
Stress On Agaves
by: Lynn Walsh

A TINY WEEVIL CAN TAKE THIS NOBLE STALK DOWN!

Last summer’s1 long, hot, dry season added additional stress to our native plants 
allowing borderline weaknesses to take 
their toll. It was especially apparent that 
large colonies of Agave americana, our 
large blue-green century plant, were 
wilted and dying.

There is a naturally occurring plant pest, 
the agave snout nose weevil,2 whose 
larvae do extensive damage. Cezar 
Mazier, head horticulturist at the 
Phoenix Desert Botanical Garden, says 
the problem is more apparent up in the 
Foothills where there are fewer 
populations of agaves. The weevils are 
more concentrated in these habitats. 
There are over a hundred varieties of 
agaves and several of the popular local 
landscape varieties are most susceptible 
to the weevil.

Mazier says that the adults do no harm to the plants but instead eat microscopic 
fungi or mushrooms in the soil. It is the larvae that the female deposits on the 
lowest leaf bases that cause extensive damage by eating into the roots, stems, and 

                       ©2010 Desert Awareness Committee

1 Article originally published January 1998
2 Scyphophorus acupunctatus

Agave americana 
in full bloom on Tom Darlington Road

photo: D
ave M

ills



leaves creating tunnels that are perfect microclimates for bacterial infections that 
rot the plants.

The damage is often fatal to these plants. All the dead and dying plants and their 
debris must be removed from the environment. Most of this damage is done in the 
summer when the larvae are active and eating. 
In cooler weather the larvae hibernate in the 
ground.

One way to diagnose agave snout nose weevil 
damage is to look for wilted lower leaves on 
plants when they should not be wilted. Try 
watering several times and if they do not perk 
up you’d best resort to chemicals. There is an 
effective systemic Cygon chemical that is 
applied to the center of the plant following the 
manufacturer’s directions. This will kill any 
adult or young weevils on the plant. However, there may be more weevils in the 
ground so a two-fold approach is recommended. Apply a second chemical, 
diazinon granules, by scratching them into the ground under the agave. Then water 
well and this will eliminate any weevils in the ground.

Just because the central large agave plant is dying or dead from the weevil doesn’t 
mean that its small offshoots or pups are infected. However, take preventive 
measures by treating any other agaves in the vicinity with these chemicals. There 
may be adults or larvae living in the ground.

Century plant is the common name for Agave, which means Noble Stalk. It takes 
between five and twenty years for the plant to send up its magnificent blooming 
stalk. The plant can survive the extremes of our desert because it stores energy and 
plant reserves in its fibrous leaves. Don’t prune off the base leaves because you are 
weakening the plant and reducing its ability to survive drought and to store the 
sugars that enable it to produce its fabulous bloom.
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