Orchid House Hygiene Practices — Robert Reitano 2023.

We often refer to looking after one’s body to ensure good health is achieved and maintained. We can
use this analogy when looking after our orchid collection to maintain optimum conditions for our
orchids to flourish during all the seasonal changes we experience in SE QId.

Most of the orchid diseases have a fungal origin, such as flower blights, leaf spots, and fungal rots.
There are also bacterial pathogens and viral vectors and transmission that trigger orchid diseases. Most
of these can be treated successfully if the symptoms are recognised at the early stages. They are often
related to hygiene or lapses in hygiene practices that hobbyists experience whilst growing orchids -
with many issues raising their heads during the changes of season; particularly, the onset of winter.
These cooler temperatures often mean that potting media takes much longer to dry out between
waterings. One must also acknowledge that because of this fact, watering is often reduced during the
winter months to compensate for this anomaly. Remembering that in one of my previous workshops
we looked at watering practices during winter and relating these to the requirements of specific genera;
in particular, those of the Dendrobium genus.

It is recommended to visually inspect your orchids on a regular basis during the winter months, as
watering and feeding is often reduced during this time for many genera. This may be the result of
genera like Dendrobium sect. Phalaenanthe (i.e. Den. bigibbum) and their related hybrids requiring a
definite dormant spell (withholding of water and fertiliser during this period), and the fact that many
other orchids tend to slow down to a point where roots will often seal over — indicating they require
less water and nutrient uptake. For this reason, orchid growers can become complacent and not venture
into their orchid collections as regularly as they would during the growing season. Having said that,
the risk of bacterial, fungal, and viral infection can take hold without notice or with a relaxation of the
routine preventative spray that takes place during other times of the year.

Fungi are one of the main scourges of orchid plants, and one of the main causes of orchid disease.
Normally an excess of moisture or water retention together with high temperatures and poor
ventilation facilitates the appearance of fungi in its various forms. However, they can be successfully
fought if detected in time. Anthracnosis, Colletotrichum, and Glomerella are the most common fungal
infections in orchids. In general, they manifest with dark spots or spots on the leaves and flowers, as
they generally infect aerial parts of the plant. The leaves are attacked more frequently, with the tips
turning brown starting at the apex and ending at the base. They can also do so by changing the colour
of the leaves to a shade that can vary from yellow to brown, black or grey, depending on the conditions
and type of orchid. Pathogens are more active in warm weather when light is low and humidity is high
(also with the variable winter conditions in SE QId). The best action is the control of these conditions
and use a specific fungicide as a preventative action, especially in cooler weather. It is highly
recommended to rotate the use of different fungicides with different group ratings to prevent
fungal spores building a resistance to any one fungicide. The frequency of fungicide application
should be increased during the cooler months as a preventative measure. This together with constant
air renewal, maintaining space between plants and increase in light can help stave off the spread of
fungal infection. Fungus reproduces by spores, and these can be eliminated by removal of part of the
leaf or the whole leaf that is attacked. Some fungicides available are Mancozeb, Captan, Octave,
Carbendazim, Ag-Phos (Phosphorous Acid), Searles — Trifend, Copper-based fungicides and
Cinnamon for cut surfaces. Take care with the copper-based formulas, as some plants can be
adversely affected by the presence of copper (i.e. some orchids and all Bromeliaceae genera). Any
mechanical damage to plant tissue requires treatment to avoid cellular exposure to fungal action.
Ensure that any removed parts are treated to prevent fungal infection. This may be sealing off the cut
surface with a paste made with chemical fungicide or cinnamon.



Bacterial infection in their different forms can attack the orchids producing a rapid decomposition of
the tissues of the leaves and other vital parts of the plant. However, they are easiest to treat if we take
some preventative measures in time. The clearest symptom of bacterial infection is the leaves of the
orchid turn yellow. Small patches of water that are soaked in the leaves appear like blisters and are
often surrounded by yellow halos. If nothing is done to treat the infection, it will quickly spread,
resulting in rotting of leaves, pseudobulbs and even the roots of the orchid. However, it does spread
more slowly to rhizomes or pseudobulbs, but the risk of plant loss is greater once it gets to that stage.
There is often a foul odour associated with such degradation of the orchid plant tissue. Prevention is
better than cure and ensuring that the orchid area remains clear of debris and dead, infected materials.
Removal of dead and infected leaves from the base of the orchid house reduces the opportunities for
fungal and bacterial pathogens to proliferate and spread with the movement of water. Preventative
sprays of Physan, Hysan and Algaecides are recommended to prevent the spread of bacterial
pathogens. It is advantageous to spray all surfaces within the growing enclosure, including the orchid
plants surfaces to address bacterial proliferation.

Viruses are also another common problem. Not the major cause of orchid disease, but when it appears,
it may absolutely kill your orchid. Once identified, it is recommended to isolate the infected plant from
the remainder of the collection and discard of the plant in question. More than 30 different viruses
have been reported in orchids. Among them, the Ringspot virus and Cymbidium Mosaic virus are the
most widespread and serious due to the consequences they bring to the plant. There are brochures
available to assist in identifying virus infection or one may resort to the internet for further assistance.
Again, prevention is better than cure, as often viral infection can often be asymptomatic until properly
diagnosed. There is no treatment for orchid diseases derived from virus attacks. Viruses are very
difficult to eradicate in domestic conditions, so it is best to first cut the affected part, isolate the plant,
and if the symptoms persist, sacrifice the plant. Viruses are transmitted by contact; it is advisable to be
very careful when handling affected plants. Ensure that any mechanical cuts to plant tissue, whether it
be removal of plant material or repotting processes are undertaken by sterilised cutters and clean hands
between plants. It is recommended to work with two cutting implements and have one soaking in
sterilising agents whilst one is being used. Alternate cutting implements between plants to avoid the
risk of transference and cross-contamination. Recommended agents are Trisodium Phosphate or
Ammonium Chloride, Methylated Spirits or flaming of blades.

Summary regarding hvgiene in the orchid house.

e Prevention is better than cure

e Maintain renewed airflow to prevent fungal and bacterial pathogens from proliferating

e Regularly inspect orchid plants for signs of stress or evidence of fungal, bacterial or viral attack

and treat accordingly

Remove any diseased material with sterilised tools

Treat any cut surfaces with sterilising agents — either fungal or bacterial (cinnamon, physan etc)

Dispose of any plants suspected of viral infection

Collect any dropped leaves on the floor of the orchid house and dispose of them

Regularly treat surfaces of the orchid house with Physan, Hysan or pool algaecides to prevent

spread of fungal or bacterial pathogens

e Routinely spray orchids with fungicides (alternating to prevent fungal pathogens becoming
immune to any one chemical agent) and bactericides/algaecides (Physan, Hysan or Pool
Algaecide) as a preventative measure.



