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Extension Agents and growers may occasionally
receive diagnostic reports from the University of
Kentucky Plant Disease Diagnostic Laboratory
that indicate “no disease was found.” One or
both of the following explanations may account
for the diagnosis of “No Disease.”

The Sample Is Insufficient
Often the causes of tree and shrub disorders
cannot be confirmed based on limited amounts
of leaf or twig material (Figure 1). Even if a plant
is diseased, the disease-causing pathogen may
be absent in the particular sample, yet present
in another part of the plant. Leaf symptoms or
“flagged” branches (dead or dying branches that
are surrounded by otherwise healthy branches)
may be the result of a problem located further
back on a branch or on the main trunk. Followup samples and photos may help verify a
disease problem in lower plant parts. When
diagnosticians assess symptoms and speculate
that there is a problem elsewhere on a plant, the
agent or grower should re-examine the entire
plant as follows:
►► Trace affected branches back toward the
trunk, looking for cankers (localized dead
areas, Figures 2 & 3), insect injuries or other
wounds (Figure 4) that might be present
either on major branches or trunk.
►► Examine the interior of affected branches.
Some tree diseases cause vascular

Figure 1. Small twigs and dead leaves are often inadequate
samples for diagnosis.

discoloration inside the branches, which
is only visible in branch cross sections
(Figure 5).
►► Examine the base of the trunk or roots.
Basal cankers (Figure 6A) or wounds
(Figures 6B & 6C), or root diseases often
produce symptoms of overall decline, wilting,
browning or leaf/needle scorch.

The Problem Is Not Caused by an
Infectious Disease
Many environmental or cultural conditions can
cause symptoms that are similar to those of
infectious diseases. Weather events such as
frost/freeze, sunscald, drought stress (even from
previous years), flood, and hailstorms can produce
disease-like symptoms on leaves and branches.
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Figure 2

Figure 2. Cankers

Figure 3

Figure 4

Figure 5

Figure 3. Fungal
Figure 4. Injuries or wounds, such as those caused
by sapsucker feeding, can result in symptoms resembling disease. Figure 5. Discoloration of internal tissue may indicate a
vascular wilt disease.
may be present on larger limbs further back from symptomatic twigs or branches.

structures in cankers are often indicative of a disease-causing agent.

Likewise, soil compaction, poor drainage,
improper planting depth, adverse soil pH and
other cultural factors can affect tree appearance
and health. Mechanical damage (e.g., mower,
string trimmer damage, etc., Figures 6B & 6C)
and herbicide exposure (Figure 11) are also
common causes of landscape plant disorders.
Including pictures and detailed information about
the growing site can be helpful. Diagnosticians
evaluate whether symptoms are suggestive of
one or more environmental/cultural factors and
suggest possible causes. Some examples are
illustrated below (Figures 7 to 11).
Figure 6. Cankers

on lower trunks

(A)

Keep in mind that the symptoms may be the result
of events that occurred during previous seasons.
It can take several years for adverse conditions
(stresses) to produce noticeable symptoms in
landscape plants. Stresses often are alleviated
or moderated by proper plant care; for example,
watering during dry periods, fertilizing according
to soil test results, and applying mulch to protect
the base of trees from injury and to retain
moisture in root zones.

Figure 6C

may be caused by disease

causing pathogens (e.g. collar rot diseases), while wounds

(B & C)

can result from mechanical damage (e.g. mower or string trimmer
injury).
loss

Girdling due to cankers/wounds often
(A) or dieback (C) throughout trees.

Figure 6A

cause leaf/needle

Figure 6B

Figure 7

Figure 8

Figure 9

Figure 7. Girdling roots restrict transport of water and nurients to upper branches, resulting in leaf scorch, defoliaton,
or dieback. Figure 8. Hail can create wounds in twigs and branches that resemble cankers. Figure 9. Plants placed in a
poorly drained site, such as near a downspout, suffer from lack of oxygen (wet feet) and/or root rot, resulting in yellowed
foliage.

Figure 10

Figure 11A

Figure 11B

Figure 10. Cold temperatures and winter drying can injure sensitive landscape plants. Figure 11. Contact herbicides may
cause spotting (A), while glyphosate or growth regular herbicide exposure may result in distortion of plant tissues (B).

Do not hesitate to contact your local county
Extension office or Extension specialist for
assistance in plant health assessment and
sample collection.
For more information
on submitting plant specimens for disease
diagnosis, refer to PPFS-GEN-09.

Additional Resources

• Submitting Plant Specimens for Disease
Diagnosis, PPFS-GEN-09 (University of
Kentucky)
http://www2.ca.uky.edu/agcollege/
plantpathology/ext_files/PPFShtml/PPFSGEN-09.pdf
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