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PREVENTING PLANT DISEASE
By Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
We have all heard the saying, “the best defense is a good offense”.  In the plant world, it is translated to “the best defense against plant disease is a healthy plant”.   A plant disease needs three things to get established: a disease pathogen, a susceptible “host” plant, and the right environmental conditions.   Affecting just one of these three will prevent a great deal of plant disease.  

Disease pathogen.  A disease pathogen could be a fungus, bacteria, virus, nematode, or a few other things.  Many of these are just around all the time, a part of the environment.  Others are carried by insects or transferred unintentionally by people.  There is not a whole lot we can do to change the environmental conditions, except for a few cultural practices.  If you spot a diseased leaf on a plant, cut it off and put it in the trash.  This will cut down on the number of disease ‘particles” in the area.  Don't put diseased plant parts in a compost pile in case it doesn’t get hot enough to kill them. 

Plant disease is frequently spread by the transfer of infected sap on pruning tools.  It is important to clean your pruning tools after each plant you prune if there is any chance of it having disease.  It is certainly a good practice whenever pruning oak trees, which, by the way, should not be pruned from February to June!  If you feel your oak tree really needs pruning, please wait until July 1 and then paint the cuts; these practices are to control the spread of the devastating Oak Wilt Disease.  Although Oak Wilt is not currently known to be in Aransas County, it is moving closer; it is now established in Goliad County. 

Tools can be cleaned by soaking them in a solution of one of the following: rubbing alcohol or denatured alcohol at a 50% solution (1 part alcohol and 1 part water); or pine oil cleaner (such as Pine Sol) or household bleach (such as Clorox) at a 25% solution (1 part cleaner and 3 parts water).  Leave the tools in the solution for 5 to 10 minutes to kill the pathogens, and then rinse with clean water.  Replace the solution after 10 trees or every two hours.  Of course, these mixtures should be kept where children and pets cannot get into them.

Susceptible host.  Since a healthy plant is a less likely to get a disease, be sure to place plants in the conditions they grow best in. Put the right plant in the right place: if full sun is required, that means at least 6 hours of direct sun each day.  Growing a full sun plant in partial shade will likely result in a plant that is not as strong and vigorous as it could be.  Water plants regularly, but not frequently, and apply compost or fertilizer annually.  

Not all plants, or even all varieties of a plant, are susceptible to the same plant diseases.  Plants, especially vegetables, are frequently bred for resistance to certain diseases, for example, tomatoes are bred for nematode resistance. Look for plants that are resistant to diseases you have had previously in your landscape or garden.  

Right environmental conditions.  Although it may seem impossible to make any changes to environmental conditions (and it would rain one inch each week if I could control it!), we can have an effect on a smaller scale.  Increasing airflow can reduce humidity around a plant and may prevent a fungus from taking hold. Pruning nearby bushes, spacing plants farther apart, or not planting close to a fence that blocks wind can do this.  Also, do your watering as early in the day as possible so leaves have a chance to dry off.  Very importantly-do not water too often.  Only very recently-planted plants, and seeds need to be watered daily.  Grass does not like to be watered every day but the disease-causing fungi that infect grass, love it!  Frequent watering encourages shallow rooting (think “susceptible plant”) and provides the environmental conditions for fungi such as “take-all” or “brown spot” to increase rapidly.

While tending your plants, keep in mind that by changing just one of the three parts of the disease triangle can prevent plant disease.
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