
E
ven though cases of impatiens downy 
mildew were confirmed in 33 states in 
2012, growers are planning to produce 
Impatiens walleriana this year. How-
ever, Bill Calkins, business manager 

independent garden centers at Ball Horticultural 
Co., says in areas of the country where the disease 
was most prevalent, growers are reducing produc-
tion of impatiens by about 10 to 20 percent. 

“The Southeast and Northeast had the worst 
outbreaks,” Calkins states. “The Midwest was 
probably the next area that saw more cases of the 
disease. There are some areas that didn’t have any 
problems last year and growers are continuing to 
produce impatiens again this year.”

In areas like the Northeast where cases of the 
disease were widespread, Calkins says growers are 
reducing production of impatiens, but not elimi-
nating the crop altogether.

Hard to Find Impatiens  
in Florida

Dave Self, owner of Wyld West Annuals in Lox-
ahatchee, Fla., says most of the small- to medium- 
sized growers he has spoken with in his state have 
eliminated Impatiens walleriana from their product 
mix. Landscapers make up the majority of Self ’s 
customer base.

“It just wasn’t worth the risk,” Self says. “You could 
get a bad reputation. You could run into problems if 
you say you are not guaranteeing them. It just wasn’t 
worth the effort to try to grow impatiens this year.”

“It was a problem in 2011, but it really hit hard 
in 2012,” he shares. “The disease is hard to get 
rid of. Once you have it, you have it. You can do 

preventive maintenance. But the homeowners and 
landscapers are not going to spend the amount of 
money for the rotation of chemicals for a 60- to 
70-cent impatiens plant.” 

“You might as well plant something that doesn’t 
get the disease,” he suggests. “And that is kind of 
what we did with geraniums, begonias, pentas, New 
Guineas, salvia, marigolds and gazanias. All of those 
minor crops sold because there weren’t any impa-
tiens available.” 

Opportunities for  
Alternative Crops

Calkins says growers who are selling to land-
scapers in areas affected by impatiens downy 
mildew are trying to make sure their customers are 
aware of the disease and are increasing their assort-
ment of alternative crops.

“The silver lining on this is all of the great alter-
native products that are out there that have been 

Although concerned with the impact impatiens 
downy mildew will have on the production 
and sale of impatiens walleriana in 2013, growers 
are planning to offer this crop along with 
alternative plants. By David Kuack
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underused because impatiens have 
been considered the go-to crop,” he 
says. “Many growers, landscapers and 
consumers have become dependent on 
impatiens as the primary shade plant. 
Growers are not eliminating impa-
tiens, but they are encouraging their 
customers to diversify with some of 
these alternatives, including vegeta-
tive and seed-produced New Guinea 
impatiens and coleus, SunPatiens, a 
variety of begonias including fibrous 
and Dragon Wing, caladiums, dusty 
miller and torenia.”

Calkins says his company is going 
to keep growers updated on the disease 
and provide them with the information 
on how to control it. The company also 
has developed a list of alternative crops.

“We have gotten a lot of requests 
from growers and retailers about alter-
native crops, especially New Guinea 
impatiens,” Calkins shares. “We have 
been doing culture clinics on these 
crops. We want the growers and 
retailers to understand these alterna-
tive products as well as they under-
stand and know impatiens. Impatiens 
sales may be down, but sales of these 
other crops are up.”

According to Self, one positive is 
that landscapers have become willing 
to try different crops.

“The only change that the land-
scapers weren’t happy about with the 
switch to some of the vegetatively-
propagated plants like New Guineas 
was the additional cost,” he says. 
“Also, in regards to some of the alter-
native plants there is a little more 
maintenance like having to dead-head 
salvia, geranium and marigolds. But 
with other crops like New Guineas, 
SunPatiens, begonias and pentas, you 
just plant them and let them grow. 
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luxe looks!

Add it up! 
Huge flowers plus amazing branching 
equals A+ large container dahlia

They’ll look twice! 
Nine gleaming colors

Take a nice long look!
Extend your selling season 
with quick-to-grow XXL

Huge flowers plus amazing branching 

Growers are encouraging customers to diver-
sify their offering with other shade plants. 
(Photo: Ball Horticultural Co.)

