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Dear Alumni, Friends, Staff, Students, and Faculty:

It is exciting for me to write this, my first official Au-
rora Sporealis letter as Head of the Department of Plant 
Pathology!  Our Department has a long and illustrious 
history and we remain a world leader in research, teach-
ing, extension, and outreach in the area of plant health.  
I am humbled by the greatness of my departmental col-
leagues and friends—both past and present, and ener-
gized by their creativity and passion 
for plant pathology.  It is an honor 
to lead this great department.
First, let me tell you a little about 
myself.  I was born in Kalamazoo, 
Michigan and grew up on a grape 
farm (“grape” as in jams and jellies, 
not wine).  I studied horticulture 
(B.S.) at Michigan State University 
and Plant Breeding & Plant Genet-
ics (M.S., Ph.D.) at the University 
of Wisconsin—Madison.  I took 
a postdoctoral research associate 
position first at Rutgers Univer-
sity’s Waksman Institute of Micro-
biology and then with USDA-ARS 
at the University of Wisconsin. 
I joined the University of Min-
nesota Plant Pathology faculty in 
2002 as an Assistant Professor with an emphasis on the 
genetics and genomics of disease resistance in potato.  
My research has continued to evolve and today I work 
in the potato/late blight and apple/scab pathosystems, 
research that makes good use of crop wild relatives as 
sources of genetic resistance.  I am also very interested 
in the evolution of plant genomes and the impact that 
plant pathogens have had on the origination of new 
plant species. I teach or co-teach molecular plant pa-
thology courses and have had the honor of advising or 
co-advising many plant pathology and plant breeding 
graduate students and postdocs.  I became Head of our 
Department in July 2013 and have loved (almost) every 
minute of it!

And now onto more exciting things!  There is so much 
happening in our Department that I want to share…so 
I’m sorry if this runs long!  Here are just a few of the 
highlights.

LETTER FROM THE DEPARTMENT HEAD
New Faculty. We welcomed four new faculty to our 
ranks in 2014.  Brett Arenz was appointed Teaching 
Assistant Professor and Director of the Plant Disease 
Clinic (PDC) in January.  Brett develops and teaches 
undergraduate and graduate courses and is working to 
explicitly reintegrate the PDC into our teaching port-
folio. Dr. Yanhong Dong, who has led the Mycotoxin 
Diagnostic Laboratory since 2002, was appointed Re-
search Assistant Professor in July 2014.  We are excited 

about her new faculty role in leading re-
search on fungal toxins, contributing 
to collaborative research and advising 
students.  In August, we were happy 
to welcome Ashok Chanda as Assis-
tant Professor.  Ashok is a sugarbeet 
pathologist with a research and exten-
sion appointment.  Ashok works at 
the Northwest Research and Outreach 
Center in Crookston and is already 
making great progress in defining and 
addressing the research and extension 
needs of the Minnesota sugarbeet in-
dustry.  We are thankful to the Minne-
sota sugarbeet industry for their sup-
port of this position.  In November, we 
welcomed Loretta Ortiz-Ribbing as 
Adjunct Assistant Professor.  Loretta 
is a research scientist with the Minne-

sota Department of Agriculture Pesticide Registration 
Reviews Division.  Loretta specifically works on pesti-
cide impacts on pollinators.  She has broad teaching and 
research interests and is exploring opportunities to col-
laborate with other faculty.  We welcome Brett, Ashok, 
and Loretta and look forward to their research, teach-
ing, extension, and outreach contributions.

Undergraduate Education. There are also exciting 
things happening on the student front.  Our graduate 
programs continue to attract top students and much of 
our teaching efforts focus on developing and delivering 
high quality graduate courses.  But this year we also ex-
panded our undergraduate teaching by creation of the 
Sustainable Plant Health program of study within the 
Plant Sciences undergraduate major (see additional ar-
ticle by Jim Kurle on page 16).  This partnership with the 
Departments of Entomology and Soil, Water & Climate 
positions our students for careers in plant protection 
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and provide new and exciting opportunities to tell stu-
dents about plant pathology.  We are developing a Plant 
Sciences internship database as part of this new major 
and will soon announce the formation of new under-
graduate scholarships celebrating our history and diver-
sity while supporting future professionals.

