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I hope by now that you have heard the good news – the 
Cooperative Extension has received enough funding to 
continue through December 2009.  Like you, I was very 
pleased.  Even though we have been given an additional 

six months, beyond that is 
uncertain, so we will still want to 
continue the development of a 
contingency plan for the worst 
case scenario – total 
independence.�

This is the last President’s Plot 
that I will be authoring.  It has 
been my privilege to have held 
this position for the last 2 years 
and that is all the by-laws allow.  
Term limits are a good thing; they 

are the mechanism for change.  Every year the 4 officer 
positions (President, Vice President, Secretary, and 
Treasurer,) are up for re-election.  The election will be 
held at the June 16 monthly membership meeting and the 
slate of candidates is: 

 President – Harriett Burt (2006) 
 Vice President – Jude Parsells (2008) 
 Secretary – Ersten Imaoka (1992) 
 Treasurer – Kathy Mendenhall (2001) 
  
I don’t plan on disappearing from the scene.  I will be slipping 
into the position of Immediate Past President, as is custom, and 
my role will be to assist the new president as needed.  The new 
officers will assume command on July 1.  Join us on July 21 for 
the annual ice cream social and the induction of the new 
officers.  Until then… 

HHaappppyy  GGaarrddeenniinngg!!  
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Rotmeister 
If you think this article is about a large dog or a 
German beer you are far off the mark.  “Rotmeister” 
is my term of endearment for our speaker at the 
May 19th meeting, our own Billi Haug ’97 who spoke 
to us about composting and recycling.  Billi makes 
many presentations like this as a representative of 
the Solid Waste Authority.  She’s VERY good at it. 

Only about 25 of you were present to hear a very 
lively and informative presentation that explained 
the basics of composting without putting anyone to 
sleep.  Composting talks sometimes do that 
because after all what is scintillating about things 
that rot?? 

I met Billi for the first time in 1998 when I 
attended the first IPM training class put on by 
The Central Contra Costa Sanitary District.  At 
the time Billi was the Vice President of our 
association and I had only recently returned to 
the ranks from a leave of absence.  I knew no 
one in the class and Billi was among several 
who went out of their way to make me feel at 
home.  That’s why I have a term of endearment for 
her. 

Before I get into my impressions of the presentation 
I should mention the business items which were 
covered by our president, Emma Connery.  There 
was only one and that was the status of the County 
budget which may not include us next year. Emma 
explained that things are looking grim but the 
Executive Committee is looking into contingency 
plans should the worst happen. 

Next Emma introduced Helen Erickson the chief of 
the nominating committee for the upcoming officer 
election in June.  Helen began by giving us the 
names of those up for election.  They are Harriett 
Burt-president, Jude Parsells-vice president, Ersten 
Imaoka-secretary and Kathy Mendenhall-treasurer.  
She also asked for nominations from the floor but 
there were none.  If there had been nominations 
several people would have fainted because that has 
never happened before. 

The only other item of note was that among the 
smallish crowd were two people who are rarely able 
to make our Tuesday meetings because of 
scheduling problems.  I mention them because 
these two are among my all time favorite MG’s and 
it’s my article so I can.  They are Cherie Lyle, and 
Ludwig Mlynek.   

Cherie and I share a mutual affection and Ludwig 
and I share many interests.  Cherie is so fond of me 
that after the meeting she actually showed me an 
empty wine bottle that she and her husband, Carl, 
produced at their winery in Livermore.  Affection 

doesn’t get much greater than that!!   

Carl and Cherie’s wine obsession started 
with some backyard grape vines and simply 
grew out of control.  The winery has a very 
attractive landscape which we expect 
because she’s a CCMG.  They have planted 
80% natives and would like to have the 

winery on the Bringing Back the Natives 
tour next year.  You can see the 

landscape at their website which is 
http://deerridgevineyards.com. 

Yikes, my digression may have set a time record, 
now back to Billi the Rotmeister.  Billi began by 
engaging the crowd when she asked how many 
were composting at home and then how many were 
not.  There were more “ayes” than “nays” which is a 
good thing since we are supposed to be avid 
gardeners and that’s what avid gardeners do.   If 
you don’t believe me, look it up. 

Billi covered the “three step” method that is basic to 
all composting.  1) Gather the yard waste, 2) Start 
your composing system, 3) Maintain your system.  
How’s that for easy?  Of course that’s a little too 
basic, it’s like saying for a successful spaceship ride 
1) Get in the spaceship, 2) Blast off, 3) Return.  To 
overcome that small problem Billi went into some 
detail. 

She explained that a mixture of 50% “browns”  and 
50%  “greens” are necessary for optimum 
composting performance.  Browns are things like 
dried leaves and dried grass.  Greens are things like 
freshly cut grass and vegetable scraps.  She did 
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caution us that the vegetable scraps have to be 
buried to prevent odors from getting out and 
beasties (e.g. rats) from getting in. 

The greens and browns should be put in layers 
about 3” deep into a pile that is a minimum of 1 
cubic yard.  For those who do not want to have a 
“pile o’ stuff” sitting in the middle of their garden Billi 
had a commercial compost bin on hand to 
demonstrate.  It is one of many available bins, but it 
is a good one.  Some are not. 

It is the Biostack which is available through the Solid 
Waste Authority for $49.  That is a VERY good 
price, and to emphasize that point Billi showed us 
an ad in the Smith and Hawkin catalogue with a 
price tag of  $149.   

When she said it is the very same 
piece of equipment one of the 
MG’s pointed out that the S&H 
Biostack is delivered assembled.  I 
have experience assembling the 
Biostack and I can guarantee that 
unless you are somehow 
incapable of putting “tab A into slot 
A” OR just want to toss away 
$100, getting an assembled 
product is not worth it. 

Billi instructed us to turn the pile 
every other day if we want compost in 3-4 weeks.  
Otherwise it can take up to six months for the 
finished product.  She then showed how easy it is to 
use the Biostack.  It comes in three lightweight 
plastic sections plus a hinged cover to keep out 
beasties and rain.  The first section is filled with 
layers of greens and browns, then the second 
section is added and filled, then the third.   

When it comes time to mix the pile it will have 
settled to the point where the top section is empty 
so it can be removed and put to one side.  Then the 
remaining compost is removed from section two and 
put in section one.  After that sections two and three 
follow.  That’s as easy as “get in the rocket, blast off, 
return”.  Billi has been doing this Biostack thing for 
many years and she is no bigger than a minute, 

maybe a second!!  The point being if she can do it 
so can you!! 

There were a few funny anecdotes along the way.  
Billi said before she started to use compost in her 
yard the chemical fertilizers would encourage such 
fast growth that her garden was inundated with 
aphids.  This year she had 12 aphids.  Not 11, not 
13, but 12.  I guess when you only have that 
number they are easy to tally.   

She also said something comical that was related to 
rodents.  Ever see a funny rat?  To emphasize that if 
composting is done correctly the process does not 
attract rodents; she said she has had no rodents in 
15 years and if she ever does “that’s the day I stop 

composting”.  “Typical female 
reaction” thought I.  Send the 
complaining cards and letters to 
Bethallyn Black not me, I only 
work here. 

