¡¡ Heads Up!
March 2016

A review of what happened in the
King County Master Gardener Diagnostic Lab
during the 2015 season

The Diagnostic Lab
A vast reference library and
on-line resources for
diagnosing plant problems,
identifying plants and insects
A team of 17 Master Gardener
colleagues with advanced training
in plant problem diagnosis who
staff the lab throughout the year
Three work stations having dissecting
scopes to get an overall close-up and
high-powered compound microscopes
for more detailed analysis
An interactive database of all
submissions to the Diagnostic Lab.
Current count is now about 1700!

We Thank You
In every way, the King County Master Gardener
Diagnostic Lab owes its existence to you. You
provide the very input that drives us. When you
can’t diagnose a client’s plant problem at the clinic
level, you refer it to us. We analyze, magnify,
clarify, identify and reply. But, if we can’t diagnose
the problem (which is rare), we refer the plant and
its symptoms to WSU Puyallup. Our mutual quest
is to promote healthy plants and good gardening
practices. So, we thank you for letting us serve you
and to offer insights about how you, as a clinician
can better serve your clients!
Contact Information
• The Diagnostic Lab is located in the Center for Urban
Horticulture on the University of Washington campus
• Contact us through Elaine Anderson at 206 685-5104, or by
leaving a voice message at 206 221-2537
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From Our Database
The chart above shows that the total number of submissions to the Diagnostic Lab
each year from 2012 through 2014 was rather consistent. But in 2015, the number
of samples fell precipitously. We attribute that to two major factors:
1. Because the summer of 2015 was incredibly hot and dry, many gardeners just
gave up on their gardens early; and
2. Because we began the publication of ¡¡ Heads Up! in the spring of 2015 with
lots of diagnosing news and tips, we are better extending the ability of
individual Master Gardeners to diagnose plant problems at the clinic level.

Number of Submissions by Month
from 2012~2015
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The table at the bottom of the previous page indicates when samples came into the
Diagnostic Lab over the course of 2015 as compared to previous years. Take time to
investigate this table because it reflects how busy you’ll probably be in certain months.
What is significant is that problems appeared earlier in 2015 and then tapered off
compared to the patterns of previous years. Because 2015 was such a hot year, expect
resulting problems to come in earlier this year. Not all plants that were alive last year
at this time have made it through to 2016, or they could be showing signs of the
heat/water stress of last summer.

Diagnoses by Type
over the Years
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Admittedly, this is an easier table to interpret. Bacterial and viral plant problems
remained about the same as previous years. But look at the cultural comparisons. We
were seeing more issues in 2015 about right plant/right place and common gardening
problems. This is always an area of plant health that master gardeners can share with
their clients. The Plant Problem Diagnosis form that you use in your clinics to submit
specimens to the Diagnostic Lab is an excellent interview tool for engaging your client
about their overall garden’s situation and their gardening practices.
Of particular note is the decrease in fungal activity. Plant fungi are correlated to wet
conditions so, on a positive note, the sun dried up many of these issues in 2015.

2015: A Busy Year
for Plant ID-ing
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Compared to 2014, we identified 25% more plants in 2015. Plant identification is
crucial in diagnosing plant problems; sine qua non. Check your own resources, training
notes and helpful keys, or look on the Internet for interactive assistance. Think about
the flower, fruit and foliage, as well as the growth habit of the plant and whether it is
evergreen or deciduous. Often we can’t fully identify a plant unless we see the flower
or fruit. A photograph of the plant and these stages can be helpful.

Top 3 Cultural Problems in 2015 and
Plants Associated with Them

Cultural Diagnoses by Month in 2015
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1. Drought
v Maple, Lonicera, Mahonia, Raspberry, Cedar, Fir,
Magnolia, Salal, Daphne, Boxwood

2. Transplant shock

10

v Birch, Maple, Rhododendron, Magnolia,
Skimmia, Vaccinium
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3. Chemical
v Rhododendron, Rose, Fig, Raspberry, Yew

Cultural damage was seen early in 2015 (look at June). We might have a repeat in 2016
but the precise scenario will unfold. Look at the cultural issues we saw and the plants
that most likely had those problems. Do you see some problem plants that are
repeated in different cultural categories? Have an eagle eye out for problems especially
on rhodies, maples, raspberries.
Top 3 Fungal Problems in 2015 and
Plants Associated with Them

Fungal Diagnoses by Month in 2015
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While there were fewer cases of fungi causing plant problems this past year, it is
clear that early bloomers were affected. Think of those camellia and pieris japonica
that are in season right now. Will they be coming to you in a month or two with leaf
spot? Will powdery mildew affect those tomato plants purchased at our sale in
May? And would you recommend another susceptible plant be placed in the same
spot as a maple that died from verticillium wilt? (We would not!)

Top 3 Insect Problems in 2015 and
Plants Associated with Them

Insect Diagnoses by Month in 2015
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1. Mites

10

v Grape, Choisya, Ilex, Pear, Spruce, Willow,
ClemaEs

8

2. Lace Bug

6

v Azalea, Rhododendron

4

3. Aphid

2

0
Jan

Feb

Mar

Apr

May

Jun

Jul

Aug

Sep

Oct

v Currant, Spruce, Vinca, Plum

With heat comes insects; so 2015 was a buggy year. Before the season begins, make
sure you can identify lace bug damage on rhodies and azaleas. Hortsense and the
PNW Insect Handbook are your resources so that you can tell your client, on-the-spot,
what to do about the infestation. Most grape plants we receive and diagnose in the
Diagnostic Lab have erineum mites. We can only see the insect under a microscope but
we can see the crinkly, blistered grape leaves they damage. You should be able to see
the same without too much difficulty.

KEY FINDINGS
Top 3 Problema-c Plants of 2015
1.

Maple (Acer spp)
v 31 total specimens

2.

Rhododendron (spp)
v

3.

23

Prunus (spp) (Plum, cherry, apricot, peach,
laurel)
v

21

If you want to be the “whiz kid” of your clinic and a star to your client…who
wouldn’t?...do a little investigation of these three plant groups and what can affect
them. They are common plants in our area so it’s not too much of a stretch to know
something about them.

Finally…
It’s not our purpose to ask whether having more submissions to the Diagnostic Lab
is a good thing or not for a clinic. Our only concern is that our diagnoses be
available to those submitting clinics as a learning tool. Be diligent and make sure that
when you submit something to the Diagnostic Lab the Plant Problem Diagnosis
form is filled out completely – including your clinic name. Thanks!

