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Almost 30 percent of all Master Gardeners in Washington State responded to a “Master 

Gardener Program Enhancement Survey” in late spring.  The survey was conducted online 

through SurveyMonkey.com.  If you are a Master Gardener in Washington, I hope were 

one of those who responded to the request. 

Sponsored by WSU and the state Master Gardener Foundation (MGFWS), the survey 

helped these two organizations prioritize a pilot fundraising campaign to enhance the WSU 

Master Gardener program.   

Strengthening the Master Gardener program across the state through statewide fundraising 

is a new project of the MGFWS, working with WSU and the WSU Foundation.  (http://

foundation.wsu.edu/about/) The three organizations wanted to be certain that their upcom-

ing fundraising campaign will raise money for programs that are perceived as important by 

Master Gardeners throughout the state and will have a common benefit across all county 

programs. 

Over 1,400 Master Gardeners selected their first, second, and third choices from among 

five broadly defined program-enhancement categories.  The choices included: 

 Advanced training for Master Gardeners and the development of additional resources 

for Master Gardeners across the state, including PowerPoint presentations; and 

 Other educational materials for Master Gardeners to use when educating the public. 

The other three choices were to raise funds for training for program coordinators, fund the 

purchase of recognition items for volunteers (pins, apparel, etc.), and provide grant funds 

to counties to supplement their financial needs. 

(Survey, continued on page 4) 
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Seeds for Thought 

From the WSU Master Gardener Program Leader 

~~Tonie Fitzgerald, WSU Extension Master Gardener Program Leader 

 

Summertime, and the living is easy. At least on weekends and vacation days if you have them. 

Here’s what’s going on in my office: 

 Corrections and improvements to the online training for 2011 are underway. Easier registration and much 

easier navigation within the modules are expected. All materials are designated as required or optional for 

basic training or for advanced training. Also only quizzes and final exam will be graded.  

 The new WSU Extension MG manual is on schedule for publication in 2011. It will automatically be in-

cluded in the online training for new interns. Veterans may purchase it from WSU Publications in CD form 

or print form. Price will be determined after production is completed this year. 

 A statewide fundraising campaign is being planned to support the WSU Extension MG Program. This is at 

a different level from the local foundation fund raising efforts and will not compete with them. Local foun-

dations will not be asked to contribute to this campaign. Also, MGs will NOT be asked to help with this 

campaign unless they choose to do so. Money from this statewide campaign will support additional train-

ing and resources for all MGs. 

Hope to see all of you at the state conference in Vancouver in September.  

http://mastergardener.wsu.edu/mgfws/index.html
http://foundation.wsu.edu/about/
http://foundation.wsu.edu/about/
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The idea for this project was born in the summer of 2009 during a conversation with Judy Feldman, Acting Director, Is-

land County WSU Extension. After a preliminary search of the available literature seemed to indicate that the plants rec-

ommended for growing on drainfields were “assumed” to have non-invasive roots, we decided to investigate the interest 

in a project to actually test plants on mock drainfields. We contacted the Island County Health Dept official, Joe Laxson, 

who is involved with educating the public about their systems 

and the new testing regulations; Janet Hall, WSU WasteWise 

Coordinator; and Dr. Carol Miles, Horticulturist, WSU NW Re-

search Center, Mt. Vernon, to assess their interest and advice. 

The response was enthusiastic support. 

Our objective is to develop brochures based on our field test ad-

vising Island County residents on what to plant or not on their in

-ground or mound drainfields. These brochures will be distrib-

uted to the Island County Health Dept, Planning Dept, drainfield 

installers and nurseries. 

Jerry Stonebridge, Stonebridge Environmental, has graciously 

agreed to donate the design and installation of two 10’ x 20’ drainfields. The Port Authority of Coupeville, which has the 

management authority for the Greenbank Farm where the drainfields will be located adjacent to the Island County Master 

Gardener Educational Display Garden, has given enthusiastic approval to the project this June. 

The next steps are to obtain in-kind donations of the materials to build the drainfields; construct them; and plant them 

with two kinds of lawn grass; native plants; succulents; and selected perennials. The project will last three years to give 

the plants time to become fully established.  

In the meantime, we are planning to revise Island County’s current brochure to be more current and accurate. If you have 

any questions about this project, please contact Marcia Nelson, mnelson@whidbey.net. 

