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Wow, it’s hard to believe we’re wrapping up yet another year! It’s always fun to start 

winding it down with the State Advanced-Education Conference, and what a conference it 

was! I want to thank the Master Gardener Foundation of Clark County for hosting it, the 

conference leads, Dean Sutera, Fran Hammond, and Karen Palmer, for their tireless work 

and leadership, and the many, many other Clark County Master Gardeners who made it 

such a wonderful conference experience for us. I was so impressed with the quality of the 

speakers, the topics presented, the evening gatherings, the keynotes, and the overall 

organization. Way to go, Clark County Master Gardeners! 

I also want to thank the Washington State Master 

Gardener Foundation for their support of the 

conference. I appreciate their efforts to recognize 

outstanding volunteers statewide each year as part of 

the conference. Along those lines, a big congratulations 

to the 2015 Statewide Master Gardener Award winners. 

I enjoyed hearing Phyllis Pugnetti, Master Gardener of 

the Year Winner, talk about her adventures at the 

gardens at Monticello; what a treat! A big thank you to 

Phyllis for all of her hard work. All of the nominees for 

this year’s Master Gardener of the Year Award were 

inspiring. It is wonderful to see so many nominations 

and always exciting to hear about those Master 

Gardeners who go above and beyond the call of duty, 

though I know that there are so many of you out there. A 

big congratulations to Mary Shane, too, for her Media Award. She does an outstanding job 

with this newsletter every quarter, making sure the content is interesting and the layout 

professional. To think she has been the editor of this newsletter since 2009 is amazing. A 

big thank-you to Mary for her dedication to the Master Gardener Program and for spreading 

the word of Master Gardeners statewide. Thank you to Nancy Davidson Short, as well, the 

Ed LaCrosse Distinguished Service Award Winner, for her support of the Master Gardener 

Program through her position with Sunset Magazine.  
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It’s funny that people often think with gardening season winding down, the program is also beginning to wind down. 

Well, that is true to a degree, yes, but this is also a very busy time for most county programs because it’s time for 

planning next year’s annual training and bringing in new recruits! The program coordinators are also busy gathering their 

numbers for reporting for 2015. So, as a reminder for those of you who have not yet recorded your hours for 2015, please 

do that as soon as possible. 

Of course, this is also the season for reflection and giving thanks for the blessings in our lives. I give thanks for being able 

to work with all of you. You are an extraordinary group of people who are committed to improving your communities 

through the inspiration and knowledge you bring to the people you teach. You make a difference in the quality of the lives 

of those you touch. I want to thank the local county foundations for their tireless effort to support the Master Gardener 

Program through raising funds, providing feedback on programming, and providing monetary support to the program in a 

variety of ways. WSU appreciates your support. I also want to thank the program coordinators, who continue to show 

their passion for the program and the difference it makes in their county and statewide through their everyday work. We 

are all in this together and I’m honored and thankful to be a part of this team that strives to support our communities 

through educating the people of Washington state on sustainable gardening practices, conservation of our natural 

resources, improving our water quality and, overall, making our communities a better place to live.  

I wish you all a joyous holiday season and a happy and healthy New Year.   
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Nominees:  2015 Master Gardener of the Year 

Bob McBride 

Kitsap County 

Bill Dixon 

Benton-Franklin Counties 

Judy Chamberlain 

Clark County 

Beth Oaks 

Clallam County 



Page 3 Seeds for Thought 

 

 

Nominees:  2015 Master Gardener of the Year 

Kate Yturri 

San Juan County 

Phyllis Pugnetti 

Yakima County 

Julia Turney 

San Juan County 

Diana Wisen 

Skagit County 
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 The 2015 Washington State 

 Master Gardener of the Year 
Phyllis Pugnetti  

The Master Gardener Foundation of Washington State is delighted to announce that Phyllis Pugnetti, Yakima County Master Gardener, 
was honored as the 2015 Master Gardener of the Year for at the WSU Master Gardener Advanced-Education Conference in 
September.  The foundation is privileged to recognize Phyllis for this outstanding achievement and for the positive impact she has had 
upon both the Master Gardener Program and the Yakima County community.  

Seeds for Thought shares below comments from Kathleen Eaton, who presided over the presentation of the award to Phyllis. 

 

A couple of years ago, Phyllis had a dream to develop a garden where only rare, open-pollinated varieties of vegetables 

would be grown.  

