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First Detection of Impatiens Downy Mildew in BC 

Dave Woodske, Industry Specialist 

In the past decade, downy mildew has been detected for the first time on several landscape plants in 
the Pacific Northwest, which includes basil, Boston ivy, coleus, hellebore and Virginia creeper.  Since 
2004, downy mildew also has been detected sporadically on impatiens at greenhouses in the US.  
Beginning in 2011, the disease began to cause widespread damage in landscapes and had been detected 
in 33 US states by 2012.  The disease also has been detected in Quebec and Ontario, and was detected 
for the first time in BC this June (2013). 

Downy mildew is caused by a fungus-like pathogen that is closely related to Phytophthora and Pythium.  
It is an extremely damaging plant disease that is favoured by wet and cool conditions.  Several different 
pathogens cause downy mildew on various host plants, but each pathogen is very host specific.  
Impatiens downy mildew is caused by Plasmopara obduscens and the pathogen only causes disease on 
common garden impatiens, Impatiens walleriana, and garden balsam, I. balsamina.  New Guinea 
impatiens, I. hawkeri, is highly tolerant of the disease. 

The first symptom of infection is leaf yellowing, which is often accompanied by downward curling of leaf 
margins.  Infected leaves drop prematurely and the plants will appear stunted.  The pathogen sporulates 
profusely on the underside of the leaf during cool and humid weather.  The white, downy-like growth 
(circled in photo) produces spores (sporangia) that are spread by wind and splashing water, and by 
infected plants and debris.  The pathogen is capable of producing thick-walled hardy spores (oospores) 
that can overwinter. 

 

Figure 1. Impatiens plant infected with downy mildew.  White downy growth can be seen on the 
underside of leaves (circled). 

There are limited control options in the landscape.  The best management option is prevention.  
Thoroughly inspect plants for symptoms of downy mildew before purchasing and planting in the 
landscape.  Adequate spacing between plants to increase air circulation and watering in the morning to 
reduce prolonged leaf wetness will help reduce infection and spread of the disease.  A preventive 



fungicide program will help to prevent infection, but there are few effective products registered for 
domestic use.  Copper is an option but the efficacy is unknown.  There are no fungicides that can cure a 
plant that is infected with downy mildew.  If diseased plants are found in a landscape bed, they should 
be removed and disposed of offsite.  And, since the pathogen produces overwintering spores, it is 
recommended to not plant common impatiens for at least two years in beds after removal of infected 
impatiens.  One industry response to this disease has been to use another shade tolerant bedding or 
perennial plant as a substitute for impatiens. 