If you’ve not yet registered for the 2010 WSU Master Gardener Advanced-Education Conference, do so now to reserve 

your place in what is lining up to be a very educational and entertaining conference.  While the purpose of this annual 

conference, presented by the Master Gardener Foundation of Washington State and the WSU Extension Master Gardener 

Program, is to provide continuing education for Master Gardeners, it also provides an excellent opportunity for us to in-

troduce the Master Gardener Program to other gardeners.  Invite your friends, neighbors or relatives to join you at the 

conference; it could prove to be a very good recruiting tool. 

The conference, September 23-25, includes four general sessions in addition to 24 hour-and-a-half seminars featuring re-

gionally and nationally known speakers.  Click here for full de-

tails: https://www.regonline.com/

wsu_master_gardener_advanced_education_conference. 

All seminars and general sessions will be held at the Red Lion 

Hotel at the Quay, right on the Columbia River in Vancouver, 

Washington, so park your car and enjoy three action-packed 

days, starting with optional tours to the Portland Japanese Gar-

den, the Classical Chinese Garden, two Clark County wineries, 

or Fort Vancouver and its Heritage Garden.  Happy hour on the 

deck over-looking the Columbia Thursday and Friday nights will 

feature live music and special one-hour silent auctions.  Dinners 

on both nights will also include entertainment. 

If all this isn’t enough to convince you to register, or to invite a 

friend, consider that the conference will also include many raffles and silent auctions featuring thousands of dollars of 

unique garden-centered items.  One of the silent auction items will be an outdoor fireplace donated by Outback Fire-

places, valued at $2,800.  Go to their website at http://www.outbackfireplaces.com to see if it’s something you would like 

in your garden.  
(Invite a Friend, continued on page 6) 

Invite a Friend to 2010 MG Conference in September 

~~Dean Sutera, Clark County; 2010 Advanced-Education Conference Chair  

~~ Red Lion Hotels  

Conference Hotel—Red Lion at the Quay 

Island County Master Gardeners Launch Septic Drainfield Landscaping Test Project 

~~Marcia Nelson, Island County Master Gardener & MGFWS Board Member 

~~ Drawing by George Wills.  From Virginia Cooperative Extension, Virginia Tech, and Virginia State Univ.  

A Mound Drainfield 

mailto:mnelson@whidbey.net
https://www.regonline.com/wsu_master_gardener_advanced_education_conference
https://www.regonline.com/wsu_master_gardener_advanced_education_conference
http://www.outbackfireplaces.com
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Buffalograss for Use in Central Washington 

~~Dr. Gwen K. Stahnke, Extension Turfgrass Specialist, WSU-Puyallup 

Buffalograss, a warm-season grass native to the Great Plains for centuries, has been evaluated in central Washington at 

the Jewett Arboretum in Yakima, WA, for over 15 years.  The prolonged droughts in the Great Plains have caused it to 

evolve with greater water use efficiency, as well as to adapt to a greater sod forming ability to survive. This grass spreads 

by both seeds and stolons (above ground lateral stems) and produces new plants at the nodes when they touch down to the 

soil. Buffalograss is unusual because it is dieocious, or a grass that produces both male and female flowers on separate 

plants. The male flowers are about 4 to 8 inches in height and produce pol-

len. The female plants produce one or more inflorescences in the form of 

burrs close to ground level among the lower leaves of the plants. Pictures 

of male and female plants are shown in Pictures 1 and 2, respectively. 

Warm-season grasses typically begin their growth when soil temperatures 

are 55 to 60 F; this is usually late May in central WA. It will also go dor-

mant soon after the first freeze in the late fall. Due to the low soil tempera-

tures for much of the year in western WA, buffalograss is not recom-

mended for planting there. It is quickly taken over with cool-season 

grasses and weeds.  Buffa-

lograss was also evaluated 

on the turfgrass plots in 

Pullman, but they did not 

survive well. This may be due to desiccation over the winter. The color of 

buffalograss leaves are more of a soft grey to emerald green, depending 

upon the improved variety that is being evaluated. The leaves have many 

fine hairs along the leaf blades, which gives the grass a softer green color. 

Establishment 

As with any area where you are going to establish a grass, proper prepara-

tion to relieve any compaction, remove any perennial weeds that could 

compete with the new grass and make sure there is adequate nitrogen and phosphorus in the soil for establishment of new 

plants. Most soils in central WA have adequate nitrogen and phosphorus, but with new establishments, to make sure the 

area fills in quickly to outcompete weeds, an application of 1 lb. of N and 

1 lb. of P should be applied at the time of seeding, plugging or sodding. 