She wanted to save unusual and largely ignored plants, learn about saving seeds, teach others about all of it and involve 

Master Gardeners in the process. 

Thus the Heirloom Garden was born. 

Phyllis has taught at Yakima County Master Gardener Spring Symposium, Saturday classes in their Demo Garden about 

the Heirloom Garden, during Intern training, Lunch ‘n’ Learn sessions and for community groups. She teaches many 

topics, including outdoor worm composting, drip irrigation, tomato pruning, seed saving, winter gardening and using 

raised beds.  

As one of Yakima’s best ambassadors, Phyllis’s classes are well-researched, and her slide shows are beautiful. She is 

interesting and fun.  It’s no surprise attendance at her classes is always high.  

That same manner charmed conference attendees. Her acceptance comments centered around a story about a trip to 

Monticello. At Monticello, a proud friend announced Phyllis as the Washington State Master Gardener of the Year. As a 

result they were invited to visit areas of The Center for Historic Plants which are not open to the public. 

Phyllis  forged ongoing  relationships that enhance The Yakima Heirloom Garden. Yakima County, thus all Washington 

State Master Gardeners, benefits from her well-deserved award. 
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A Special Thank You 

The Master Gardener Foundation of 

Washington State wishes to express 

gratitude and appreciation to donors 

from the Washington State Combined 

Fund Drive, for a donation during this 

quarter. 

 This award recognizes an individual who has had a significant statewide impact on the 

WSU Master Gardener Program or on behalf of the Master Gardener Foundation of Washington State.  

Ed LaCrosse Distinguished Service Award 

~~Kathleen Eaton, Interim President, MGFWS  

During this year’s Advanced-Education Conference, the 2015 Ed LaCrosse Distinguished 
Service Award was awarded in absentia to Nancy Davidson Short for her lifelong support of 
the Master Gardener Program 

Nancy was the first Pacific Northwest editor for Sunset Magazine, serving in that capacity for 
40 years. As editor, she supported Steve Lorton's article that helped launch the Master 
Gardner Program. Nancy continued to support the Master Gardener Program from the Sunset 
Magazine platform and for the rest of her life. 

She also notably predicted a successful Washington State wine industry from the early 1960s. 
Nancy additionally pressed her staff to include the garden as a part of the whole home’s living 
space. 
 
Thursday, September 17th, the evening the award was presented, Nancy celebrated her 103rd 
birthday! 

MGs Staying the Course 

~~Kathleen Eaton, Interim President, MGFWS  

We say good-bye to George Frey as president as he rejoins Pierce County’s board to 

refocus locally. With a couple of our more seasoned board members unable to attend 

the last meeting I was shocked to learn my tenure on MGFWS board had grown to the 

longest in the room! Now, I unexpectedly greet you as MGFWS Interim President. 

This issue is filled with news of a successful Advanced-Education Conference con-

ducted by Clark County Master Gardeners in Vancouver. If you did not attend, you 

missed a wonderful educational, collegial and social experience. The keynote speak-

ers, Charles Goodrich and Art Wolfe, were entertaining and educational. Mrs. Trudi 

Inslee presented the President’s Volunteer Service Awards. Her stories about the gov-

ernor’s and her early experiences raising alfalfa and apples in Eastern Washington 

were a big hit. Breakout sessions were equally well selected. 

Nevertheless, the State Foundation Board has already shared with you that no county 

has stepped forward to host an Advanced-Education Conference in 2016. As any 

county that has hosted one will tell you, it’s hard work. It’s also very rewarding. 

Times are tough. Both the state foundation and counties strive to keep the conference 

affordable as well as educational and enjoyable. 

MGFWS is at a crossroads. We are working to make ourselves more relevant, more useful in accomplishing our mission 

of education. Our current strategies have become outdated. As we hunker down for the cooler months, the real work of 

thinking and planning begins. 

At the October 23 meeting the State Foundation Board began to explore new conference strategies. Master Gardeners are 

the definition of dedication and experience. We are fortunate to have a diversity of talents to navigate in the changing en-

vironment. We are also pleased to welcome Candice Gohn as Peninsula Region Vice President.  

Happy holidays! 
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“Honey, it’s time to mow the moss!” 

Sellers of lawn fertilizers and moss killers are not going to like this story.  Why?  Because it will give hope to rain-soaked 

homeowners who suffer from moss-ridden lawns nurtured by our moist Northwest climate.  Besides this is a true story.   