APS Annual Meeting Activities.  In August, Minneapo-
lis was host to the annual meeting of the American Phy-
topathological Society.  We took full advantage of this 
opportunity to highlight the important research, teach-
ing, extension, and outreach impacts of the Department 
and to celebrate with friends new and old. In partnership 
with the USDA-ARS Cereal Disease Laboratory (CDL), 
the Department organized a campus event on the eve 
of the APS meeting.  Our event was called “CFANS In-
ternational Agriculture Showcase: What is Plant Pathol-
ogy Doing for International Agriculture?” and featured 
an impactful program and wine and cheese networking 
hour with alumni, College and University leadership, 
USDA and USAID representatives, industry partners, 
and Department friends.  During the event, the CDL’s 
new Biosafety Level-2 (BSL-2) greenhouse was formally 
announced.  The entire program can be viewed here: 
http://z.umn.edu/agshowcase.  During the APS meet-
ing, our Department also sponsored a vendor booth at 
the Minneapolis Convention Center as an outreach to 
alumni and friends.  The booth featured a collection of 
historic Plant Pathology photos with opportunities for 
participants to annotate and reminisce, information 
about our graduate and undergraduate programs, and 
news about our research facilities.  We also coordinated 
a social media scavenger hunt and passed out custom 
buttons featuring plant pathology artwork and puns de-
signed by postdoctoral research associate Leon Van Eck.

Stakman-Borlaug Center for Sustainable Plant Health.  
We were also delighted to announce the formation of 
the Stakman-Borlaug Center (SBC) for Sustainable 
Plant Health at our APS event.  The SBC, of course, is 
named for two famous University of Minnesota plant 
pathologists, Elvin C. Stakman and Norman E. Borlaug.  
The SBC is dedicated to interdisciplinary research and 
education that solves problems impacting food security 
and ecosystem health.  Like Elvin and Norman, we rec-
ognize that solving the biggest problems in plant health 
today requires a multidisciplinary approach.  The SBC 
will act as an umbrella that unites researchers and edu-
cators around a common goal.  The SBC is poised to 
provide needed visibility to University of Minnesota 
plant sciences—including plant pathology, cultivate and 
maintain good working relationships with foundations 
and other funding agencies, assist researchers with grant 
writing and project management, provide an outlet for 

robust educational and outreach programs associated 
with funded research projects, and represent University 
of Minnesota plant sciences through robust outreach 
and communications activities aimed at an informed 
and engaged public. The launch of the SBC represents 
a significant new chapter in plant health research and 
outreach at the University of Minnesota.  We in the De-
partment of Plant Pathology look forward to playing a 
leading role in the SBC and we hope you share our ex-
citement about this significant new venture.

Personnel.  I’d like to take a moment to remember our 
colleague Professor Sagar Krupa.  Sagar passed away this 
year and will be remembered fondly.  In 2014, we bid 
farewell to Carol Anderson, our Departmental Admin-
istrator for the past 13 years.  Carol retired after more 
than 41 years of service to the University, and we offer 
our deepest gratitude for her dedication and friendship.  
Finally, I want to offer a personal note of thanks to Pro-
fessor Carol Ishimaru and Professor Linda Kinkel.  As 
you probably know, Carol was Head of our Department 
from 2004 to 2013 and Linda was Acting Head between 
2012 and 2013.  As I transitioned to the Headship dur-
ing the summer of 2013, their advice and input were 
extremely valuable.  I thank them for their former and 
ongoing service to the Department.

In short, these are incredible, inspiring times in the 
Department of Plant Pathology.  Our faculty numbers 
are up, our educational impacts are growing, and our 
research and extension footprints are expanding in cre-
ative and exciting ways.  I thank each and every one of 
you for your continued support of the Department and 
wish you and your loved ones health and happiness in 
the New Year of 2015.