They might not give you the same blast of color as the 
impatiens, but overall the change has been very positive.

Controlling the Disease
Michigan State University plant pathologist Mary Hausbeck 

has been working with growers in her state to be sure they know 
about the disease and what they can do to control it.

“We have growers all along the spectrum,” Hausbeck says. 
“Some are feeling confident that they have the disease under 
control and are going to produce the crop and supply impa-
tiens as they have done in the past. Then there are others who 
are really worried because they don’t have the confidence in 
using the recommended fungicide programs or they may have 
had problems with the disease last year and feel overwhelmed.
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“My sense is some of the largest growers 
intend to grow impatiens and fill contracts 
they have for the crop. Many of these growers 
have experience with the fungicides for 
downy mildew based on what they did last 
year. The large growers are doing what they 
can to minimize their risk from the disease.”

Hausbeck says some growers are still 
feeling their way through the fungicide 
programs that have been recommended by 
universities like Michigan State and Cornell 
and companies like Ball Horticultural and 
Syngenta. She says some of the fungicides in 
these programs are not part of standard con-
trol programs for other pathogens so in some 

cases both chemical suppliers 
and growers are 
not familiar 
with them.

“The orna-
mentals industry 

is trying to 
become familiar 

with some of these 
fungicides that its 
members have not 

used before,” she 
says. “Last year some 

distributors did not 
have all of the needed 

downy mildew fun-
gicides in stock. Some 

are not broad-spectrum types or they are 
not widely used or they are more unknown 
because they are relatively new. In some 
instances, a distributor may have suggested 
using a replacement or substitute product 
that may not be especially effective against 
impatiens downy mildew.

“When a recommended treatment pro-
gram comes out and is agreed upon by 
pathologists for downy mildew, it is really 
important to stay true to the products that 
have been proven to be effective by those who 
have tested them. Even though a product 
may be labeled for downy mildew control, 
that does not mean it will be effective against 
this particular downy mildew. That is why 
growers need to follow the recommended 
programs and not make substitutions.”

Hausbeck suggests those buying impa-
tiens from growers in areas where the disease 
has been confirmed should ask if the growers 
have a downy mildew control program in 
place. She said the next question should be 
what chemicals are the growers using?

“Check to be sure the chemicals being 
applied are the same ones on the pro-
grams that have been recommended by the 
pathologists,” Hausbeck adds. “A chemical 
with similar chemistry to a product on an 
approved program list may or may not be 
effective against this disease.”

Educating End Users
Calkins says it should be easier to work 

with consumers in regards to offering them 
alternative shade crops that they may not 
have considered.

“Consumers are likely to get excited about 
plants that they may not have seen before or 
may not have considered before,” he shares. 
“It may be a tougher sell to landscapers 
who have become accustomed to putting in 
large beds of impatiens and who may be less 
willing to try something new. They might 
be able to replace impatiens with as many 
as five different products. That can create 
all kinds of issues, but it can also offer land-
scapers a lot of opportunities.”

Calkins says it is important that retailers 
not scare their customers about the disease 
so that they stop buying plants altogether.

“Independent garden centers can become an 
information source discussing the disease with 
their customers and allowing them to decide 
whether they want to buy impatiens,” he says. 
“The garden centers can also provide infor-
mation to consumers as to why there aren’t as 
many impatiens available this year. They can 
also position themselves as the experts in trying 
to show consumers how to use impatiens in 
hanging baskets and containers. If garden cen-
ters are in areas that had high disease pressure 

Product Rate/100 gallons Re-entry interval 
(hours)

Protect DF 2 lb. foliar spray 24

Subdue MAXX 0.5-1 fl. oz. foliar spray; 6-30 oz./1,000 sq. ft. drench 48 foliar spray, 0 drench

Subdue GR 1.6-8 oz./cu. yd. in containers 48

Heritage 1-4 oz. foliar spray 4

Pageant 12-18 oz. foliar spray 12

Segway 2.1-3.5 fl. oz. foliar spray 12

Vital 4 pint foliar spray 4

Alude 6.25-12.75 fl. oz. drench 4

Adorn 2-4 fl. oz. foliar spray; 1-4 fl. oz. drench 12

* The word “landscape” is in the label-use directions. Refer to label for other restrictions.