A few years ago in the rain forest near Allyn, WA, the Bob Supino family was fighting a losing battle against the moss 

invasion of their freshly planted turf.  Of course, the lawn did have a few strikes against it to begin with. 

First, it was lacking one key ingredient—topsoil!  Indeed, the yard-to-be was a mixture of sand, rocks and clay perched on 

top of a hardpan.  Second, the struggling new turf quickly became a fine fescue feast for 40 million (a rough count) crane 

fly larvae. 

Diane Supino, the official groundskeeper and gardener, frantically performed turf tender loving care, but the moss kept 

gaining ground. 

Finally, as the moss was marching toward final victory over 

the rapidly diminishing grass, Diane noticed that some unusual 

things began to happen. 

"People began to stop by and compliment us on the lush green 

appearance of our lawn at unusual times of the year—like in 

the middle of winter when all the neighbor's lawns looked like 

they were dead.  My husband and I were puzzled, but secretly 

thrilled.  We began to wonder if we should kill the grass and 

just go with the moss," she said. 

Even a friend who was a turf salesman checked out their yard 

to determine the feasibility of producing moss lawns for 

Northwest landscapes.  Possibly with tongue in cheek, he was 

impressed by the prospects.  He seemed not to be one bit dis-

couraged by the few tufts of grass still growing in the other-

wise perfect carpet of lush, green, squishy moss. 

Eventually, the moss was growing so fast that Diane had to 

mow it—even when neighboring grass lawns were still ugly 

brown and dormant.  Passersby then began to comment on the 

nice-appearing patterns on the velvet-like lawn.  Some felt it 

even rivaled some of the finest formal gardens of England. 

"However, in the summer when the weather became drier," Diane said, "the moss took on a different luster.  That caused 

people to stop by and ask how we created the unusual blotchy, dead-like, orange-rust appearance when everyone else's 

lawns were nice and green." 

All these things caused the family to ponder what it should do.  First, they listed all the advantages they could think of for 

growing a moss lawn. 

1. Low maintenance:  no watering, fertilizing or application of moss killers. 

2. Enjoying the comments of passing strangers on the unique appearance of the lawn at unusual times of the year.  

3. No need to worry about invading buttercups, clovers or dandelions because their bright yellow and purple blossoms 

proved to be attractive contrasts to the lush green hues of the moss. 

4. When mowing, the moss clippings could be gathered in a moss catcher and fed to the family rabbits. 

5. The cushiness of the moss created an unusual but pleasant spring in one's steps when walking across the lawn. 

6. It was great for kids to lie down, roll around and watch the smoothly gliding slugs from the surrounding forest graze 

across the moss. 

However, they also recognized that moss lawns were not without their drawbacks.  Bob noted two important ones: 

First, they had to learn new clichés such as, "The moss is always greener on the other side of the fence." 

Second, they experienced serious difficulties when shopping for "keep off the moss" signs. 

Well, Lily-Miller, with these serious drawbacks, maybe there is still hope for grass lawns after all! 

Dennis Tompkins is a Certified Arborist, Certified Hazard Tree Risk Assessor, Master Gardener and Urban Forester from the Bon-

ney Lake-Sumner area.  He provides small tree pruning, pest diagnosis, hazardous tree evaluations, tree appraisals and other ser-

vices for homeowners and businesses.  Contact him at 253 863-7469 or email at dlt@blarg.net. Website: evergreen-arborist.com. 

Honey, It’s Time to Mow the Moss! 
~~Dennis Tompkins, Pierce County Master Gardener 

Diane Supino, head gardener for the Supino household, looks upon 
the encroaching grass blades with concern following her latest moss 
mowing. 
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A Bountiful Educational Harvest 
~~Fran Hammond, 2015 Conference Co-Chair, Clark County 

Mid-September held a very enjoyable and worthwhile educational experience from start to finish for almost 400 Master 

Gardeners, with a generous helping of fun and entertainment dug in.  It was everything a Master Gardener could ask for—

32 seminars to choose from, with four individually developed tracks featuring veggie and general gardening, Master 

Gardener leadership skills and environmental issues.  Then there were the awards, silent auction, Marketplace, raffle, 

tours, a first-class hotel, great authors/speakers, with an opportunity to meet them and have a personally autographed copy 

of their books.  Whew!    