She also gave us the 
information about what happens 
with too many greens or browns, 
too much water, not enough 
water or too little heat 
generated. The best advice of 
the night was when she told us 
to make composting fit our 
lifestyle.  The fact is that “rot 

happens” so the only thing that constant attention 
provides is to speed up the process.  If you are a 
passive gardener then put everything in the right 
sized pile, walk away, return in a year and there will 
be compost waiting. 

I have only skimmed the surface of composting 
possibilities which is easy to do since there are 
books written on the subject.  The most important 
thing to get across is to “just do it” as I think an ad 
for something or other a few years back proclaimed.  
Composting is easy and the end product is a very 
valuable amendment to the soil in your garden. 

After the composting portion was complete Billi 
provided us with the Contra Costa Reuse and 
Recycle Guide.  It hasn’t been updated since 2005 
but she explained that the vast majority of the 
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information is still good.  Billi went through some of 
her personal favorite recycling spots and with a 
document that is 32 pages long there were many.  
She implored us to use the booklet and not throw it 
away because it is filled with useful information.  I 
agree and therefore you must comply.  I have 
spoken. 

Billi is an exceptionally animated and natural 
speaker.  Her talk was very well done and received.  
All presentations should be as good. 

After the meeting I was scooting down 680 towards 
San Ramon and my little Ford truck began to veer to 
the right as I approached Diablo Rd.  Diablo Rd, of 
course, is the exit one would take for the shortest 
route to Elliott’s of Danville (established 1907). After 
MG meetings I have stopped from time to time at 
Elliott’s and enjoyed a brew or two with the boys in 
addition to regaling them with stories horticultural. 
Just as an aside I wonder if I can get volunteer 
hours for that since it really is educating the public 
which is our main raison d’etre hmmmmmmmm?  I’ll 
ask Bethallyn. 
 
No matter how hard I fought, the truck kept going 
where it wanted to go.  It was like a Great Dane 
after a cat or a Great Dane after anything else; no 
stopping it.  Finally I gave up and let the truck take 
me where it wanted to go.   

We did end up at Elliott’s but there 
seemed to be a convention of 
monster trucks there that began 
making menacing gestures 
towards the Ford which was half 
their size, so the Ford took off for 
home.  It was then I realized I was 
living in a cartoon.  In fact I was 
home in bed and was having this nightmare 
because I had deliberately NOT gone to Elliott’s 
since I couldn’t afford tossing a couple of Andy 
Jackson’s on the bar for the enjoyment of my lout 
friends.   I guess this gave me deep-seated guilt 
feelings and therefore I retreated into the Wonderful 
World of Disney.  I won’t neglect the boys again. 

Department of Corrections Department 

Let me revert to yesteryear, or at least last month.  
In my discussion of the Project Fair and the 
representatives who were touting their projects I left 
off the names of two important players who were 
present.  Linda Mizes and Autumn Gonzales. 

Autumn is very involved with St. Perpetuas school 
garden; Linda is our new coordinator for school 
gardens in general.  I could blame this error on 
someone else but I won’t because there is no one to 
blame.  All I can do is say “I’m Sorry” which is also 
the title of a 1960 hit song done by 15 year-old 
Brenda Lee.  I know you don’t care about that but I 
am elderly and that’s what I do.    

                                      ~ Ken Williams ~ 

 

 

Executive Committee Meeting 
May 12, 2009 

 
The meeting was called to order at 7:03 pm by 
President Emma Connery.  Other members in 
attendance were Barbara Abbott, Bethallyn Black, 
Vice-President Larry Cornell, Kathy Gilcrest, 

Secretary Ersten Imaoka, 
Treasurer Kathy Mendenhall, 
Kitty Rosania, Ken Williams and 
Janice Winsby.  Hal Weimer, our 
webmaster, and Jude Parcells, 
attended as guests. 
 
COUNTY BUDGET STATUS:  
Emma will issue an e-mail to the 
Membership regarding the 
status of the MG program 

funding for the upcoming fiscal year.  Best and worst 
case scenarios will be discussed.  Regardless of the 
outcome, election of new officers will take place 
during the June Membership meeting, and posting 
of volunteer and education hours on our website will 
continue unabated.  However, recertification and 
dues collection will be held in abeyance until our 
future is ascertained. 

  Executive Committee Minutes  
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MINUTES FROM THE PREVIOUS MEETING:  The 
Minutes of the April 14 meeting were approved. 

TREASURER’S REPORT:   Expenses from last 
month include Speakers, Public Outreach (for four 
logo tablecloths and the April Project Fair materials), 
and Reminder Postcards (postage and printer ink).  
We are currently well within our end of fiscal year 
Association budget projection. 

MEMBERSHIP MEETINGS: 

April Project Fair:  Kitty was applauded for her 
undying efforts that made the April Project Fair a 
rousing success. 

May Meeting:  Helen Erickson, 
Class of 2008, will present the 
officer slate to the Membership, 
with elections to follow at the June 
Meeting. 

June Meeting:  Election of officers. 

July Meeting:   Officer 
Installation/Ice Cream Social.  The 
location of this event is yet to be 
determined. 

STATUS OF CORE PUBLIC OUTREACH 
PROJECTS FOR 2009 

Farmer’s Markets:  No replacement for the Wirths 
has been found, and there is no active search in 
progress. 

 
Garden Walk:  This activity has been added to the 
public website main page along with a photo album 
from the 2007 Garden Walk. 
Help Desk:  Kathy and her committee discussed 
creating a “virtual” Help Desk and how it would 
function in the event that our MG program is 
terminated due to lack of funding. 

Public Website:  Hal continues to fine tune the 
website.  

OTHER PROJECTS: 

New Project Proposal Form:  The draft of this 
document was discussed.  Suggestions for tweaking 
this form included: 

·  Can impact of a project on the community be 
measured, and if so, should this criterion be 
used in determining the adequacy of a 
project? 

 
·  If a project submittal is deemed to be a one-

time event, the certification or rejection of it 
will be determined by Bethallyn and not the 
Executive Committee. 

 
·  Emphasis will be placed on the MG’s role to 

teach and educate the public.  Projects that 
propose only service (i.e., digging dirt) rather 

than education will not be 
considered for inclusion on 
the Approved Projects list. 

 
·  Whenever an MG 

participates publicly in a 
project, the MG badge 
must be worn. 

 
·  Where appropriate and 

feasible, the MG Program should be 
acknowledged as a collaborator by the 
project’s sponsor in all literature and publicity 
pertaining to the project.  

 
·  The wording in the form should clearly 

indicate what activities MGs will be  
participating in, as opposed to contributions 
by other volunteers. 

 
·  Should a minimum number of volunteer 

hours per time period (month? year?) be 
established to keep a project on the 
Approved Projects list? 

 
Review of New Projects:  Six proposed projects in 
West County that were submitted by Idell 
Weydemeyer were analyzed.  All six were approved 
with stipulations that MG participation be recognized 
and promoted by each sponsor, and that each 
project will be assessed after a year for sufficient 
MG participation to warrant continued listing on the 
Approved Projects list. 
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ROUND TABLE:  Go Logo Promotional Products, 
located in Antioch, has been selected as our new 
vendor. 

