
Impatiens Downy Mildew   
Plasmopara obducens (J. Schröt.) J. Schröt                       

Downy mildew of common impatiens Impatiens 
walleriana has become a major problem in production 
facilities and landscapes across the north central and 
northeastern United States, as well as southern and 
coastal California and southern Florida. Now, during May 
2012, it was first observed in Louisiana.

Depending on the cultivar, initial symptoms of downy 
mildew may appear as a gray discoloration of the new 
growth or a yellowing and downward curling of the 
leaves (Figure 1). The pathogen can be seen sporulating 
on the underside of infected leaves and appears as a 
white, fuzzy growth (Figure 2). As the disease progresses, 
the infected leaves fall, and the plants become severely 
defoliated, leaving only bare stems that eventually rot 
(Figure 3). 

The pathogen that causes downy mildew on 
impatiens is Plasmopara obducens, which along with 
Phytophthora and Pythium, belongs to the Oomycetes, 
a group of organisms commonly referred to as water 
molds. Impatiens walleriana is one of the primary hosts 
of this pathogen, and all cultivars are reported to be 
susceptible. New Guinea impatiens are tolerant to this 
disease, however. 

As the name suggests, an adequate supply of water 
on the foliage is necessary for disease to develop. Dew 
and leaf wetness resulting from overhead irrigation are 
sufficient for this purpose. Because optimum tempera-
tures for growth of the pathogen are in the range from 
approximately 60 degrees Fahrenheit to 73 F, conditions 
are less conducive for disease development during 
Louisiana’s warmer summer months. Since I. walleriana 
typically grows in the shade where the microclimate 
may allow the disease to persist even during the heat of 
the summer, the pathogen may survive the summer and 
become a problem again in the fall.

The first step in managing this disease is to inspect 
plant materials for any signs or symptoms of disease 
at the time of purchase – to prevent introducing it 
into your landscape. If it is not discovered until plants 

Figure 1. Foliar symptoms of downy mildew on Impatiens 
walleriana.

Figure 2. Plasmopara obducens sporulating on the 
underside of an impatiens leaf.
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have been installed or it has somehow invaded your 
landscape, remove and destroy any infected plants and 
those in the immediate vicinity, since symptoms may 
not become visible for up to 14 days or more after 
a plant has become infected. Also, be sure to remove 
and destroy any potentially infected leaves that may 
already have fallen from an infected plant, since these 
could potentially be sources of inoculum for subsequent 
plantings. 

Because P. obducens is not a true fungus, many of 
the common fungicides used to control diseases in the 
nursery and landscape are not particularly effective 
against downy mildew. The Oomycete-specific fungicides, 
such as Subdue Maxx, Segway, Stature and Adorn, and 
the strobilurin fungicides, such as Heritage, Compass O 
and Fenstop, may be used in a preventive spray program 
but should be alternated to prevent the development of 
resistance to these fungicides. 

Above all, avoid overhead irrigation if at all possible 
since it serves to spread the pathogen and promote 
disease. If avoiding overhead irrigation is not an option, 
irrigate in the morning so the leaves dry off as quickly as 
possible.

For more on impatiens downy mildew, 
there is a wealth of information available at 
http://www.endowment.org/. Figure 3. Defoliation of Impatiens walleriana due to 

downy mildew.


