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Fungicides, Homeowners, and the Garden Center
By: Janna Beckerman, jbeckerm@purdue.edu

All plants are susceptible to attack by pests and pathogens. Under
certain conditions, a homeowner may require the use of a
pesticide, but only after they’ve included, or exhausted the use of
cultural practices like removal of diseased tissue (sanitation and
eradication); considered resistant varieties to replace continual
problem plants; and making sure the plant is in the proper site
and is receiving adequate sunlight and water (avoidance). Many
homeowners, especially those that look for ‘organic pesticides’
(Table 1) haven’t attempted simple cultural practices that
effectively manage their problem. These same practices allow
them to avoid or reduce pesticides. This combination of cultural
practices coupled with chemical management is referred to as
integrated pest management, or IPM.

A cornerstone of integrated pest management is the correct
diagnosis of the problem. All too often, a frustrated homeowner
first arrives at a garden center without knowing not only what the
host is, but what the problem is!  These homeowners should be
directed to use a plant and pest diagnostic clinic, either through
an extension office, or land grant university, to aid in the
diagnosis or management of their problem.

Only upon successful diagnosis can effective management take
place. A great example would be garden phlox. A frustrated
homeowner who owns Phlox ‘White Admiral’ wants to know how
to best manage the problem of powdery mildew. Purchasing
fungicides are an option—but an expensive one in product and in
time. First, there is the cost of the fungicides (between $10-$30),
and then there is the time it takes spraying (every 7-14 days, and
even more frequently with organic options!). Unless this is a
highly valued ornamental, the homeowner might want to consider
the many varieties of powdery mildew resistant phlox, like
‘David,’ ‘Robert Poore,’ or ‘Natascha.’ For the cost of a bottle of
spray and a little patience, the homeowner may completely

eliminate (at best) the need for fungicides and the problem of
powdery mildew for many years to come. This scenario can be
repeated with roses for diseases like black spot, powdery mildew,
and anthracnose; bee balm for powdery mildew and rust;
snapdragon for rust and powdery mildew; dogwoods for leaf spot,
anthracnose, powdery mildew—the list is extensive! See: Disease
Resistant Annuals and Perennials for more information.

Unfortunately, resistance isn’t always available, and the best and
most conscientiously- applied cultural techniques may fail to give
adequate control. Gardeners that choose to use fungicides as
part of their management practices have many chemicals to
choose from, with brand names like Bonide, Green Light, Hi-Yield,
K-Gro, Ortho, Pro Care, Safer, Security, and Spectracide, to name
but a few (Table 2). Many of these chemicals are packaged
together as ‘3-in-1.’ It is important for the homeowner to know
what it is they need, since they may not always need a fungicide
with an insecticide and vice versa. For this reason, it is important
to carry single active ingredient fungicides (and insecticides) to
prevent unnecessary chemical applications and keeping with a
strategy of IPM.

Finally, for the garden professional and homeowner alike: We
must all work together to prevent pests (insects and diseases)
from becoming resistant to chemicals. Use of one sole chemical
repeatedly allows pests to develop resistance. For this reason,
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use pesticides only when necessary and at labeled rates and
frequency.

Pesticide Application and Safety

Pesticides are poisonous— period.  Organic pesticides are natural
products, and some are just as poisonous as their synthetic
counterparts. Applicators should be aware of any hazards

associated with pesticides they are applying. Take appropriate
steps to protect yourself, your children, your pets, your neighbors,
and the environment. Although chemicals listed in this guide are
relatively low in toxicity to humans and warm-blooded animals,
safety measures should be followed carefully. Remember: The
label isn’t just a suggestion—it’s the law!
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