Sincerely,

Jim Bradeen
Professor & Head

z.umn.edu/agshowcase
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Norman E. Borlaug (B.S. ‘37, M.S. ‘41, Ph.D. ‘42) is, 
without question, one of the Department’s and the Uni-
versity of Minnesota’s most distinguished alumni. The 
world’s respect for Borlaug, and what he and other Min-
nesota alumni accomplished during the Green Revolu-
tion of the twentieth century cannot be overstated. They 
dedicated their scientific talents and their lives to elimi-
nating world hunger. They were recognized by a myriad 
of local, national and international awards.  Norman 
Borlaug himself became one of only five people in his-
tory to have been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom, and the Congressional 
Gold Medal. Link: 
http://www.apsnet.org/publications/apsnetfeatures/
Pages/NormanBorlaug.aspx

How the University of Minnesota (UM) and Depart-
ment should honor and continue the legacy of Norman 
Borlaug and other alumni who devoted their lives to 
fighting world hunger was initially addressed at the UM 
Anderson Library Archives through the able leadership 
of Elizabeth Kaplan who started the Green Revolution 
Collection, which included the papers of Norman Bor-
laug, Elvin Stakman and many other faculty, alumni and 
friends. Link: http://umedia.lib.umn.edu/node/15575.

The question of a more dynamic legacy at Minnesota 
came into focus with the discovery of widely virulent 
races of the stem rust pathogen in Africa starting in 
1999.  The stem rust pathogen in Uganda and Kenya 
had acquired both the virulence and fitness to over-
come Borlaug’s stem rust-resistant “miracle wheats”.  
The resistance in these “Borlaug wheats” had lasted 40+ 
years and was incorporated into many modern varieties 
across the world.  Now, suddenly >80% of the world’s 
wheat varieties were susceptible to the ancient scourge 
of wheat stem rust, and the pathogen was spreading 
throughout Africa.  The Department and USDA-ARS 
Cereal Disease Laboratory became an instant inter-
national resource and destination for addressing this 
worldwide disease threat. See  Links at plpa.cfans.umn.
edu and http://www.ars.usda.gov/main/site_main.

htm?modecode=50-62-05-00. In 2007, the Depart-
ment’s had its centennial and the celebration event 
was a stunning success (see 2007 – Centennial Edition 
of the Aurora). This event would not have been pos-
sible without the financial support from a number of 
alumni, most notably Eugene Hayden.  Some months 
after the centennial celebration, Hayden attended Nor-
man Borlaug’s 95th birthday party in Dallas, Texas in 
March 2009. It was at this party that Hayden re-engaged 
with Brian Steffenson, Professor of Plant Pathology and 
Lieberman-Okinow Chair, and the two started discus-
sions on specific steps to honor the legacy of Borlaug, 
and at the same time, raise the visibility of and research 
support for the critical mass of cereal rust scientists 
based in St. Paul (both at the UM and the USDA-ARS 
Cereal Disease Laboratory).  One initiative toward this 
goal was the establishment of the Norman E. Borlaug 
Fellowship in International Agriculture set up by Stef-
fenson in 2006. But there was still a long way to go in 
establishing a fully endowed fund to support graduate 
students in perpetuity and many other initiatives hon-
oring the Borlaug legacy at the university.  

In the months from March through December 2009, 
Steffenson, Richard Zeyen (Professor), and Carol Ishi-
maru (Plant Pathology Department Head at the time) 
developed a proposal for the establishment of the “Bor-
laug International Center for Prevention of Cereal Rusts.” 
The center proposal was submitted to the CFANS lead-
ership team in December 2009 with 25 co-signing mem-
bers and a request for ~$43,000 in start-up support. The 
objectives of the center were to foster interactions and 
collaborations among faculty, students, and staff; en-
hance education and outreach efforts; and increase the 
visibility and importance of rust research to the public.  
The overall mission of the Center was the sustainable 
production of cereals through the prevention of cereal 
rust epidemics. On January 4, 2010, a follow-up visit was 
made by Steffenson and Professor Ron Phillips to urge 
the Dean to approve this proposal.  Soon after this meet-

 “The Stakman/Borlaug Center for Sustainable 
Plant Health”

