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Diagnosing Plant Health Problems.  Plants can get ñsickò, just like people.
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Plants donôt tell us whatôs wrong.  We need to study the plant and diagnose the 

problems.  Once we know exactly whatôs wrong, we can then try to cure or 

control it.
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There are 6 main Causal Agents of Plant problems.

1. Insects:  can feed on plant, causing distortion or missing parts.  Borers can girdle 

stem, killing the upper part of plant.

2. Microorganisms:  Pathogens ïfungi, bacteria, viruses, mycoplasmas, etc.

3. Chemicals:  Herbicides and other pesticides; fertilizers (too much or not enough); 

road salté

4. Mechanical injury:  girdling, cutting roots, ñmower blightò, storm damage

5. Environment:  Heat/cold, flood/drought, soil compaction causing root 

suffocationé.

6. Animals:  cause one of the other types of damage.  Squirrels chewing on bark 

cause mechanical injury; female dogs urinating on lawn cause chemical injury, etc.
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There are hundreds of possible causal agents that could be causing a plantôs 

problem.  We need to narrow down the list.  First, can we determine if causal 

agent is living (infectious) or non-living (non-infectious)?

Infectious means that the causal agent can be transmitted from 

infected/infested plants to non-infected plants.  Example:  fungus disease 

(black spot of rose), bacteria (fire blight), etc.  These are ñbioticò, or living 

causes.

Non-infectious causal agents do not spread from one plant to another. 

Example:  drought does not spread from one plant to another; nor does 

freezing injury.  These are not transmitted.  These are ñabioticò, or non-living 

causes.
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How a infectious disease gets into plants:  Infectious diseases, caused by living 

organisms, need to invade leaf surface.  Under right environmental conditions, 

organisms then multiply or grow, spread through around and through cells, and 

begin feeding on cell contents.  Eventually, under right environmental 

conditions, organisms will produce reproductive structures and emerge from 

leaf, ready to spread to other plants. 

All of this takes time!
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Infectious Disease Triangle:  In order for an infectious disease to occur, you must have 3 major 

factors:

1. Pathogen.  This is the actual microorganism that causes the disease (fungus, bacteria, virus, 

etc.).  Most organisms are very picky about which plants they can attack; a disease that can 

attack mapleswonôt attack lawns, or grape vines.

2. Susceptible host.  This is a plant that can physically be affected by the disease.  Not all 

species can get the disease (oaks do not get rose spot); some varieties are more resistant to a 

disease than others (scab-resistant crabapples).

3. Favorable environment.  All pathogens are alive, and must have specific environmental 

conditions in order to spread, infect leaf, and grow within the plant.  For example, some 

diseases may require over 12 hours of moisture on the leaf when the temperatures are 

between 60 and 70 degrees in order for the spore to germinate and enter the plant.

All of this takes time!

To prevent infectious disease, we need to block any one of the legs of the disease triangleémore 

on that next week.
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Diagnosis definition.

There are many pieces needed to put together the whole picture of disease 

diagnosis.
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There are five major steps to making a diagnosis.  See handout.  Weôll cover 

each step individually.