The meeting was adjourned at 9:01 pm. 

Respectfully submitted, 

Ersten Imaoka, 

Secretary 

 

MASTER GARDENERS:  
REPLANTING 
RELATIONSHIPS WITH THE 
LAND, OURSELVES, EACH 
OTHER 

By Craig Chalquist (CCMG Class of 2007) 

Chemicals (said the email) had been sprayed on the 
lawn for “general purposes.” 

The first question I fielded as a Master Gardener 
trainee contained that piece of information buried in 
a question about unwanted insects appearing on a 
pool deck. The inquirer, a puzzled home gardener of 
the type we hear from every day, asked us to 
identify the insects.  

Our entomologist recognized them as springtails, 
relatively harmless bugs not at home on pool decks. 
The spraying had driven them there. The inquirer 
had not made the connection. 

Multiply this inquirer by the number of gardeners in 
a county.... 

At a time when ground water supplies, vanishing 
bees, and once-fertile soils show the devastating 
impact of chemical mistreatment, we have learned 
that most heedlessly applied pesticides come from 
uninformed home gardeners who don't know any 
better. Like a panicked politician looking for a quick 
fiscal fix, they see a bug or a weed they don't like 
and immediately reach for the sprayer. To correct 
this habit, the Integrated Pest Management experts 
at the University of California have provided free, 
detailed information about what to spray and when. 
 
Master Gardeners receive this information and 
much more during our training. We see pictures of 
trees pruned wisely and those topped badly: the 
type that fall over by the row in windswept parking 
lots, often damaging cars and people as they go 
down. We hear about drought-tolerant planting, 
watering and aerating soil, which insects help us 
and which we need to guard against. When we 
graduate we do everything from teaching children 
where food comes from to holding classes on turf 
management in dry years to studying plant samples 
to determine the cause of curl or blight.  
 
As a result, the public learns, as it did last week 
when Bethallyn Black told a group of gardeners 
NOT to indiscriminately trap or spray when critters 
show up to feed on a newly planted garden. Expert 
Gary Bogue was on hand to examine a stalk left 
behind by an unknown pest. Gnawed rather than 
cleanly cut: not a bird, then, but a rodent. Proximity 
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of the garden to a stand of oaks suggested squirrels 
marauding for free tomato seedlings. A simple bird 
net weighed down with stones kept them away from 
the next crop. 
 
Another frequent inquiry: "Should I tear out my lawn 
and plant a vegetable garden?" Well, it depends. 
Did you know that replacing a lawn with a garden 
might actually increase the water you use from week 
to week? That those fresh fruit trees you just 
brought home in containers might already be too 
root-bound to survive? Or that even a carefully 
tended bare-root tree might take more than a 
season or two to begin bearing fruit? 
 
I happen to be a Master Gardener with dual 
citizenship: I was trained in Solano County and I live 
and work in Contra Costa County. Due to a budget 
crisis, the county where I work might lose its 
Cooperative Extension office, and with it, its Master 
Gardener Program, depriving an entire county of 
gardeners trained in scientifically 
supported methods of intelligent 
growing, planting, watering, and 
managing pests. The community 
gardens we maintain in order to 
educate the public and teach children 
will vanish, as will our workshops and 
classes and Help Line advice. 
Chemicals will once again threaten 
beneficial insects and human 
communities, fertile soil will grow over with weeds or 
(worst of all) asphalt, and youngsters will grow up 
believing that their food comes from a supermarket, 
shipped in over thousands of gas-consuming miles 
instead of grown here in carefully tended local soil.  
 
As budgets shrink, their worried calculators and 
managers find it easy to forget the important 
intangibles as well: the sense of belonging, 
community, and closeness to the land which 
gardening thoughtfully can bring in such abundance. 
Although environmentalism can be picked up as a 
political cause, its truest expression emanates with 
thoughtful naturalness from a felt connection to 
place. People will protect only what they love. It is 
true that many of our pioneering Pilgrim forbears 

feared nature deeply as the Devil's dark abode; but 
it is also true that much of the world's most moving 
environmental literature spilled from the pens of 
Americans falling back in love with our blessed 
landscapes. I went to the woods because I wished 
to live deliberately.... 
 
We have all heard our share about climate change 
and ecological mayhem, but very little about 
transforming our relationship--yours and mine--to 
the ground beneath our feet. That transformation is 
as simple to initiate as harvesting a tomato. The 
more we learn about food, land, water, insects, and 
animals, the less we fear them, and the greater 
grows our fascination with the natural wisdoms 
percolating all around.  
 
Knowledge is also power, as Francis Bacon pointed 
out long ago. The individual, the family, the 
community that learns to irrigate wisely, protect its 
fertile soil, and to grow its own food relies that much 

less on Earth's overstrained 
resources. The burgeoning trend 
of cultural innovation now points 
directly toward sustainability. 
Master Gardeners play an 
important role in that trend by 
sharing scientific knowledge about 
horticultural practices with citizens 
who benefit most immediately 
from learning it. 

 
Knowledge--nature knowledge--is also health. As 
summarized in Ecotherapy: Healing with Nature in 
Mind, a recently published anthology I co-edited with 
Linda Buzzell, MFT, the field of horticultural therapy 
is steadily accumulating evidence that gardening 
brings many healthful benefits, including lower 
anxiety and blood pressure, higher self-esteem, 
happier social relations, a larger sense of 
community, and even diminished depression and 
elevated mood. Master Gardeners see these effects 
when we invite the public to pick up a trowel and 
play in our community gardens. In contrast to the 
widespread warehousing of elders, we delight to 
notice volunteers in their seventies and eighties 
interacting with the young.  
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Few of us thought much about the bees around us 
until they began to disappear, leaving plants 
unpollinated and food prices rising. You don't hear 
that much about Cooperative Extension volunteers 
buzzing about the county dispensing valuable 
knowledge, conserving natural resources, and 
reweaving the fabric of community. But you'll miss 
us if you allow our services to be cut by 
unsustainable tightenings of the county budget.  
 
History is packed with examples, many quite recent, 
of people and institutions that worsened their lot by 
cutting back exactly what they should have 
prioritized and promoted. In one of countless 
demonstrations of this, a young inventor 
approached an older gentleman to ask him for a 
modest investment. Having been recently burned by 
bad investments, this gentleman, whose name was 
Samuel Clemens, reluctantly refused to put forward 
any more money. As the sad young man turned 
away, Clemens asked for his name 
in case the financially singed author 
came across someone more willing 
to invest. "Alexander Graham Bell," 
the inventor replied, and went in 
search of seed money for his new 
telephone, a device that in forging 
networks around the world would 
change the very nature of collective 
consciousness. 
 
