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Drought or Disease?

W ith ongoing drought and local water
restrictions in place in many areas of

California, you may start to see landscape
plants suffering from stress caused by a lack
of water, called water stress. Water-stressed
plants can have symptoms that resemble
diseases caused by plant pathogens. In
addition, plants affected by drought can and
be predisposed to disease, opening the way
for pathogens to infect the plant when it's not
at their healthiest state.

Plants suffering from a lack of water will often
show symptoms in their leaves first, losing
their luster, then shriveling and drooping.

If water stress continues, other symptoms
can appear like defoliation, split bark, brown
branch tips, stunted growth, and in the worst
scenario, plant death. These symptoms
could be mistaken for diseases that attack
the plant’s root and vascular systems like
Armillaria root rot and Verticillium wilt.

Diseases promoted by drought

Prolonged drought stress weakens a plant's
natural defenses. Water-stressed plants are
less able to fight off diseases because they
can't make chemicals that protect them from
pathogens. Drought-stressed plants have
both slower defense reactions and slower
wound healing. Split bark from water stress
can provide an opening for pathogens to in-
fect. Root systems injured by water stress are
more susceptible to root rots like Armillaria.

Canker diseases are often stress related
and become particularly damaging during
droughts. Common canker diseases like
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Brown dead leaves and
branch dieback caused by
severe water deficit.

Cytospora canker on the
trunk of a corkscrew willow.
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Drought or Disease?

Botryosphaeria canker, Cytospora canker, and
Nectria canker can damage or even kill a wa-
ter-stressed plant. Botryosphaeria canker attacks a
wide range of woody plants like oak, alder, red-
wood, avocado and even California natives like
ceanothus and manzanita. This disease is typically
more serious in unirrigated landscapes.

Common plants susceptible to water
stress

Plants from temperate zones require more water
to grow and stay healthy under drought condi-
tions than plants from drier climates. Common
ornamental plants that are more susceptible to
water stress include azaleas, rhododendrons,

tulip poplar, English ivy, sweet gum (Liquidambar),
ornamental plums, magnolia, and willow. They lack
adaptations to control water loss like extensive
root systems and small, leathery leaves. During
droughts, they must be carefully tended since they
can be injured by water deficit.

What can you do during a drought and
under water restrictions?

Reduce water waste. Repair any leaks in the irriga-
tion system and adjust sprinklers to water plants,
not pavement. Apply only the amount of water
that the plants need. Plants need less water in the
cooler seasons so be sure to adjust automatic tim-
ers to match water needs.

Switch from sprinklers, which lose a lot of water to
evaporation, to a drip irrigation system. Drip irri-
gation directs the water to the plant’s root zone so
less water is wasted. If changing your system isn't
possible, water early in the morning when it's cool
and less windy.

Trees should be your top water priority.
Established trees can survive with one deep irriga-
tion in the spring and one or two deep irrigations
during the summer. Continue to water trees grow-
ing in a lawn, even if the grass is allowed to die.
Mature trees can suffer damage if under drought
stress for more than a couple of seasons. If there is
no significant rainfall, continue with periodic deep
irrigation throughout the year.
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poppies, Ceanothus, and Watsonia.

Create a water-wise landscape. Replace nones-
sential grass with ground cover, mulches, decks,
or walkways. Some lawn areas can be useful for
recreation, cooling, and reducing dust. Drought-
tolerant ground cover can be used in place of
grass to save water. Choose plants that grow well
in your climate. No plant is drought-tolerant until
it is fully established. Wait until the fall to intro-
duce new plants so they have winter rains to help
them grow. Vegetables are not drought tolerant so
are difficult to keep alive during water restriction.
Limit the size of the vegetable garden to only the
amount your family needs. Plant shorter season
crops. Know the critical times for watering, such as
after transplanting and during fruit development.
Use compost to add nutrients to the soil and cover
with mulch or landscape cloth.

Manage your landscape to be water efficient. Apply
a 3" to 4" layer of mulch around plants and across
the ground. Control weeds, which compete for wa-
ter with desired plants. Pull weeds when they are
small, making sure to remove the roots.

While water restrictions may seem daunting, you
can have a healthy, flourishing garden by following
these tips and your local municipal water district
guidelines.

—Belinda Messenger-Sikes,
Urban IPM Writer/Editor
bmsikes@ucanr.edu
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What are Abiotic Plant Disorders?

biotic plant disorders are generally caused

by environmental conditions, rather than
microorganisms. They are sometimes called
noninfectious diseases. Abiotic disorders can
develop if a plant’s needs are not being met.
Abiotic disorders can not only damage a plant
directly but could predispose trees and shrubs
to attack by insects and pathogens. Disorders
and pests often act in combination, such as
when drought stress or root injuries make trees
susceptible to bark beetles and root decay
pathogens.