Of course we’re referring to this year’s WSU Master Gardener Advanced-Education Conference, which was held at the 

Vancouver, Washington Hilton Hotel from 16-19 September.  Hope you didn’t miss it.  It opened with three diverse 

afternoon outdoor tours, scheduled to include spectacular late-summer weather.  Thursday’s conference opening event 

featured a special welcome from Washington’s First Lady, Mrs. Trudi Inslee, and an inspirational message about 

“leadership” from Pastor and Master Gardener Joe Aalbue.  Educational seminars followed, until “happy hour” and a 

casual, fun- and food-filled evening, where we relaxed, ate, enjoyed the Sharing Success displays, ate, played several fun 

and mind challenging games, ate, spent time with old and new friends, ate, and then enjoyed the hospitality suites for 

more sharing time with other Master Gardeners.  

Friday’s schedule contained a FULL day of activities from early morning until mid evening, again, culminating with an 

opportunity for sharing time spent in the hospitality suites.  The day began with a superb keynote address by educator, 

poet and author Charles Goodrich, who treated us to a recitation of some of his wonderfully poignant and lyrical pieces, 

along with an opportunity for him to personally autograph one of his books.   A full day of seminars followed, 

culminating with a “chef-inspired” dinner and a program featuring Art Wolfe, world-renowned photographer, 

conservationist, and host of the PBS program Travels To The Edge.  He began by revealing that he had developed the 

evening’s particular program uniquely for us, and he will never show it again.  What a delightful opportunity to 

experience a mesmerizing story and adventure of his life and travels.  After almost an hour and a half of amazing photos 

and story telling without a script, he was met with a resounding standing ovation and applause from his most appreciative 

audience.  

Saturday included more seminars, the silent auction and raffle “reveal” and a final opportunity to make those last-minute 

Marketplace purchases.  The noon farewell included remarks thanking the multitude of selfless volunteers who 

contributed to the overwhelming conference success and the drawing for the five lucky winners of the $100 for their early 

registration and two-night hotel stay.  What a reward on top of a wonderful experience! 

Here is a Dropbox link that will take you to an album put together showing some of the highlights: http://tinyurl.com/

MGConferencePhotos2015 

Our two years devoted to its planning turned into quite an event and one that we will continue to talk about and that will 

live in our memories for a long while!  We are looking forward to attending (not working) our next annual advanced 

education conference, perhaps in YOUR county . . . might that be King, Spokane, Pend Oreille, Yakima, or????    

 

 

This year’s three conference chairs and the keynote speaker (l-r): 

Karen Palmer, Art Wolfe, Dean Sutera and Fran Hammond  

http://tinyurl.com/MGConferencePhotos2015
http://tinyurl.com/MGConferencePhotos2015
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Last fall (2014), a federally funded USDA SCRI (Specialty 

Crops Research Initiative) program 2-5 year multimillion 

dollar grant was awarded to researchers and extension 

personnel from the University of Tennessee Institute of 

Agriculture, Washington State University and Montana 

State University to test biodegradable plastic mulches. The 

purpose of the SCRI program is to address the critical needs 

of the specialty-crop industry by awarding grants to support 

research and Extension efforts that address key challenges 

of national, regional, and multi-state importance in 

sustaining all components of food and agriculture, including 

conventional and organic food-production systems. Others 

may find its relevance on smaller-scale operations, which 

include smaller acreage farms or in home gardens. 

Growers all over the U.S. annually wrestle with how to 

dispose of plastic mulches that they use to produce their 

crops. Commercial specialty fruit and vegetable crop growers, especially, depend on mulches for assisting them with 

tomato, strawberry and pumpkin production. 

Plastic mulches form an impermeable barrier that helps reduce weed competition, conserve water, and minimize soil 

erosion. However, how and when mulches are removed after the growing season often increases labor cost. Mulches are 

routinely taken to landfills, burned, or left out to degrade on their own in and out of the field. In essence, there are no 

good environmentally friendly alternatives to dispose of them. Residual plastic left in the field or elsewhere takes a long 

time to deteriorate and can negatively impact wildlife and water quality. 

To address the challenge, 19 experts at UTIA (University of Tennessee Institute of Agriculture), WSU, and MSU 

(Montana State University) are working on a 1.9 

million dollar two-year USDA grant to study the 

performance and adoptability of biodegradable 

plastic mulches (BDMs) for sustainable 

specialty crop production. If enough progress is 

shown in the first two years of the program, it 

could be extended to five years with an 

additional three million dollars  The effort is led 

by Doug Hayes, a polymer scientist with UTIA’s 

Dept. of Biosystems Engineering and Soil 

Science (BESS), Annette Wszelaki, a UT 

(University of Tennessee) Extension vegetable-

production specialist, and Jennifer DeBruyn, a 

soil microbiologist, also with BESS. 