If ecological knowledge teaches us 
anything, it's that seemingly small 
decisions made in haste can impact 
entire ecosystems. Knee-jerk reactions to fiscal or 
other problems almost always make them worse in 
the long run. For those who are willing to look and 
learn, however, nature's living systems offer daily 
lessons in how smart responses can preserve a 
balance through unsteady seasons that come and 
go. 
                              ------------------ 
Craig Chalquist, PhD is a recently certified Master 
Gardener. An author of books and journal and 
magazine articles, he teaches psychology, 
ecopsychology, living systems theory, and social 
science research at John F. Kennedy University, 

where he also oversees the new master's 
specialization in Deep Sustainability. 

          

 

 

 

'Natural' nitrogen-fixing bacteria 
protect soybeans from aphids 

14.apr.09           Penn State Live            Andrea Messer   

 http://live.psu.edu/story/39092  
 
 -- An invasion of soybean aphids poses a problem 
for soybean farmers requiring application of 
pesticides, but a team of Penn State entomologists 
thinks a careful choice of nitrogen-fixing bacteria 
may provide protection against the sucking insects. 
Soybeans are legumes, plants that can have a 

symbiotic relationship with nitrogen-
fixing bacteria -- rhizobia -- and 
therefore do not need additional 
nitrogen fertilizer. Each type of 
legume -- peas, beans, lentils, alfalfa -
- have their own rhizobia. 
"Soybeans are from Asia and so there 
were originally no nitrogen-fixing 
bacteria that would colonize soybeans 
in U.S. soils," said Consuelo De 
Moraes, associate professor of 
entomology. "The rhizobia had to be 
transferred here." 
 
The soybean aphid is also not native 

to North America. This pest only began to infest 
soybean fields about 10 years ago but are now fully 
established pests requiring pesticide applications to 
avoid the loss of as much as 40 percent of the crop. 
The researchers investigated the relationship 
between the type of rhizobia colonizing soybean 
plants and the plants' infestation with the aphids. 
 
"Our results demonstrate that plant–rhizobia 
interactions influence plant resistance to insect 
herbivores and that some rhizobia strains confer 
greater resistance to their mutualist partners than do 
others," the researchers report in the journal Plant 
and Soil online. 

       ethallyn’s its  
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They looked at soybean plants inoculated with the 
rhizobia provided by the inoculant company; without 
rhizobia, but with added nitrogen fertilizer, and by 
existing rhizobia in the soil. 
 
"The bacteria that were used initially to inoculate the 
first crops of soybeans are growing wild in the soil 
now," said Mark C. Mescher. "They are now 
considered "naturally occurring" and are different 
from the inoculants purchased with the soybean 
seeds." 
 
They become natural because they change through 
generations of contact with other rhizobia. While 
they may not provide as much nitrogen to the plant 
as commercial types, the trade off between optimal 
growth and heavy insect damage may still be 
worthwhile. 
 
"In most cases, the inoculant companies provide 
rhizobia for inoculation that gives plants the 
maximum yield," said Jennifer M. Dean, 
postdoctoral fellow in entomology. "Their rhizobia 
are highly competitive against naturally occurring 
nitrogen-fixing bacteria. The inoculant companies 
treat the natural rhizobia almost as a pest." 
 
Because of this, soybeans almost uniformly 
incorporate the specially developed rhizobia rather 
than the natural ones. However, the researchers 
found that the plants associated with the naturally 
occurring rhizobia had lower aphid densities than 
either the artificially fertilized plants or the plants 
inoculated with commercial rhizobia. They also 
found the same level of nitrogen in both soybean 
plants inoculated with natural rhizobia and those 
inoculated with commercial varieties. 
 
"This is the first time anyone has shown how 
different strains of rhizobia can effect herbivory," 
said De Moraes. "This may be another tool to use to 
protect plants from insect herbivory. It may also be 
applicable to other legumes." 
 
The researchers do not yet know what the natural 
nitrogen-fixing bacteria do to repel aphids. 
 
"It is really exciting to see that the nitrogen 
producing rhizobia can be protective," said Dean. 
"Next we want to isolate rhizobia strains from the 
fields and look for the specific mechanism of how 
they repel the aphids."  

 
The National Science Foundations, David and Lucile 
Packard Foundation, Beckman Foundation and a 
Du Pont young investigator award. 
 

This report describes the effect of Davis Structural 
Soils used in bioswales to reduce pollutants from 
parking lots.   

http://www.fs.fed.us/psw/programs/cufr/products/psw _cufr
761_P47ReportLRes_AC.pdf  

Digital Field Guides Eliminate the 
Guesswork  

 

Photographs by Ruby Washington/The New York Times 

A prototype for an iPhone program, left, matches a 
picture of an oak leaf to a database. The prototype 
has been tested at Central Park in New York. 
Software to identify leaves by searching a field 
guide on a PC or a phone could be useful not only 
to hikers but also to scientists compiling data.  

By ANNE EISENBERG                 Published: May 9, 2009  

THE traditional way to identify an unfamiliar tree is 
to pull out a field guide and search its pages for a 
matching description. One day people may pull out 
a smartphone instead, photographing a leaf from 
the mystery tree and then having the phone search 
for matching images in a database.  

A team of researchers financed by the National 
Science Foundation has created just such a device 
— a hand-held electronic field guide that identifies 
tree species based on the shape of their leaves, 
said Peter N. Belhumeur, a professor of computer 
science at Columbia and a member of the team. 
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The field guide, now in prototype for iPhones and 
other portable devices, has been tested at three 
sites in the northeastern United States, including 
Plummers Island in Maryland and Central Park in 
New York, said W. John Kress, a research botanist 
and curator at the Smithsonian Institution in 
Washington, who is also on the research team. The 
computer program compares the leaf snapshot to a 
library of leaf images. 

“We believe there is enough information in a single 
leaf to identify a species,” he said. “Our brains can’t 
remember all of these characteristics, but the 
computer can.” 

The tree guide, and other electronic guides to 
nature being developed, may be used one day not 
only by backyard botanists, hikers and children on 
field trips, but also by scientists 
and volunteers to compile data for 
environmental inventories, or as 
part of species discovery.  

Computer applications that 
automatically identify, for example, 
a particular bird call or tree 
species or even an individual 
dolphin may prove popular with 
the public, said P. Bryan Heidorn, 
a program manager at the 
National Science Foundation who 
tried a prototype of the tree program at the 
Smithsonian. (Dr. Heidorn is not connected with the 
financing of the project.)  

The computer tree guide is good at narrowing down 
and finding the right species near the top of the list 
of possibilities, he said. “Instead of flipping through a 
field guide with 1,000 images, you are given 5 or 10 
choices,” he said. The right choice may be second 
instead of first sometimes, “but that doesn’t really 
matter,” he said. “You can always use the English 
language — a description of the bark, for instance 
— to do the final identification.” 

The tree guide will be specific to trees and shrubs of 
the northeastern United States, Dr. Kress said. “To 
apply this system to a forest in Costa Rica, you 
would have a different library of images,” he said, 
because there is a different set of species. 

Sean White, who created the tree-identifying 
prototypes for mobile devices as part of his graduate 
work in computer science at Columbia, hopes to 
develop mobile applications for the Google, Nokia 
and Microsoft platforms as well.  