Common causes of abiotic disorders include too
much or not enough water, compacted soil, nu-
trient deficiency (often caused by imbalanced soil
pH), excess soil salinity, too much heat or sunlight,
herbicides, air pollution, and mechanical injuries.

Abiotic disorders can develop for several reasons:

*¢ the site was not well prepared before
landscaping,

% the plants were improperly planted,

% the plant species is not well adapted to condi-
tions at that location,

% the plants did not receive the correct cultural
care.

Avoid abiotic disorders by giving plants the right
amount of water, sunlight, and nutrients. You
must water plants properly, and the soil must
drain well. The soil must contain the correct nutri-
ent levels, pH, and salinity. Fix any extreme light

or temperatures issues like too much sunlight.
Protect plants from herbicide and fertilizer damage
as well as from mechanical injuries.

When you suspect an abiotic disorder, find out
both the species and variety of the plant so you
know the plant’'s expected appearance and its
specific cultural needs. Inspect the plant and
surrounding plants for symptoms. Some abiotic
disorders can be recognized by their characteris-
tic damage symptoms (e.g., distorted, discolored,
or dying foliage). However, diagnosing the cause
of disorders can be difficult. Plants will react dif-
ferently to abiotic issues depending on their age
and specific variety. Different abiotic causes can
produce the same symptoms, and more than one
cause can affect plants at the same time.

To solve plant problems, it's important to distin-
guish abiotic disorders from similar-looking dam-
age caused by pests such as insects, mites, nema-
todes, pathogens, and vertebrates. See Table 1 for
details.

For more information about abiotic plant prob-
lems, see the UC ANR publications Abiotic
Disorders of Landscape Plants and Pests of Land-
scape Trees and Shrubs.

—Karey Windbiel-Rojas,
Associate Director for Urban and Community IPM
kwindbiel@ucanr.edu

Table 1. Distinguishing between abiotic and biotic plant problems.

Characteristic

Plants affected Unrelated

Abiotic disorder

Disease/pest

One type or closely related

Plant age Various ages

Same age more likely

Symptom pattern

Regular or uniform

Random or irregular

Rate of symptom development Sudden onset

Slow, worsens over time

Spread

Does not spread

Infectious, spreads on host over time

or pathogen

Signs No evidence of pest | Presence of pest, mycelium, mushrooms, rust

pustules, bacterial ooze, honeydew, frass
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Invasive Pest Spotlight:
Brown Marmorated Stink Bug

he invasive pest spotlight focuses on emerging

or potential invasive pests in California. In this
issue we are covering the brown marmorated stink
bug (BMSB).

BMSB facts

BMSB can cause severe crop and garden losses
and become a nuisance in and around homes

and other buildings. They can get into buildings

as they congregate in late summer and early fall
when seeking safe overwintering sites. Once inside
buildings BMSB may become a nuisance and emit
an offensive odor if disturbed or crushed. In the
spring, adults move from overwintering sites to
host plants.

Brown marmorated stink bugs are not harmful to
people, houses, or pets. They do not bite, sting,
suck blood, or spread mammalian diseases. They
do not eat or bore into wood structures. Building
occupants may become alarmed when the bugs
enter the building and noisily fly about when lights
are on. The ability of BMSB to hitchhike in vehicles
and planes has allowed it to spread rapidly to new
areas.

The adult BMSB is a shield-shaped stink bug,
about 5/8 inch long, and marbled brown. It can be
distinguished from other similar stink bugs by the
characteristics shown in Figure 1.

What can you do?

If you find a stink bug that you suspect might be a
BMSB, place the bug in a container and carefully
note where and when you collected it. Take the
sealed container to your county agricultural
commissioner or local UC Cooperative Extension
office.
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Figure 1. Identifying features of the brown marmorated stink
bug adult and mature nymph.

For more information, read the BMSB Pest Alert on
the UC IPM website

ipm.ucanr.edu/pestalert/pabrownmarmorated.html.

—Karey Windbiel-Rojas,
Associate Director for Urban and Community IPM,
kwindbiel@ucanr.edu

For more information about
managing pests, contact your
University of California Cooperative
Extension office, or visit the UC IPM

website at ipm.ucanr.edu.
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ANR NONDISCRIMINATION AND AFFIRMATIVE ACTION POLICY STATEMENT
Itis the policy of the University of California (UC) and the UC Division of Agriculture & Natural
Resources not to engage in discrimination against or harassment of any person in any of its programs
or activities. (Complete nondiscrimination policy statement can be found at ucanr.edu/sites/anrstaff/
files/215244.pdf.). Inquiries regarding ANR's nondiscrimination policies may be directed to UCANR,
Affirmative Action Compliance Officer, University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources,

2801 Second Street, Davis, CA 95618, (530) 750-1343.
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