The team includes an advisory committee of 

experts with government regulators, industry 

experts, plastic mulch manufacturers, growers, 

representatives of producer groups, and research 

and extension specialists.  One of the advisory 

committee members is Mark Amara, who 

traveled to Knoxville, Tennessee, in March 2015 

to attend the first annual advisory committee meeting. His group interacted with and made recommendations to the 

researchers. The March meeting included 35 team members and advisors who engaged stakeholders and worked to help 

assure teamwide collaboration. 

UTIAs Ag Research and Education Center in Knoxville, Tennessee, and WSUs Mt. Vernon Research Center are being 

used for field trials, offering different climates and soil conditions, though additional on-farm testing will be conducted in 

each state to represent varying conditions and unique environmental challenges (like ours in the Columbia Basin). 

According to Doug Hayes, biodegradable mulches have been substituted for conventional plastic mulches for more than 

30 years but growers have not widely incorporated them into their operations. “Their high cost, a lack of knowledge about 

how they might benefit long term sustainability and their unpredictable breakdown have all contributed to their limited 

adoption,” says Hayes. 

BDMs are supposed to act as well as conventional plastic mulches and be 100-percent biodegradable, either in the field or 

when composted without leaving toxic residues says UT researcher Annette Wszelaki.  However, none are performing 

(Continued on page 9) 

Biodegradable Plastic-Mulch Research Benefits Northwest 

~~Mark Amara, Master Gardener, Grant-Adams Counties  

Growers and gardeners throughout the nation have no effective strategy 

for disposing of the plastic mulches they use to produce crops, so they 

often pile them on their property or are illegally burned. Image courtesy 

UTIA.  

Royal City biodegradable mulch trial showing machine laid strips with 

varying degrees of success; outer strips appear to be intact while the inner 

strips were damaged by wind (May 2013). 
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adequately. They do not break down completely in the field and have the potential of exasperating an already costly 

disposal issue. Examining the rate and kinds of breakdown BDM products used and whether they are beneficial or 

detrimental may have important implications for conventional and organic crop production and gardeners alike.  

According to project leader Hayes, the project will study the use and breakdown of five BDMs and their effect on the soil 

ecology and crop production, as well as barriers to adoption of this technology and an assessment of the impact of these 

mulches on the environment. Hopefully, the barriers to adoption can be overcome by the production of quality products 

that can help us in the development of best practices for BDM deployment and disposal. If this goal can be reached, then 

increased use by BDM stakeholders should result followed by economic and environmental benefits for growers, 

gardeners and consumers. 

The biodegradable-mulch project is evaluating products that can have far-reaching benefits for large and small growers 

and even home gardeners. It is important to continue encouraging the industry to look for 

formulas that are environmentally friendly. This collaborative effort encourages 

researchers, industry and farmers to work together to test products that biodegrade into 

inert elements or are nearly fully utilized by organisms, are sturdy (durable) enough to last 

through the growing season, and do not adversely impact the soil.  They also should help 

with soil moisture retention, control weeds, minimize soil erosion, and be easy to use. 

Quantifiable outcomes of these grants can provide the justification for continued studies 

and possible realistic end products (example: compatible with the high winds indicative of 

the Columbia Basin’s dry climate).  Testing biodegradable mulches in a variety of soil and climatic conditions and 

environments, especially with interested farmers, both large and small can help iron out some of the challenges, and may 

help with earlier adoption.  This project realistically can be on the cutting edge of technology.  Having growers involved 

adds a real-world element to the process, brings the science to the field and, perhaps, offers other common sense 

approaches. 

As the project continues, there may be opportunities to test some of the BDM materials at the local level in the Columbia 

Basin through the Master Gardener Program. Stay tuned for further developments. 

References:  

 https://ag.tennessee.edu/biodegradablemulch/Pages/default.aspx.  

 http://biodegradablemulch.org.  

 Biodegradable Mulch for Organic Production, WSU Mt Vernon NWREC Report 102. by Carol Miles and E. 

Scheenstra. May 5, 2015 

 Biodegradable Mulch Products. https://ag.tennessee.edu/biodegradablemulch/Pages/biomulchprojects.aspx. 
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