The public cannot yet download the software for 
automatic tree ID, said Dr. Belhumeur, although that 
is planned for the future. The program will probably 
show up first in educational kiosks at, for example, 
the Smithsonian, where people will be able to bring 
in a leaf to have it identified automatically, Dr. Kress 
said.  

The computer matching is done using images of 
recently acquired leaves, Dr. Belhumeur said, 
typically 20 leaves from each species, but 
sometimes more, that are in the image library. For 

Plummers Island, the team 
collected 5,013 leaves 
representing 157 species; for 
the trees of Central Park, it 
collected 4,320 leaves 
representing 144 species, said 
Dr. White of Columbia. The 
matching algorithms were 
developed by David W. 
Jacobs, an associate 
professor of computer science 
at the University of Maryland, 
College Park. 

Among other automatic identification programs for 
flora and fauna is one developed by a team of 
researchers at Eckerd College in St. Petersburg, 
Fla., which includes Kelly R. Debure, an associate 
professor of computer science. The program 
identifies individual dolphins based on photographs 
of their dorsal fins, which have characteristic nicks 
and notches. At one time, the matching was done by 
hand, “but the task becomes daunting when the 
catalog grows enormous,” Dr. Debure said.  

The group primarily studies dolphins in Tampa Bay. 
The Florida Aquarium there may use the program at 
a kiosk, she said, so that people can identify 
individual dolphins in photographs, perhaps leading 
to a greater concern with water quality and boating 
regulations affecting dolphins. The software is free 
to download at code.google.com/p/darwin-ec and is 
being used by groups around the world, Dr. Debure 
said.  



� �

� � � � ��� �

���� � � ��� � ������ � 	
� �

Matthew Brown, supervisor of the soil, water and 
ecology lab at the Central Park Conservancy, thinks 
that ID programs can be useful. “If people are 
walking through the park and they come upon a tree 
that’s not in their field guide,” he said, “they can 
snap a photo, send it in, and get the name back and 
find out more information.” 

But he believes in traditional education, too. “People 
don’t have to take botany for four years, but we 
shouldn’t lose sight of the value of learning 
information. If a computer can figure it all out, we 
can get lazy.” E-mail: novelties@nytimes.com 

The USDA Forest Service, UC Berkeley 
researchers, the Midpeninsula Regional Open 
Space District (MROSD), and the San Francisco 
Public Utilities Commission have undertaken a 
project to determine if acorns from tanoaks that are 
genetically resistant to P. ramorum could be used to 
reforest areas where tanoaks have been decimated 
by the disease.  To implement the study, the 
MROSD partnered with the USDA Forest Service, 
Pacific Southwest Research Station by committing 
open-space land, $60,000, and staff and volunteer 
time for the project.  Thousands of tanoak acorns 
gathered from MROSD land in the fall of 2007 and 
2008 were grown into saplings and are being tested 
for P. ramorum resistance at the UC Berkeley 
Garbelotto lab and in the field.  Tanoaks showing 
possible genetic resistance to the pathogen have 
already been identified.  On March 19, 2009, acorns 
from the possibly resistant trees were planted at 
MROSD’s Skyline Ridge Open Space Preserve in 
the hills above Palo Alto, where Sudden Oak Death 
is present.  Staff will monitor the health of the trees 
as they grow.  While early results are encouraging, it 
will likely take years before any definitive answers 
can be found. 

This study has highlighted the fact that little is 
known about tanoak genetics and reproduction; 
therefore, participating researchers will also be 
studying these complexities in search of answers. 
MROSD staff and volunteers will help observe what 
pollinators are present this summer while tanoaks 
are blooming. MROSD hopes that by helping SOD 
scientists through activities such as counting 

pollinating insects and birds, gathering acorns, and 
committing resources to their research, solutions 
can be found to prevent the spread of SOD for the 
health of the environment and protection of 
California’s trees. For more information on this 
project, go to 
http://www.openspace.org/plans_projects/SOD.asp. 

Cherries Pack an Anti-Inflammatory 
Punch  
By Marcia Wood                                       May 11, 2006  

If you love the taste and texture of sweet, juicy Bing 
cherries, now you have an even better reason to 
seek out the glossy, fun-to-eat fruit at your 
supermarket.  

A study by Agricultural 
Research Service (ARS) 
chemist Darshan S. 
Kelley and colleagues 
confirms that Bing 
cherries may help fight 
the inflammation of 
arthritis, heart disease 
and cancer. Kelley is 
based at the agency's 
Western Human Nutrition 
Research Center in 
Davis, Calif.  

For the research, 18 
healthy men and women 
volunteers, aged 45 to 
61, ate a total of about 45 

fresh Bing cherries throughout the day for 28 
consecutive days.  

Blood samples indicated that levels of three telltale 
indicators of inflammation—nitric oxide, C reactive 
protein and a marker for T-cell activation, termed 
"RANTES"—dropped by 18 to 25 percent by the end 
of the cherry-eating stint.  

Then, blood samples taken four weeks later 
indicated that volunteers' RANTES levels continued 
to decline. But their nitric oxide and C reactive 
protein levels began to increase.  
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 Natural chemicals in cherries apparently work 
selectively, suppressing production of some of the 

body's inflammation-
linked compounds, but 
not others, the 
researchers learned. For 
example, they found no 
significant decrease in 
levels of more than three 
dozen other markers of 
inflammation.  

A smaller, shorter study 
of Bing cherries, 
conducted at the Davis 
nutrition center by Kelley 
and others and reported 
in 2003, also had shown 
a decrease in nitric oxide 
and C reactive protein 
levels. The followup 
investigation is 
apparently the longest 
yet conducted—with 
healthy volunteers who 
ate fresh cherries instead 

of extracts—to explore the anti-inflammatory effects 
of sweet cherries.  

Kelley, retired ARS chemist Robert A. Jacob and 
ARS and University of California-Davis co-
investigators published findings from the longer 
study in the April 2006 Journal of Nutrition. The 
grower-sponsored California Cherry Advisory Board 
of Lodi, Calif., helped fund the research. 

Snake Oil, Horticultural Myths, 
Horticultural Urban Legends, and 
Persuaders in our Industry      

by Jim Downer                                             UCCE 2006  

Horticulture is the cultivation of plants as 
ornamentals or for the production of food. When 
things go wrong (plants grow poorly or not at all), 
horticulturists sometimes turn to products that can 
“cure”, revitalize, invigorate, stimulate or enhance 
the growth of their plant or crop. A colleague of mine 
(a horticultural consultant), has often told me, “There 
are no miracles!”. Unfortunately, when nothing else 

has worked, many people will turn to these products 
hoping for a miracle. Products that purport to give 
you that miracle are termed snake oil. Snake oil 
products claim many things, but usually without 
referenced research reports from Universities. 
Snake oil products almost always offer numerous 
testimonials to support their use. Those who provide 
testimonials are usually not researchers. 

Science Based 

The most creative and effectively marketed snake 
oil products often cite sound biological facts or 
knowledge and then attempt to link their product to 
this knowledge, but references to the published 
research about their product are always missing. 
Very often, snake oil products will attempt to use 
jargon relating to the chemistry, biology or 
microbiology of the products in an attempt to 
impress the potential user with terms that sound 
informative but are used in a meaningless context. 
In some cases, these products are “ambulance 
chasers” and follow the most recent pest outbreak 
or natural disaster in an attempt to make money 
from desperate clients. 

