
Spider Mites and 
Witches Broom 

 
 
A drought in the desert sounds a bit 
like a classic oxymoron, akin to 
jumbo shrimp. The reality is that 
over the last decade average rainfall 
in the desert southwest has tended 
to be substantially below historic 
averages. The combination of dry 
conditions and relative mild winters 
have given rise to higher than usual 
populations of an array of insect 
pests, including Spider Mites. As a 
result of these weather conditions 
and increased populations of Spider 
Mites, we have seen a significant 
rise in the appearance of Witches’ 
Broom on both landscape and na-
tive Blue Palo Verdes. The in-
creased incidence of this condition 
appears to be common in both Mari-
copa and Pima counties. Symptoms 
of Witches’ Broom are particularly 
conspicuous on Blue PV in land-
scape settings but can easily be seen 
in native populations. Native trees 
show milder symptoms probably as 
a result of their slower, less luxuri-
ous growth rate when compared to 
most landscape settings. 
Spider Mites have a piercing-
sucking mouth part (think of a mos-
quito) that punctures plant cells and 
extracts nutrients. As a consequence 
of this feeding, in a manner that has 
not been explained experimentally, 
a proliferation of branches can oc-
cur. One hypothesis suggests that 
while feeding the Spider Mites in-
ject a small amount of saliva that 

may have chemical properties that 
stimulate excess plant growth. This 
is observed in other Spider Mite/
plant combinations where galls and 
other growth anomalies are typical-
ly associated with Mite feeding. 
What has created part of the confu-
sion in the relationship between 
Mite feeding and Witches’ Broom 
symptom expression on Blue Palo 
Verde is that typically when we see 
symptoms there are few or no Mites 
present. This is likely, in part, due 
to the relatively slow growth rate of 
Blue Palo Verdes. The actual feed-
ing event(s) and the appearance of 
Witches’ Broom can be separated 
by many months. This further ex-
plains why the application of miti-
cides, upon observation of Witches’ 
Broom, has no effect on symptom 
expression. While miticides could 
be applied preventatively, in antici-
pation of mite feeding, such practic-
es seem inappropriate from an envi-
ronmental prospective given the dif-

ficulty of predicting Mite infesta-
tions or outbreaks. 
Most of the literature suggests that 
affected branches be removed thru 
pruning (primarily for the sake of 
tree appearance), as branches do not 
harbor surviving adult mites or their 
eggs. Given the magnitude of the 
current outbreak, and in considera-
tion of the overall appearance of 
trees and risk of sunburn injury, it 
might be best to prune out affected 
branches, a little at a time, over the 
course of the next year. 
The most common plant-feeding 
Mite outbreaks are caused by the 
Two-Spotted Spider Mite. Warm 
temperatures and dust (dirt) coated 
leaves create conditions that favor 
high populations of these mites and 
can results in unsightly matting of 
foliate along with leave and termi-
nal twig death. Conifers are espe-
cially susceptible under dusty con-
ditions. Where feasible, apply water 
to dirt and unpaved pathways and 
other dusty areas at regular inter-
vals. Water-stressed trees and plants 
are more susceptible to severe Spi-
der Mite damage. Be sure to pro-
vide adequate irrigation. Mid-
season washing of trees and vines, 
to remove dust, may help prevent 
serious late-season Mite infesta-
tions.  

 
 Ed Mulrean Ph.D.,  Editor 
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In the coming months, Arid Zone Times will discontinue our hard copy/mailed edition in favor of taking our newsletter 
digital as Arid Zone Tree-Mail. This conversion allows us to make the newsletter more timely, responsive to events 
within the horticulture profession(s) and region (weather, new varieties, educational opportunities, awards programs, 
gatherings) and to offer unlimited, full color illustrations and photography. To accomplish this we are developing an 
email based distribution list for Arid Zone Tree-Mail and we need your help. If you did not recently receive your first 
issue of Arid Zone Tree-Mail, and wish to continue to receive a digital copy, you will need to do one of two things: first 
check your junk mail folder and look for an email from marketing@aridzonetrees.com and, if the email is in the junk 
box, mark it as “Not Junk or Never Block Sender”; and if you do not  see the email and wish to have your name (and 
those of any colleagues within your company) added to our distribution list, please forward your current email address to 
marketing@aridzonetrees.com. If you did receive a copy of Arid Zone Tree-Mail, then you are already on our distribu-
tion list and you need do nothing other than enjoy our publication and let us know how we can make it more useful and 
informative to you. 
 
This change in format will mean that there will no longer be a hard copy of Arid Zone Times mailed to your office to 
pass around the office and share with colleagues and associates.  Copies of Arid Zone Tree-Mail will be available for 
download and printing at our website, www.aridzonetrees.com.  Please include an email address for any member of your 
staff who wants to continue to enjoy the content of our monthly newsletter in its new digital form. The Arid Zone Tree-
Mail email distribution list is exclusively for the use by Arid Zone Trees and will not be shared with any other compa-
nies. We look forward to hearing from you and thank you for your support. 

Last Hard Copy of AZTimes…  

Sign up for Arid Zone Tree-Mail 
Visit our website at www.aridzonetrees.com to see the most current literature on Variety ‘AZT’.  
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