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Digging Deep with Cynthia Brian   ...read on page D14

California Citrus Nursery Society executive di-
rector Tom Delfino is proud of his healthy cit-

rus stock and wants it to remain that way.  But
keeping his trees healthy, or even alive, may not be
possible, due to the arrival of a tiny flying insect
known as Asian citrus psyllid.  

          
Delfino knows firsthand how well suited Lam-

orinda’s climate is to growing citrus.  In 22 years, he
has lovingly coaxed more than 30 mouth-watering
varieties – everything from a cocktail grapefruit hy-

brid to lemons, limes, oranges, mandarins and man-
darinquats from the soil in his Moraga yard. He is
so devoted to his citrus quality that he uses a refrac-
tometer to determine a fruit’s sugar content before
offering his guest a sample.  He is so protective of
his stock that when he once discovered three plants
infected with Citrus tristeza virus, he “burned them
in the fireplace that night.”  But ACP, a bug smaller
than a flea, is a killer when it carries citrus greening
disease (also known as Huanglongbing, or HLB).  

          
Since the Gold Rush, citrus has been an inte-

gral part of the California agricultural scene. Accord-
ing to Agricultural Resource Marketing Center data,
Florida produced 63 percent of the total U.S. citrus
crop in 2012, and California 34 percent (two other
states, Texas and Arizona accounted for the remain-
ing 3 percent). But Florida numbers have fallen
since the discovery of HLB there in 2005.  

          
Today over half of California’s citrus stock is

grown in home gardens, so Delfino said it is up to
the backyard farmer to slow citrus psyllid spread.  

          
The arrival of ACP in the East Bay is not so

much a question of if, but when. ACP insects are al-
ready established throughout the world, in Latin
America, Arabia, Southeast Asia and China, as well
as in parts of Texas, Louisiana, Alabama, Georgia
and Florida, Delfino said. In California, ACP pres-
ence has been confirmed in 13 counties ranging
from Southern California to Santa Clara County. 

          
The psyllid arrived in California in 2008; four

years later, the presence of a single, HLB-infected
plant was detected.  Finding ACP on a plant is chal-
lenging.  Eggs are tiny and often found inside the
tender, still-curled new leaves of citrus plants. It
sometimes takes a magnifier to spot the feeding
nymphs, so citrus growers must look for a telltale
trail of waxy tubule the ACP excretes.  

          
“None of the citrus trees planted in anyone's

garden is resistant of or tolerant to Huanglongbing,”
Delfino warned.  “If Asian citrus psyllids are here
and Huanglongbing arrives, we will lose our trees.
Diligent control of Asian citrus psyllids in our gar-
dens should delay infection, but our trees will even-
tually succumb,” he added.    ... continued on page D4
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