Works on a new principle 

A prime indicator of snake oil products are that they 
rely on a new principle that gives them their efficacy. 
This “new” principle may be entirely fabricated by 
the manufacturer or have a shred of truth based in 
current science, but the science is so distorted that 
there is no truth in the claim. A clear explanation of 
the scientific principle, its discoverer, where it was 
published and how it relates to the product at hand 
is rarely or never available. 

Research Based 

Some products make claims of efficacy based on 
extensive research. But who did the research? Upon 
inspection, we find that independent, third party 
research, published in a journal is lacking. In-house 
research or research conducted by contract with 
other companies may not have the same degree of 
objectivity as University-based research projects. 
Some products allude to University research but 
never tell the user that the research found that their 

 
ARS chemist Darshan 
Kelley (left) and 
collaborator Adel Kader, 
professor at the 
University of California, 
Davis, examine and 
weigh cherries.  
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product was not effective. Sometimes product 
literature tells outright lies about the efficacy of the 
product discussed in the research. Sometimes a 
retired researcher will start selling a product based 
on the good research they have done in the past, 
but with little bearing on the efficacy of the current 
product or material. Past affiliations with Universities 
are no guarantee that products developed after the 
researcher has left the institution are efficacious. 
Only current published reports of efficacy in peer 
reviewed journals are acceptable references. 

It’s too good to be true 

Some problems like Armillaria (which causes root 
rot and basal cankers of many ornamental plants) 
are essentially incurable. All the traditional sources 
of information suggest ways to limit the disease but 
no “cure” is offered. Along comes a product that kills 
the pathogen and reinvigorates the sick host. 
Sounds too good to be true? 
Then the product is probably 
snake oil. Rarely do efficacious 
pest management practices or 
products come to market  
without some kind of University 
based research. Again, there are 
no miracles. 

Soil Microbiology Products 
and Services 

Since plants spend all their lives with a significant 
amount of themselves in the ground, and since we 
do not see their roots very well, there is a lot of 
snake oil that concerns soils and soil treatments. 
Polymers, growth activators, hormones, vitamins, 
fertilizers, worm castings, composts and their teas, 
are but a few products that can fall into this 
category. Since none of these products claim to be 
a pesticide, the careful efficacy testing required for 
state registrations is not required. Efficacy claims 
can run to the extreme. 

Mycorrhizae 

Some of the most convincing products are those 
that have solid scientific basis for efficacy but no 
direct evidence that they work. A classical example 

is mycorrhizal inoculants for landscape trees. 
Although elegant research has shown the necessity 
of mycorrhizae for proper growth and development 
for many plants and tree species, it does not 
indicate that those organisms are necessarily 
lacking from most soils, or that the products used to 
add them to soil are viable. In a study of ten 
commercial mycorrhizae products, Corkidi et 
al.(2004), found that four of the ten failed to infect 
the bioassay plants and in a second trial, three of 
the ten products failed to infect. In a subsequent 
study, Corkidi et al (2005) found varying growth 
response in Liquidambar to four commercially 
available products and that one product failed to 
infect the trees, indicating that not all products 
perform the same on a given tree species 

Recent research by several groups showed no 
effect on inoculated landscape trees from 

commercially available 
mycorrhizal products. Enhanced 
survival of newly planted 
landscape plants and 
accelerated growth are claimed 
by many product manufacturers 
when Arbuscular Mycorrhizal 
fungi (AMF) are included in 
planting specifications. However, 
Carpio et al., 2003, found that 
high native AMF inoculum levels 
colonized all noninoculated 

plants. Thus, comparative field studies of inoculated 
and uninoculated plants are difficult. Mature trees 
are also subjects for mycorrhizal inoculation. The 
purported benefits of revitalization, increased vigor 
and growth have not been substantiated in 
replicated third party research trials. Mature 
landscape trees (pin oak, Q. palustris) were not 
benefited by AMF inoculants unless fertilizer was 
contained in the mix.(Appleton, et al., 2003) . 

Indeed many manufacturers of mycorrhizal 
inoculants add other ingredients to increase product 
efficacy. 

Various studies have found that effective growth 
promoting inoculants do not necessarily cause 
infection of the roots (Corkidi, et al., 2004, 2005,). 
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Also, when infection does occur, growth is initially 
retarded in young plants. Sometimes a product 
claims great things because of the interactions of its 
ingredients. A combination of ingredients including 
mycorrhizal inoculants or cocktail will be the ticket to 
success. Unfortunately, we cannot separate out the 
effects of the wetting agents the fertilizer or the 
biological component as the efficacious ingredient, if 
any of them are effective. One component of the 
cocktail could have stimulated growth, especially if 
there were nutrient deficiencies to start with. A 
simple all-purpose fertilizer could have achieved the 
same result at 1/10 the cost. 

There is a growing understanding that AMF 
populations are diverse and that different fungi 
inhabit different geographies. Stabler (2001) 
suggests that urbanization changes the composition 
of AMF populations in landscapes and that 
landscape irrigation may impede 
infection. Allen et al., (2005) have 
shown that various successional 
stages of forests have their own 
unique AMF populations that may be 
more or less stimulatory to  
replanted trees depending on their 
origin. Poor or non-existent urban 
soils are often used as the poster 
child for mycorrhizae applications. 
The supposition is that since the 
soils were removed (grading) or degraded by other 
home building activities, that mycorrhizae need to 
be replaced before plants will grow--but which 
mycorrhizae? Allen et al. (2005), indicate that 
mycorrhizae not native to a site may not function at 
that site because they are not adapted to grow 
there. This calls into question the use of “any old” 
mycorrhizal inoculant to stimulate tree growth. 

Biological control 

A considerable amount of time is spent each year by 
companies producing biological control 
microorganisms. Although these often show good 
efficacy in laboratory or greenhouse trials and this 
research is grandly displayed, there are only a few 
products that show such efficacy in field-based 
trials. Many of the Trichoderma based products 

simply do not work outside the lab or greenhouse. 
Biological control is an elusive thing that we seek to 
understand constantly, catch glimpses of in the field, 
study intensively and consistently fail to recreate 
when and where we want it to happen. 

Soil Food Webs 

Manipulation of Soil Food Webs is said to balance 
all the complexities of soil so that plants will grow 
well. 

