SITE VISITS & FIELD DIAGNOSES

Diagnosing plant diseases and disorders in the field (“field” to include vegetable gardens, crops, landscape areas, forested land, etc.) requires a grasp and knowledge of the plant problem “signature” of the area being surveyed.  The signature includes the signs, symptoms, and distribution of affected plants, past weather and all other factors and events that can affect the plants or crops.

Many times the information received by the Extension is from indirect sources and is often inadequate for the diagnostician (Master Gardener) to formulate a disease signature or a diagnosis, thus you may be handicapped in your ability to make a quality assessment of the problem.  In many cases, the Master Gardener will be obliged to make a site visit along with the client.  For the novice Master Gardiner this procedure can be confusing and vexing.  Visiting a garden or field with a perplexed owner can be an unsettling experience.  The Master Gardener, whether a novice or veteran, often feels inadequate to make a field diagnosis and fears embarrassment.  Master Gardeners should keep in mind that if the client knew what the problem was, more than likely, the Extension would not have been contacted in the first place. 

 When you are in the field to assess the signature of the problem, ask questions and collect samples.  The biggest temptation is to succumb to the desire to make a rapid diagnosis at the time of your site visit.  This diagnosis can be embarrassing and unprofessional when you make a hasty diagnosis after a cursory examination only to find out later that your diagnosis was wrong or that you were correct but missed other important problems.  For example, diagnosing leaf spotting, such as anthracnose, when the primary and most damaging problem is root-knot nematodes.  When you are in doubt as to the causal agent or condition, collect what physical evidence you can find and what knowledge you can glean concerning “signature” factors and do your diagnostic work back at the Extension where you have the equipment and references at hand.  Also, do not forget your fellow Master Gardeners and the Extension agent for assistance and advice.  Other Master Gardeners are usually more than willing to accompany and assist you on your survey.  You probably know a great deal more than you give yourself credit for.  After a few visits, you will gain confidence and realize that this is “not a test.”  Above all, do not hesitate to accept field and site visit assignments.  Don’t worry about your level of knowledge and experience as this will come with time.

SOME STEPS FOR FIELD SURVEYS AND SITE VISITS:

1) Before going out on a field survey, be sure to take your lens, knife, sample bags and, if you like, some basic reference material such as “Landscape Plant Problems”, etc.  Also, have the necessary forms, i.e. 1) “Plant Problem Diagnosis form,” 2) “Insect Identification form,” 3) “Plant Identification form,” etc.

2) When arriving at the site, contact the client and ask them what the trouble is and what they think might be causing it.  Sometimes the client will offer some information that may otherwise go unnoticed, such as the activities of a neighbor, transplant problems, unusual weather snaps, a brother-in-law that fertilized the garden for them, etc.

3) Conduct a survey of the garden and/or field and look for patterns and possible problem areas.  Look to see if the problem is host specific or affects more than one species of plant.  

4) Observe and record the following:

a) Note drainage patterns

b) Conditions in adjoining gardens and/or fields

c) In vegetable gardens, note whether the problem is associated with certain rows

d) Look for patterns and development of problem, i.e. starting from a point and moving outwards in a concentric ring or circle or starting at a point and moving outward in a single or multiple direction or line.

5) Examine individual plants in detail:

a) Position of symptoms on plant:

1) Old or young leaves

2) Stems

3) Exposure

4) New growth

5) Insect and insect damage

b) Cut stem to check for vascular discoloration

c) Hold leaves up to the light to check for mosaic, viral symptoms, water-soaking or presence of webbing and mites

d) Look for leaf abnormalities in color, size, shape and texture

6) Carefully dig roots and examine for galls, rot, abnormal color and feeder root condition.  Also check roots for abnormal odor, insects, fertilizer placement and depth of planting.

7) Take samples of damaged plant and soil material in for further examination at the Extension.

8) After completing your site visit and examination, record your findings and confer with your client once more to see if he or she has anything more to add to your report/notes.

These aforementioned steps are basic and are just a starting point for you.  They all can be extensively expanded upon.  The depth of your examination will increase with time and experience.

In closing, I encourage all of you to take every opportunity you can to expand on your diagnostic expertise.  Attend the diagnostic clinics if you can, and when you have an opportunity, take a look at the samples available at the Extension.  Plant problems are one of the most important areas we address as Master Gardeners. 
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