
This Scale Does Not Sing A Happy Tune! 
 
 
There are about 8,000 species of scale insects, and they look quite different from your 
typical insect. Scales vary in size (from 1/16 to 3/8 inch across) and all grow beneath a 
wax covering that resembles an individual reptile or fish scale, hence the common name. 
This covering which protects the insect underneath it, may be a flattened oval, dome-
shaped, oyster shell-shaped, resemble small mussels, or have a fluffy coating. 
 
Most times smaller than a pinhead, scale insects move around searching for a favorable 
spot to settle down to feed and begin producing their distinctive scale coverings. But in 
some species, they are moved by wind to settle on other plants. Only a few species have 
the ability to move after the crawler stage. 
 
Most varieties are restricted to particular host plants or plant groups, and some are 
serious crop pests. They feed by sucking plant sap through their long, needle-like 
mouthparts (six to eight times longer than the insect itself!). Many also excrete sticky 
honeydew which supports the growth of sooty mold. Sooty mold is a black-colored 
fungus; when it coats the top side of leaves, it interferes with photosynthesis and makes 
the plants unattractive and yellow. Sometimes seen on Crepe Myrtles. 
 
The many faces of scale- 
 

     
 
 



      
 
 
 

     
 
There are a few types of scale insects which are economically valuable and are “farmed” 
for the substances they produce. Cochineal scales, which grow only on cactus, produce 
red dyes for coloring foods and dyeing fabrics. Several genera of lac scales produce 
shellac for instance. 
 
To chemically control scale insects most effectively, you need to know how to identify 
the actual insect, when in their life cycle to treat them, and what methods and chemicals 
work best for that species. 
 
All scales have two life stages: a mobile stage, generally followed by a motion-less 
development period. The mobile stage is in which the nymphs move about. At this stage 
they are called “crawlers”. Scale crawlers generally emerge in spring or early summer 
and at the beginning of each generation. Crawlers search for a suitable location on the 
plant on which to settle. They feed once they settle. This is this stage at which scale 



insects can be controlled most effectively. An application of summer oil can be used to 
kill the scale. Please read the label on all insecticides and follow the instructions 
carefully. When they enter the motionless period, most never move again and develop 
that hard hat! 
 
The good news is scale has many natural enemies such as weather, small parasitic 
wasps, lady beetles and some fungi. Before using any pesticides check for natural 
enemies. Lady beetles (lady bugs) are easy to spot, but parasitic wasps are more difficult 
to see because they are so small. Parasitic wasps often emerge from scales by chewing 
small round holes in them. Examine several scales to see if they have these exit holes. 
Check again in a few days. If any of these natural enemies are controlling the scale 
infestation, you do not need to use any form of commercially available pesticides. 
 
 
Below are links to some common types of scale found in Oklahoma. Follow these to 
learn more about using chemical control. 
 
Brown Elm Fruit Scale  

Euonymus Scale 

Crepe Myrtle Scale  

Scale Insects on Ornamental Plants  

Scale Insects on House Plants  

 
 

 

 

http://entoplp.okstate.edu/ddd/insects/brownelmscale.htm
http://entoplp.okstate.edu/pddl/2008/PDIA7-27.pdf
http://entoplp.okstate.edu/pddl/pddl/2015/PA14-39.pdf
https://agrilifeextension.tamu.edu/library/landscaping/scale-insects-on-ornamental-plants/
https://hortnews.extension.iastate.edu/1995/11-10-1995/scale.html