Buffalograss will do well on many soil types, but does not do well on 

straight sandy soils, areas that do not drain or in the shady sites.  A mini-

mum time of 6 to 8 hours of sunlight per day is necessary for best growth. 

The best time to seed, plug or sod is May to early August, since that is the 

time when the grass will spread the quickest and put on new roots and 

stolons. This is exactly opposite of the cool-season grasses that we are 

used to planting, such as Kentucky bluegrasses or fine fescues, which pro-

duce the majority of their roots in the spring and fall and lose root depth in 

the summer months due to the higher soil temperatures. 

Seeding 

The seeding rate for buffalograsses should be 1 lb./1000 sq. ft. Always use 

seed that has been treated with potassium nitrate, as this breaks the dormancy of the seed  and seeds will germinate in 

about 9 days as opposed to almost a month without the seed treatment. Seed should be planted no deeper than about 0.25 

inches.  The price of seed per pound is more expensive than cool-season grass seed and varies, but it is seeded at a lower 

rate. If the improved cultivar you choose is only available via vegetative plugs  (female plants only), they should be pulled 

and fertilized and watered in a greenhouse for at least 4 weeks to prevent a browning from immediate planting into the 

field. If prerooted vegetative plugs are used for establishment, they should be spaced on 1 ft. centers for best results. Spac-

ing can be wider, but the area will fill in more slowly and be susceptible to greater weed populations.  

Watering 

At establishment, the new seed or plugs should receive at least 0.5 inches of water, depending upon natural rainfall that 

occurs. After the buffalograss is mature, it is best to soak the area once a month from July to September for lawns to re-

main green. If it is extremely dry in late fall, make sure to soak the soil before winter to prevent desiccation of the grass 

over the winter. If you are making your buffalograss a low maintenance area with very little traffic, you can water the buf-

(Buffalograss, continued on page 6) 

Photo by Dr. Gwen Stahnke  

Picture 1.  Buffalograss Anthers 

Photo by Dr. Gwen Stahnke  

Left: Buffalograss Anthers (Males)  

Right: Buffalograss Burrs (Female)  

Photo by Dr. Gwen Stahnke 

Picture 2.  Female Buffalograss Plant 
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Bugs and Blights 

~~Sharon J. Collman, WSU Snohomish County Extension 

The purpose of this column is to make it easier to correctly diagnose plant problems and identify insects.  This is a bit 

challenging since I live in Seattle and am based in Everett. However, I do have familiarity with some of the insects in the 

middle 1/3rd of eastern Washington.  And some problems are statewide in their distribution. Timing may vary. 

Why do I tell you all this?  Your eyes and observations on what’s current and what’s hot this year will be crucial to devel-

oping a tool that will be useful to all of us.  You are also in position to observe life cycle stages.  Our insects don’t always 

read the research from Connecticut, Ohio, California or Oregon to know that June bugs are supposed to emerge in June 

and not July.  June bugs in Western Washington arrive in July, March flies arrive in April.  Perhaps on the east side they 

arrive on time. Send links to articles from local papers on pest outbreaks or programs in your county.  Your observations 

can refine our knowledge. 

You also may know and be using excellent resources we haven’t stumbled upon yet in our area.  So by exchanging infor-

mation, we can all access good resources and learn from each other.  You can connect with me directly with observations.  

I will revert back to the old naturalist’s style (and Dave Barry’s) of crediting observations to the source.  

Like a puzzle, we are all the pieces scrambled in the box.  Each of you has something you can contribute so that we have a 

more complete picture of these pests.  I’ll go first. 

1. I am writing a monthly Bugs and Blights column, published in the B&B of the Washington State Nursery and Land-

scape Association.  This is a statewide publication and your observations will balance my daily experiences.  Typi-

cally these are one page and have the format below. 

2. I am also publishing an expanded version where I can add info not so relevant to retail nurseries and landscapers.  

They are published under newsletters in the top left sidebar at http://snohomish.wsu.edu.    Also at that website, under 

home and garden, are PEST ALERTS, (found under HOT STUFF!) where Dave Pehling and 

I send out pest/diagnosis/ID information of a more immediate nature. 

3. Sample:  Green alder sawfly, Monsoma pulveratum has now been confirmed in Sno-

homish and Pierce Counties as well as many others.  An Alert from the USFS was issued this 

spring and the WSDA has been surveying for this pest of alder. Eric LaGasa, WSDA, says 

now it’s more of a question of where they are not.  This is a new exotic and has defoliated 

alder forests in Alaska. http://www.fs.fed.us/r10/spf/fhp/pubs/MonsomaPestAlert.pdf.  Eric 

LaGasa, WSDA, confirmed the ID from this photo.   

