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	Title: Preventing the Bedding Plant Blues
	Author: by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener Advisor
	Page 1: Planting "annual color" in the landscape is undoubtedly one of the most popular gardening pastimes. Just "people watch" the aisles and racks of colorful plants at all nurseries, garden centers, grocery and drug stores and you'll realize how passionate gardeners are about their color. But are you tired of spending money on bedding plants just to watch them die off in flowerbeds before they have provided a full season of glorious blooms? Why is it that some flowerbeds last all season and others barely last a month?Gardeners with green thumbs realize that several species of bedding plants are commonly attacked by a number of soil borne fungal diseases. These diseases often cause entire plants to collapse and die in a very short time. These syndromes are referred to as "damping off" or "root rot". Damping off most commonly occurs in seedling plants, but transplants also succumb when a rot develops at the soil line. Some of the most common soil borne fungi sport names like alternaria, botrytis, fusarium, pythium, phytophthora, and rhizoctonia. Not easy names to pronounce and even more difficult to distinguish from one another. Is it important that you know the difference between them? No, not really. What is important is to provide growing conditions for bedding plants that discourage the development of the diseases that these fungi cause. Most of these fungi are common in all of our soils and it is ridiculous to think that we can get rid of them. They are similar to the germs causing the "common cold". They are always around, yet everyone is not sick all of the time. Just as for human disease prevention, if we reduce the stress around plants we can buffer them from catching all of the root rot diseases.With one exception (rhizoctonia) these fungi are most adapted to wetter and more poorly draining soils. They usually produce a couple of kinds of spores and this is how they survive and spread from one area to another. Some of their spores are short lived, but others are what plant pathologists refer to as their over-wintering structures. Short-lived spores allow for the spread of the fungus within the season and the over-wintering structures usually initiate the disease at the start of the season. That is slightly oversimplified, but generally true.The spores spread through the soil with water. Spores can be splashed up onto plant leaves by sprinklers or by rain. The fungus can be native to your soil or your water supply, arrive on the transplant or in the potting soil, or be spread by infested pots, tools, and occasionally the seed.
	Page 2: Prevention is the best strategy for controlling these diseases. Good sanitation, high quality plants, and proper cultural and environmental conditions are components of prevention.Prepare planting areas so they have excellent drainage. One way to improve drainage is to add soil amendments such as peat moss, fir bark or well-decomposed compost. Avoid green compost, as this actually will encourage damping off diseases. Add as much amendment as you can afford and strive for a 50-50 blend of amendment and soil. Mix well.Another way to improve drainage is to plant in raised beds. Adding 4-12" of height to a bed allows water to drain away from roots and prevents roots from being waterlogged. If you can't raise the beds, then plant the transplants high so that water drains away from the crown of the plant.If you continually plant flowers in the same bed year after year, then it becomes more important each season to prepare the bed for planting. Damping off fungi attack most bedding plants, so the fungal population tends to build up over time. Be sure to chop and rototill old plants into the bed and let the bed sit idle for a few weeks before amending soil and planting again. Plant when temperatures are best for rapid germination of seeds or growth of transplants. For example it is too early to plant pansies right now, better to wait until summer is over. But the fall bedding season is right around the corner and now is a good time to start prepping those flowerbeds.You can also use fungicide drenches. Fungicides are primarily preventative in nature. In other words you apply the fungicide before the disease is running rampant. It is virtually impossible to salvage a flowerbed that is riddled with a root rot or damping off disease problem. That is why we encourage preventing the bedding plant "blues". 
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