
Background information and sample quality: Getting the best possible diagnosis

If you are a vegetable grower, involved in nursery or plug production, own an orchard or if you find
yourself responsible for landscape installations and maintenance, chances are that sooner or later
you will run into a disease problem. When a disease outbreak occurs you may wish to seek the
expertise of Soil & Plant Lab which offers plant disease diagnosis. Accurate identification of the
problem is paramount for developing the right management strategies to prevent further loss of
plant material. The accuracy of a given diagnosis is highly dependent upon the quality of the
sample submitted and the amount of background information given, i.e. poor samples equal poor
diagnoses. The following are a few tips on submitting samples for pathology work that will help you
obtain the best possible diagnostic service for your money.

v Collect fresh material and try to submit several specimens that display different stages of the
observed symptoms. Keep in mind that the pathogen is not always in symptomatic tissue. For
example, symptoms observed in the foliage such as chlorosis, marginal necrosis, leaf drop, and
wilt may be associated with a vascular wilt or a root rot. Therefore include as much of the plant as
possible.

v Plants in advanced stages of disease development (dead) are poor samples since many
secondary organisms will have moved in making isolation and identification of the pathogen
difficult.

v Place samples in a polyethylene bag and label the bag accurately. Place a dry paper towel in
the bag to act as a blotter to prevent plant material from decomposing during transit. When
submitting roots, handle these with care. Avoid leaving feeder or rotted roots behind. Include a liter
of soil to prevent roots from drying out. This soil can also be used for pH, salinity, fertility, and
nematode testing if needed.

v If submitting an entire plant, wrap a twist-tie around the stem at ground level to keep soil off of
the foliage.

v Include information on growing practices, e.g. fertilizer, growth regulator, herbicide and
pesticide applications. Information regarding recent environmental conditions e.g. humidity,
temperature, wind, etc. is also very helpful. As obvious as it may seem do not forget to include your
name, phone number and fax number. Cover letters stating the problem, host plant name, and
what you are looking for as far as recommendations will insure that you get the information you
desire.

v It is very important to keep the samples cool and moist. If samples are taken early and will not
be shipped to the lab for several hours, place them either in the refrigerator, or in a cooler with an
ice pack. The sooner the samples arrive at the lab the better chance the diagnostician will have to
isolate the pathogen(s); Priority or Next Day delivery is best.
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You should realize that some plant problems will unfortunately defy complete diagnosis, and it may
be necessary to submit additional samples. Although the diagnostician should come closer to a
definitive answer with each subsequent sample submitted, there will be times when certain plant
problems will go unsolved (an X-File). Diseases involving more then one causal agent often fall in
this category. Finally, if you have any doubts as to what to send or any questions regarding
sampling, do not hesitate to give the laboratory a call. The diagnostician will be more then happy to
walk you through the process to insure a proper sample is submitted.