Table 1: Downy mildew landscape* fungicides

American Floral Endowment
Controlling Downy Mildew on Impatiens walleriana  
www.endowment.org/afe-news/press-releases/221-control 
ling-downy-mildew-on-impatiens.html

Ball Horticultural Co.
Impatiens Downy Mildew: Guidelines for Growers. 
www.ballhort.com/pdf/ImpatiensDownyMildewGrower 
Guidelines.pdf

Cornell Cooperative Extension
Impatiens Downy Mildew Fact Sheets and Informa-
tion http://ccesuffolk.org/floriculture-program

Michigan State University Extension
Ask the plant pathologist about impatiens downy 
mildew: Part I – Biology
http://msue.anr.msu.edu/news/ask_the_
plant_pathologist_about_impatiens_downy_
mildew_part_i_biology 

Syngenta
Technical Tip - Impatiens Downy Mildew:  
The Sky Is Not Falling
http://sfservices.syngenta.com/Weekly 
TipsDetail.aspx?TipId=124

IMPATIENS DOWNY MILDEW 
RESOURCES

Garden center operators have the opportunity 
to educate their customers about impatiens 

downy mildew. (Photo: Ball Horticultal Co.) 
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last year, they can recommend that customers not put 
them in a garden bed this year, but offer them some 
alternative crops to use instead.”

Self says he is encouraged by the interest land-
scapers have shown in the alternative crops, especially 
since the vegetatively-produced ones are more expen-
sive than impatiens.

“It’s going to take a few years to edu-
cate people for them to see the results 
before they will be completely sold 
on some of the new plants that they 
haven’t tried before,” says Self. “Since 
landscapers have been forced to use dif-
ferent crops they seem to be more open 
to trying something new. I have grown 
different crops from Proven Winners, 
Syngenta and Athena Brazil, including 
lobelia, cleome, argyranthemum and 
verbena. The landscapers have never 
used these plants. They buy 50 to 100 
plants and try them and then they come 
back and buy more. They tell me the 
plants did well and look really nice.”

Hausbeck, who has held several 
meetings about the disease with Mich-
igan growers, says she is also planning 
to meet with landscapers this year.

“When I meet with the landscapers 
this will be the first time for me to 
address this group,” she says. “I have a 
sense that I’ll need to build a founda-
tion by providing the landscapers with 
biological and control information.”

During her meetings with growers, 
Hausbeck was told the growers are 
hoping to be more proactive with the 
landscapers and help to guide them in 
regards to what some of their options 
could be for landscape plantings.

“The landscapers need to recognize 
that this disease is a problem and it is 
treatable with the right tools (see Table 
1),” she says. “But if they don’t have 
the right tools or don’t use the right 
tools early and frequently enough 
there won’t be success and then people 
get discouraged.”

Need for Communication
Hausbeck says she is encour-

aging landscapers and others pur-
chasing impatiens to work with and  
develop good relationships with their 
plant suppliers.

“If a plant supplier doesn’t want to 
talk to their customers about this dis-
ease or any other disease or doesn’t seem 
to know what the customers are talking 
about, this should raise a red flag,” she 
says. “The suppliers should be able to 
provide details on what they have done 
to prevent the disease, including their 

scouting and preventive fungicide program and the 
specific dates of fungicide applications. If they don’t 
have the answers to these types of questions, then it 
might be time to consider another supplier.”

For more information: Bill Calkins, Ball Horti-
cultural Co., bcalkins@ballhort.com; www.ballhort.
com; Dave Self, Wyld West Annuals, dave@wyld 

westannuals.com; www.wyldwestannuals.com; Mary 
Hausbeck, Michigan State University, Department of 
Plant Pathology, hausbec1@msu.edu.   g

David Kuack is a freelance technical writer 
based in Forth Worth, Texas. He can be reached 
at dkuack@gmail.com.
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these potunia pop!

Watch the video here! 
Meet us at OFA, Booth #921

Perfection Anytime! 
The original day-length neutral petunia – still the best 

Pick your best size!
Select from Original, Piccola or Plus series Potunias

Bewitching Colors! 
Dozens of spellbinding shades


