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To the human eye, dirt looks just like what it is – dirt.  Brown or tan, sandy or loamy, from our perspective it appears boring and familiar.  However, if we had microscopic eyes we would see a whole universe of creatures teaming in the soil.  Species that are both beneficial and harmful to plants share this underground world.


Root knot nematodes, tiny worms that invade plant roots, clogging tissues and forming the familiar swellings seen when stunted plants are pulled up, may be found in sandy soil along with their useful nematode cousins that attack and kill various soil larvae including grubs. Bacteria and fungi which help decompose dead organic material share space with those that infect flowers, fruit and vegetables.  Mushrooms popping up after a rain, formed from spores that have lain dormant till conditions were right.  Some soil organisms actually help plant roots absorb the nutrients they need to promote growth.  The mycorrhyzal fungi, having developed over the centuries that local plants were being formed, are themselves native species.  They specifically enhance the growth of our native plant population, insuring its success.


The activities of beneficial microbes go unnoticed, but the effects of those that infect our gardens are readily seen.  Our coastal locale with high humidity and periodic episodes of flooding rain is a perfect environment for the development of fungal diseases.  Plants from tomatoes to oak trees may show suspicious symptoms, but the quick 

death of a bed of annuals really gets our attention.  Periwinkles, prolific and heat loving, are targets of various soil fungi including Pythium  spp. But the one of most concern to plant pathologists is Phytophthora parasitica, an aerial species which doesn’t affect roots.  This fungus starts on the ends of branches and works inward, turning the plant black and killing it quickly.  Although the roots themselves may be unaffected, stems that carry water and nutrients are destroyed.  The disease is prevalent during wet, rainy weather and becomes established in beds where it remains for years.


The fungus is almost impossible to eradicate once in the soil.  Solarization, which is also used to destroy nematodes, can be tried in beds that are completely free of plant material.  In this method clear plastic is spread over the soil, anchored, and left in place during the hot months of July and August.  However, during the first splashing rain in the fall, more fungal spores will be introduced and the disease will start all over.  Soil fungicides are available, but are expensive and not always effective.  Horticulture specialists with the Texas cooperative Extension Service recommend replacing
susceptible plants with those know to resist phytophthora.  The plant they recommend to provide summer color is Firebush, Hamelia patens.  This shrub, used a lot in Rockport-Fulton, produces bright red, tubular flowers that are attractive to hummingbirds.


Annuals which are resistant to this disease include purslane, cone flower, geranium, ageratum, verbena, begonia, celosia, scabiosa, marigold and zinnia.  When plants are use over and over in the same bed they are apt to develop other diseases.  Rotation, as with vegetable crops, is a useful technique.  Sanitation is important to reduce the number of spores.  Bag and discard infected material; disinfect garden tools with alcohol or a solution of 1 part bleach to 9 parts water, rinsing well afterward; and wash your hands after handling infected plants.


The development of diseases which can wipe out an entire bed is one good reason to landscape with a variety of species.  Diversity not only created interest, but also is a safety measure ensuring that the whole landscape won’t be lost if a virulent disease, swarm of caterpillars, or hungry deer invade the yard or if winter brings a hard freeze.