Genesis and Launch

http://www.apsnet.org/publications/apsnetfeatures/Pages/NormanBorlaug.aspx
http://www.apsnet.org/publications/apsnetfeatures/Pages/NormanBorlaug.aspx
http://umedia.lib.umn.edu/node/15575
plpa.cfans.umn.edu
plpa.cfans.umn.edu
http://www.ars.usda.gov/main/site_main.htm?modecode=50-62-05-00
http://www.ars.usda.gov/main/site_main.htm?modecode=50-62-05-00
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ing, Dean Allen 
Levine approved 
funds of $5,000 
to launch what 
became known 
as “Borlaug Blue 
Ribbon Panel” to 
plan and study 
the feasibility 
of a center. The 
committee was 
established in 
April 2010 with 
Steffenson nomi-
nated as chair.  
Among its first 
invited mem-
bers were Carol 
Ishimaru, Jay Bell, 
John Haugo, Rich-
ard Zeyen, Adam Fischer, Jessica Bubert, Philip Lar-
son, Ron Phillips, Eugene Allen, Grant Moos, Markus 
Andres, Don Henry, Bill Hueg, Eugene Hayden, Philip 
Pardey, Cynthia Cashman, Mary Buschette and Donald 
Willeke. Ronald Olson and Pat Buschette were added 
as committee members several months later. Zeyen and 
Ishimaru, served as committee co-chairs while Steffen-
son was on sabbatical from June 2010 to May 2011 and 
helped refine the mission of the center, its governance, 
and funding model. The committee focused on the 
magnitude of the funding that would be necessary for 
a university-wide Borlaug Institute and other measures 
that would create endowments large enough to carry 
on the Center’s mission in perpetuity. With the strong 
leadership of Eugene Allen, former Vice President for 
International Programs, and former Plant Pathology 
Head, Philip Larson, the committee put together a large, 
comprehensive university-wide proposal for a Borlaug 
Institute that would include all international programs 
including medicine. This proposal was presented to 
higher administration by Eugene Allen. 

In September 2010, Dean Levine approved the request 
for establishment of the Borlaug International Center 
for Prevention of Cereal Rusts and provided financial 
support of $50,000 to launch it. In 2011, the center name 
was changed from the Borlaug International Center for 
Prevention of Cereal Rusts to simply the Borlaug Cereal 
Rust Center. To honor the man who led the Department 
for many years, developed a lasting model for inter-
national agricultural research, and mentored so many 

successful UM 
scientists in-
cluding Bor-
laug, the name 
of Stakman 
was added to 
the front of the 
center’s moni-
ker: Stak-
man-Borlaug 
Cereal Rust 
Center (SB-
CRC). A web-
site was then 
e s t a b l i s h e d 
for the Center 

at http://rusts.
umn.edu/.   

While individu-
al members and groups of members of the SBCRC had 
been successful in obtaining grants and working both in 
Minnesota and around the world on cereal rust preven-
tion, the center lacked a physical locale and had no staff 
resources. Steffenson, who directed the SBCRC, ques-
tioned why this was?  An analysis was made of possible 
private contributors to endowments that might help the 
center.  The conclusion was that the center lacked broad 
appeal to enough potential donors to make it worthy 
of a major fund-raising effort.  Cereal rusts weren’t 
something donors could immediately grasp and iden-
tify with—like, for example, scholarships or a building.  
This is when, at the urging of Hayden, Richard Bragaw 
(UM graduate and business consultant) was engaged to 
conduct an independent assessment and interviewed 
many members of the Center as well as various stake-
holder groups. He found that 1) the center required do-
nors to understand cereals and their rust diseases and 2) 
the knowledge base needed by potential donors was too 
vast to overcome for endowment fund-raisers to make 
much progress.  However, in May of 2012, Ishimaru and 
Steffenson gave a comprehensive presentation to the 
UM Foundation Board of Trustees (UMF BOT) based 
on a document “The Case for Philanthropy: Stakman-
Borlaug Cereal Rust Center.”  The presentation was very 
well received, but no funding initiative was championed 
by any members of the UMF BOT.  The good news is 
that the Center is now on the list of philanthropic goals 
for a large fund-raising effort in the CFANS Develop-
ment Office.  They will begin the fund-raising campaign 
in 2015.  

Brian Steffenson and Jim Bradeen are Co-Directors 
of the Stakman-Borlaug Center for Sustainable Plant Health.

http://rusts.umn.edu/
http://rusts.umn.edu/
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In 2013, when James Bradeen, an 
accomplished disease resistance 
geneticist, was appointed the new 
Head of Plant Pathology, he studied 
the Bragaw report and weighed the 
strengths and weaknesses of the cur-
rent Center model.  Bradeen suggest-
ed, as Stakman and Borlaug always 
advocated, that many of the plant 
health issues surrounding food secu-
rity are complex and require multi-
disciplinary approaches and sustain-
ability.  These include not only plant 
varietal improvements like disease 
resistance, but also soil fertility and 
conservation, water allocation, pollu-
tion control, environmental stresses, 
economics and policy decisions.   In 
consultation with SBCRC members 
and many other individuals, Bradeen suggested broad-
ening the scope of the Center. Thus, through a vote of 
the SBCRC members on August 8, 2014, the Stakman-
Borlaug Center for Sustainable Plant Health, or SBC for 
short, was born.  