The concept here is to balance the various 
microorganisms so that the soil will benefit the crop 
at hand. Lab services are used to diagnose the 
organism content of a given soil sample. 
Horticulturists then use this information to make the 
recommended changes to modify the soil ecology 
and enhance plant performance. The entire concept 

is couched in soil microbiology 
and soil ecology concepts. 
Because the ideas are new to 
many people and the speaker is 
enthusiastic and charismatic, a 
new crop of “followers” are 
created that spread the mythos 
that this is the way to manage 
soils, fight disease and produce 
healthy plants. As the story goes, 
in poorly managed soils, all the 
“good” fungi are killed and only the 

plant pathogens remain. I will agree on one thing, 
Soil food webs are complex. For a review on this 
subject, see the paper by Ferris and Matute, (2003). 
Ferris and others have found that nematodes are 
good indicators of the status of the soil food web. 
Since nematodes feed on fungi and bacteria, the 
two most important manipulators of organic carbon, 
nematodes guilds can be monitored to determine 
the various successional stages of decomposers in 
a food web. Maintenance of labile sources of soil 
organic carbon ensures adequate levels of 
enrichment for opportunist bacterivore nematodes 
and thus adequate fertility necessary for crop 
growth. Labile organic carbon can be supplied by 
organic amendments or by the roots left behind after 
a crop is harvested. Organisms come and go in the 
soil, dependant on carbon available for their growth. 
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If one group (guild) of bacteria or fungi use up the 
available food, another will take over on what is left. 
Ferris and others refer to the changes in food web 
function as functional succession. Analysis of 
nematode fauna has emerged as a bioindicator of 
soil condition and of functional and structural 
makeup of the soil food web (Bongers and Ferris, 
1999). Nematodes are used to assess the food web 
because evaluation of the food web structure is in 
itself very difficult; you would have to inventory and 
assess all of the participants. Functional analysis of 
the web is difficult because it may not indicate how 
the various functions are being accomplished or 
whether they are sustainable (Ferris, 2005). 

Merely counting bacteria and fungi gives 
nothing but a snapshot view of what 
was happening the day the samples 
were obtained. Since Nematodes are 
the most abundant animal in soils, they 
can be used as a useful tool in 
assessing the structure, function and 
probably resilience of the soil food web 
(Ferris, 2005). Ferris and others are still 
researching what perturbations in the 
soil food web mean for crop production. 
This understanding of the biology of 
soils is new and not yet practicably 
applicable on a wide basis. 

Compost Teas 

A natural extension of food web science is the use 
of compost teas to strengthen the food web. 
Compost teas are “brewed” from compost usually in 
an aerobic fermenter. Because the feedstock 
(compost) is highly variable, the resultant teas can 
also be quite different. This variability makes them 
difficult to conduct research on—or at least research 
that can be published in peer reviewed journals. 
Compost teas contain many different substances 
plus nutrients that plants can use for growth. The 
problem comes with rates. How much do you apply 
and how often? There is a lot of experimentation 
going on by the users of the teas but not much in 
the academic community due to the variability of 
these systems. 

Horticultural Urban Legends 

These are practices and products that many people 
working in our industry may hold to be useful but 
have no scientific basis for method of action. They 
are formed from misinformation passed on over the 
generations or from common observations that are 
misinterpreted. A good example is that of placing 
gravel or rocks in the bottom of a planting hole to 
increase drainage for the rootball. This is borne out 
by the fact that these drawings exist in old books. 
Even though the mistakes are corrected in modern 
texts (Harris et al., 2003) the myth that rocks in the 
bottom of a planting hole creates drainage, lives on 
today, and actually shows up in some modern 

architectural plans. 

Another example is the notion that 
pruning woody plants stimulates their 
growth. The more severe the pruning, 
the more the plant is shocked into 
good growth. Although the growth of 
latent buds from major limbs that have 
been headed back leads to copious 
regrowth, if you compare the overall 
growth of this tree to a similar 
unpruned tree, the pruned tree will 
have grown lesson the main trunk 
over the same amount of time. 

Transplanted trees do not need to be pruned to 
compensate for their root loss. Sometimes when 
trees are moved, compensatory pruning is done to 
“balance” the roots with the shoots. Research has 
consistently shown that as mentioned above, 
pruning is a growth retarding process, and thus 
slows the establishment of transplanted trees (Dagit 
and Downer, 2002) 

There are many funny ideas about mulches. Almost 
Any mulch can be applied to the soil surface with 
few bad affects. There are some exceptions where 
the mulch contains toxic acids or contains weed 
seeds. However, the belief that high C:N ratio 
mulches (contain a lot of wood) will extract nitrogen 
from under the soils to which they are applied has 
little or no scientific evidence to support it. Just the 
opposite is true. Over time, woody mulches decay 
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and release nitrogen to underlying root systems 
(Downer et al, 2002).  

A product that has attained Horticultural Urban 
Legend status is Vitamin B-1. The historical account 
of Vitamin B-1 and the public craze it caused was 
well told by Rasmussen (1999) and is briefly 
summarized here. 

In the 1930’s Caltech’s James Bonner discovered, 
that Thiamin (vitamin b-1) was able to restore 
growth to pea root tips that had languished in tissue 
culture. It was concluded to be essential in plant 
growth media. Bonner later found that B-1 had little 
growth promoting effects on most whole plants in 
hydroponic culture, but that some plants such as 
camellia, and cosmos showed dramatic growth 
increased to added B-1 vitamins. Bonner latter 
discovered that thiamin production 
was associatedwith the foliage of 
growing plants. The hoax was on in 
1939 when Better Homes and 
Gardens magazine ran an article that 
claimed thiamin would produce five 
inch rose buds, daffodils bigger than a 
salad plate and snapdragons six feet 
tall!. In 1940, Bonner entered into 
collaborative research with Merck 
pharmaceutical company to master 
the growth-promoting effects of B-1, 
account for the wide variability in his 
experimental results and develop a 
product that gave consistent good results. Bonner 
proved during this period that B-1 was phloem 
mobile was made in leaves and transported 
downward in stems. Bonner’s experiments with 
Cosmos continued, but with varying results, so he 
sought cooperative research with University 
experiment stations around the country. Results 
were mixed, some showed growth promotion, most 
not. By 1940, other physiologists widely reported 
negative results. By 1942 

Bonner was debunking his own discoveries, stating 
that the effect only ever occurred in very few plants 
and that since thiamin was found in soil itself, field 
applications were unlikely to benefit plants. Bonner 
ultimately fully retracted his claims of efficacy by 

saying “It is now certain, however, that additions of 
vitamin B1 to intact growing plants have no 
significant or useful place in horticultural or 
agricultural practice.”.. The public craze and 
fanatical headlines about thiamin continued but 
Merck withdrew all interest and funding in the 
concept so as to distance itself from a product that 
does not work. 