Send your observations, resources, websites, wishes, to me at collmans@wsu.edu. 

Photo by SJCollman 

Green Alder Sawfly 

Here is the way 1,445 Master Gardeners voted in the May survey: 

In June, the MGFWS board and Tonie Fitzgerald, WSU Master Gardener Program Leader, selected the first two items in 

the chart above for a statewide fundraising campaign.  The MGFWS board also asked its Executive Committee to develop 

a Memorandum of Agreement with the WSU Foundation so that this work can begin.  Representatives from the state 

foundation, the WSU Foundation, and the WSU Master Gardener Program Leader will work together throughout the cam-

paign.   

There is a rumor that county Master Gardener foundations will be asked to donate funds to statewide campaigns.  That 

rumor is NOT TRUE.  This initiative will benefit the state Master Gardener program as a whole, with no detrimental im-

pact upon the financing of local programs.   

(Survey, continued from page 1) 

Enhancement 1st Choice 2nd Choice 3rd Choice Total Reponses 

Advanced Training for MG Volunteers 739 420 192 1351 

Resources for MGs 269 596 377 1242 

Funding of Local Programs, WSU 

Research, MG Program Coordinator 

Salaries, etc. 

389 220 408 1017 

Training for Program Coordinators 41 173 361 575 

Recognition for MGs (Pins, Apparel, etc.) 13 29 108 150 

http://snohomish.wsu.edu/
http://www.fs.fed.us/r10/spf/fhp/pubs/MonsomaPestAlert.pdf
mailto:collmans@wsu.edu
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A Sense of Place:  Living and Gardening in the Pacific Northwest Sagebrush-Steppe 

~~Tonie Fitzgerald, WSU Extension Master Gardener Program Leader 

This article first appeared in the winter 2003-2004 issue of Washington State Magazine.  

Though it is the most widespread of plant ecosystems in eastern Washington, covering 24,000 square miles, the sagebrush

-steppe is probably the least understood, and therefore the least appreciated, especially among gardeners. By nature, gar-

deners like to make things grow, and by the looks of things, not much grows in that desert-like region, except sagebrush. 

But the sagebrush-steppe region is home to some of most adaptive and intriguing plants on earth, and gardeners can learn 

much here to apply to eco-friendly rock gardens and xeriscapes. 

The region is most strongly defined by its dryness. Lying entirely east of the Cascade Mountains, it receives only eight 

to12 inches of precipitation each year. Little to none of that comes during the summer, which accounts for the region's 

lack of appeal to many gardeners. 

Plants in the sagebrush-steppe area survive on a minimum of moisture and make do with some very shallow, rocky soils. 

Plants tough enough for these conditions include a variety of shrubs, bunch grasses, and forbs. Only near streams or seeps 

is there enough year-round moisture to sustain clumps of willow, alder, and cottonwood trees. 

Artemisia tridentata, big sagebrush, is by far the most common shrub, but other Artemisias include stiff sage, three tip 

sage, and prairie sage. Other shrubs include bitterbrush, rabbitbrush, and saltbush. These desert shrubs in their soft hues of 

grays, greens, yellow, and rust hold up in the harshest of conditions and provide refuge for elk, deer, coyote, lizards, and 

dozens of species of birds and small mammals. 

The wide spacing between desert shrubs is a survival technique that allows them to stretch their roots and garner the very 

small, but necessary amount of water needed to sur-

vive the summer. Those spaces are not empty, 

though. Interspersed among the shrubs grow the 

equally water- and nutrient-thrifty bunchgrasses and 

forbs, most of which go dormant during the summer 

and do not threaten the larger shrubs' survival. 

Unlike sod-forming grasses that spread evenly 

across the ground to create lawns, bunchgrasses 

grow in individual clumps. Their extensive root sys-

tems absorb and conserve moisture efficiently, and 

their tufts of stems and narrow leaf blades resist the 

drying effects of steady wind in the region. As an 

extra water-conserving measure, bunchgrasses go 

dormant during the summer months, coming to life 

only in the wetter seasons of spring and late fall. 

Forbs, or wildflowers, are most apparent in the 

spring, when ground moisture is ample. This is 

when the land appears brushed with the subtle pur-

ples, pinks, and yellows of the native lupines, phlox, 

sego lilies, cacti, desert parsley, and balsamroot. 

