 
Resources for this article include Washington State University, Texas Agricultural Extension Service, 
University of California, University of Delaware, North Carolina State University and University of 
Wisconsin. 
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