Conclusion 

New products come and go. Snake oil products 
unlike horticultural urban legends tend to disappear 
rapidly, when their efficacy fails to materialize after 
application. The products that confound their 
purported results with fertilizers or growth 
stimulators can persist, but eventually they too fail to 
live up to expectations at some point and will fade 

from popularity. Try to obtain some 
kind of consensus with university-
based research or other peer 
reviewed research reports, field 
efficacy trials that you run for 
yourself, and the testimonials of 
others. After awhile, you will be able 
to ascertain the nature of the oil 
before you purchase it. 
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Gardening To Do Calendar  

Contra Costa Master Gardeners 
June- Flower: Rose  

USDA  zones from 8- 9B 
Sunset zones range from 7-17 

Average max T.77.5F ( 25.3C)  Average Min T  50.8( 10.4C) 
Highest T 108F (44.2C)  Lowest T 37F(2.8) 

Summer Solstice June 21 st  

 

The Summer Solstice is also known as: Alban Heflin, 
Alben Heruin, All-couples day, Feast of Epona, Feast of 

St. John the Baptist, Feill-Sheathain, Gathering Day, 
Johannistag, Litha, Midsummer, Sonnwend, Thing-Tide, 

Vestalia, etc.�

Summer Solstice  
 

Brown earth lay blanketed beneath 
the weight of white snow 

People hold within their heart 
the promise of light 

Light that overcomes the night 
Igniting fire 

That burns a hole 
all the way to the hot dry summer fields 
The hope that the light holds in winter 

becomes in summer 
the knowing of the sun’s pathway back again 
We poise on the edge of these great turnings 

Balanced night and day 
Ah for a moment……  

By: Cheryl Ban © 1998  

�  LOTS of sun—wear a hat and keep covered. 
Garden early morning and late afternoon 
taking advantage of the light. Keep yourself 
and your plants well hydrated. 

�  June has the highest Et rates of the year-  
adjust your irrigation appropriately.    

�  Check mulch depth -- must be 3-4” deep to 
be effective in reducing weed germination, 
moderating soil T. and reducing water loss. 

�  Pinch back chrysanthemums, marguerites. 
�  Remove spent flowers of roses, 

rhododendrons, camellias, fertilize if 
needed. City water pH tends to be high; you 
may need chelated nutrients for acid loving 
plants. 

�  Fruit trees: Thin fruit 4-5” apart when 
small. Check Pome family members for 
fireblight Pest note: Fire Blight Check trees 
for scale crawlers. When crawlers are visible 
is when sprays are effective. Use 
horticultural oil. Pest Note, Scale. Check the 
crowns of Prunus family members for signs 
of frass, which indicates borers. Paint the 
trunks of young trees with a 1:1 mixture of 
latex paint and water to prevent sunburn and 
reduce borer damage. Free paint is available 
at Central Sanitary hazardous waste center in 
Martinez. Remove suckers.  

�  Mow lawns frequently with your mulching 
mower. When was the last time you had the 
blade sharpened?   
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�  Plant summer vegetables from starts. Beans 
and corn can be planted from seed.  

�  Think Fire safety!  Prune branches well 
away from your home and roof.- aim for 15’ 
of clearance. Clear dried brush and grass. 
Compost all dried plant material.  

�  Check ant/ yellow-jacket bait stations—
renew if needed.  

�  Remove suckers from tomatoes and stake 
�  Divide Iris clumps if over 3 years of age.  
�  Turn compost piles and keep moist. 
�  Harvest herbs prior to flowering. Pinch back 

basil regularly to prevent bolting.  
�  Spray roses for foliar diseases: blackspot, 

powdery mildew, rust: to 1G of water add 3-
4tsp. Volvk oil and 3-4tsp. of baking soda. 
Mix well and spray to cover all foliage. Pest 
Note, Powdery Mildew. Remove suckers 
from rose rootstocks. 

�  Trap earwigs if they are eating your 
vegetables and tender ornamentals. Roll up 
newspapers and leave near problem plants. 
In the morning tap the earwigs in the 
newspaper into soapy water or feed to the 
chickens.  Remember that they eat aphids 
and scale as well. 
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Help Desk Improvements 
The Help Desk performs a critical function of the Contra 
Costa Master Gardener Program. It provides the county’s 
citizens with answers and advice about a variety of 
gardening problems by means of telephone, mail, email or 
walk-in. With long-term county funding in a state of flux, the 
information gathered in a survey of members during the 
past year will be crucial to developing a long-term plan for 
continuation of the Help Desk. 

To provide more consistent leadership and quality 
assurance to the Help Desk, Kathy Gilcrest convened a 
Help Desk Advisory Committee in October 2008, made up 
of Billi Haug, Terry Sherman and Liz Rottger. Committee 
members decided that as a first step in improving the quality 
of the Help Desk they would develop a survey instrument to 
gather information from Master Gardeners about their 
experiences in volunteering on the Help Desk. In February, 
all Master Gardeners received an email from the 
Association’s President, Emma Connery, encouraging them 
to respond to an on-line survey. By March 9, 2009 fifty-one 
Master Gardeners had completed a survey.  

The Help Desk Advisory Committee has 
now issued its Final Report. The survey’s 
principal findings were:  

�  60% of the active Help Desk 
workers do not use Gecko mail 
currently when performing Help 
Desk functions. Many Help Desk 
workers found the computer was 
not user-friendly. While some of 
these problems might be easily 
remedied with more computer 
training, email procedures need a thorough review. 

 

�  84% of all respondents considered the overall 
volunteer experience to be good, very good or 
excellent; 53% of all respondents considered it to 
be either excellent or very good. 

 

�  41% of all respondents asked for additional training.  
 

The Help Desk Advisory Committee reviewed these 
findings, along with other survey results. It has developed a 
series of recommendations to improve not only the quality 
of the service the Help Desk provides, but also the quality of 
the volunteer experience itself on the Help Desk. The 
Committee has already started implementing some of these 

recommendations, and is working with CCMG leadership to 
develop a long-range plan for continuing operation of the 
Help Desk. 

Final Recommendations  

1. Create a Help Desk Community of Master 
Gardeners committed to the ongoing function and 
support of the Help Desk.  

2. Review and revise as necessary staffing 
requirements for the Help Desk to ensure reliable 
and high quality service to the community. 

3. Improve the email process on the Help Desk. 
4. Review and update all written documentation, 

including the Help Desk Manual, Policy and 
Procedures Handbook, and the Resource Book. 

5. Initiate a quality assurance system which will define 
what a complete answer is in order to create a “no 
fail” system that will strengthen the confidence of 
Help Desk workers in their work and ensure timely 
response to all inquiries. 

6. Begin a seasonal FAQs binder for the Help Desk 
that will address both common or frequently asked 
questions, as well as seasonal inquiries. 

7. Review the Contra Costa Master Gardener’s public 
website for both its content 
and marketing of Help 
Desk-related items. 

8. Develop two training 
sessions for Help Desk 
workers, which will include 
both the discussion of Desk 
procedures as well as 
problem diagnosis. 

9. Integrate the Help Desk’s 
identity into public outreach 
in the media. 

10. Review and revise as 
necessary Help Desk 

recordkeeping requirements and work toward an 
all-digital recordkeeping and response system. 

11. Explore the possibility of a ‘virtual’ Help Desk that 
would allow volunteers to provide Help Desk 
Support from remote locations.  

 

To see the full report, go to the CCMG volunteer 
management website, https://ucanr.org/mg/index.cfm , log 
in.  The report can be found under “Administration” – click 
on “Newsletters/documents” and the “CCMG Help Desk.”  

Please contact Liz Rottger (lizrottger@yahoo.com ), who is 
taking over the position of Help Desk Coordinator in 2009-
10, for further information or comment. 
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To view the most current version of the Events Calendar, or to sign up for an event, visit:   https://ucce.ucdavis.edu/mg.  Log on and select “Events Calendar.” 
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