The blooms of these desert wildflowers last but a few weeks before the plants tuck themselves into their low-lying and 

water-conserving cushion or mat forms for summer and underground water-absorbing root forms for winter. Subtler yet 

are the many ground-hugging mosses, lichens, and the invisible fungi and bacteria that form the region's "cryptogamic 

crust". This ancient crust layer, all but disappearing now because of livestock grazing and human disturbance, is what 

holds the land's precious moisture, prohibits invading weeds, and stabilizes its fragile soil. 

What can gardeners learn from this land of harsh conditions? 

If areas of your property are "like a desert," create a rock garden to showcase the rich array of extraordinary xeric, or 

drought-loving, plants. 

To conserve water, the smaller of the desert plants grow close to the ground in tight cushion or mat forms, with small and 

heavily textured or hairy leaves. To fully appreciate these fascinating adaptive features, create rock gardens in raised beds, 

terraced slopes, or mounded areas to invite close inspection. 

Xeric plants require fast-draining soil. If the ground is not already dry and gritty, mix a three-inch layer of pea gravel or 

coarse sand into the top foot of soil. To establish plants, mimic spring conditions of ample moisture, but once they're es-

tablished, water only after the top few inches of soil are dry. 

~~ www.Hanford.gov  

Shrub-Steppe (Mostly Big Sagebrush and Bluebunch Wheatgrass) 

In Hanford Reach National Monument, Washington  
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falograss less or not at all. Buffalograss has a higher resistance to drought stress than the cool-season grasses because it 

has both an extensive, deep root system and less leaf surface area. 

Mowing 

Mowing height for maintained buffalograss lawn should be between 2 and 4 inches in height. Just like cool-season 

grasses, it is best to not remove more than 30% of the leaf blade per mowing to maintain plant density. If you are making 

this a low maintenance area, you may not have to mow it at all. Frequency 

of mowing will depend upon the amount of fertilizer and water that is ap-

plied. Clippings can be returned to the lawn. 

Fertilizing 

Buffalograss does not require as many nutrients as cool season grasses to 

maintain its cover, especially if it is not highly trafficked. Once it is estab-

lished, usually 1 lb. of N per 1000 sq. ft. per year applied in mid to late 

June should be adequate. In the establishment year, another 1 lb. N per 

1000 sq. ft. should be applied in July or early August to encourage density 

of the grass. If you intend to use this as a natural area, the 1 lb. N per 1000 

sq. ft. will be enough nutri-

ents for the grass for the 

year. 

Weeds 

To avoid the establishment of weeds do not irrigate frequently, do not 

mow short and do not over fertilize.  It is best to minimize watering in 

early summer to avoid high weed population development. When plants 

are in the seedling stage or when the temperatures are above 90F, do not 

apply any products containing 2, 4-D. When the buffalograss plants are 

mature, there are more products that can be applied, but make sure to read 

the labels on the products before use. 

Improved Cultivars for Central WA 

The latest set of trials containing both seeded and vegetative cultivars from 

the University of Nebraska were evaluated over the past two years.  Of the seeded cultivars currently available, Bowie and 

Cody responded the best, while, for the vegetative cultivars, Legacy, Prestige, and 609 performed the best. Legacy is a 

male cultivar with prolific anthers, while Prestige is a female cultivar with only seeds. Watch for a new WSU fact sheet to 

come out this fall with more detailed information. 

(Buffalograss, continued from page 3) 

Photo by Dr. Gwen Stahnke 

Buffalograss Stolons 

Photo by Dr. Gwen Stahnke 

Buffalograss at Yakima Area Arboretum 

If silent auctions and raffles are not your cup of tea, you will definitely want to shop MG MarketPlace, the conference 

store, for plants from over ten unique nurseries, handmade garden tools, beautiful garden prints and glass work, clothing 

and books.  

So, if you haven’t already registered, do so now, and invite someone to join you.  There are still a few rooms left at the 

Red Lion Hotel at the Quay for the incredibly low Master Gardener Conference rate of $89 or $99 per night.  Hotel-

reservation information is included on the conference registration link shown on page 2. 

We look forward to seeing you and your friends in September.  If you have any questions, please direct them to Dean Sut-

era, the Chairman of the Organizing Committee for the host Clark County Master Gardener Foundation at dsut-

era45@msn.com. 

(Invite a Friend, continued from page 2) 

A Special Thank You 

The Master Gardener Foundation of 

Washington State wishes to express gratitude 

and appreciation to Jeffrey Leonard, Seattle, 

for his donation during this quarter. 

mailto:dsutera45@msn.com
mailto:dsutera45@msn.com