The SBC is inspired by the vision of Stakman and Bor-
laug: that the most complex and difficult plant health 
issues impacting food security and ecosystem health 
today require multidisciplinary solutions, that “food is 
a the moral right of all who are born into this world” 
(quote by Norman E. Borlaug), and that food security 
should not and cannot come at the expense of environ-
mental health. The UM has a wealth of research and 
teaching expertise across a wide array of disciplines, and 
it is the mission of the newly expanded SBC to support 
multidisciplinary sustainable plant health research and 
outreach activities within and outside the university.  
The definition of “Sustainable Plant Health” goes be-
yond disease resistance, and the Center’s efforts encom-
pass diverse and long-term solutions to all constraints 
on plant productivity, including pathogens, insects, en-
vironmental stresses, and myriad other elements that 
impact the function and vitality of plants.

The immediate goals of the SBC are to promote UM 
sustainable plant health accomplishments; to facilitate 
communication and networking among scientists, both 
within the University and externally, in the area of sus-
tainable plant health; and to secure funding to involve 
UM scientists in significant, multi-/trans-disciplinary 

sustainable plant health research and outreach activities. 
The SBC intends for its research, 
education, and outreach activities 
to be local, national, and interna-
tional, with impacts that are global.  

Bradeen and Steffenson are the 
current co-Directors of the SBC. 
Karen Hokanson, Independent 
Consultant and Adjunct Assistant 
Professor in Horticultural Science, 
serves as Managing Director for the 
SBC.  The new center is actively re-
cruiting members from within the 
College of Food, Agricultural, and 
Natural Resource Sciences, and is 
already represented by 55 scien-
tists with research and outreach 
interests related to sustainable plant 
health from the Departments of 

Plant Pathology, Entomology, Agronomy & Plant Ge-
netics, Horticultural Science, Plant Biology, Soil, Water 
& Climate, Forest Resources, Applied Economics, Food 
Science & Nutrition, and Bioproducts & Biosystems 
Engineering.  Eighteen of the SBC members are ‘Full 
Members’, directly engaged in SBC activities.  

Current SBC interdisciplinary research and outreach 
projects include: a project to utilize crop wild relatives 
and bio-economic models to better position crop im-
provement in Minnesota (supported through the Min-
nesota State Legislature by the Minnesota Discovery, 
Research and InnoVation Economy or MNDrive); a 
project to study the biology and control of wheat rust in 
East Africa and train East African researchers (support-
ed by USAID, CIMMYT, and the Cornell Durable Rust 
Resistance in Wheat project); a project to address oat 
rust challenges (supported by the North American Mill-
ers Association; collaboration with USDA-ARS Cereal 
Disease Laboratory and USDA-ARS Small Grains and 
Potato Germplasm Research); and a project to combine 
durable disease resistance with superior horticultural 
characteristics for new cultivars within the Rosaceae 
(supported by USDA-NIFA; a multi-institutional col-
laboration).  The SBC is also pursuing funding to com-
bat the Maize Lethal Necrosis disease in East Africa and 
to develop multi-gene approaches for insect and disease 

Karen Hokenson is the 
Managing Director of the SBC

Continued on page 15
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This is the first time in many years that the Department 
of Plant Pathology has had an extension group 
that covers such a broad range of crops and disease 
management needs in Minnesota. The crop diversity is 
wide in Minnesota, and the number of diseases and the 
needs for research-based extension education on plant 
diseases is vast. Each member of this group contributes 
unique focal areas, and talents and skills to the mission 
and needs of extension and crop/plant production in 
Minnesota. 

The newest member of the team is extension specialist 
Dr. Ashok Chanda, who was hired in August 2014 
to focus on diseases of sugarbeet.  He is based at the 
Northwest Research and Outreach Center (NWROC) 
in Crookston and his extension role is to develop 
educational programs for agricultural professionals 
and stakeholders aimed at improving knowledge about 
major sugar beet root diseases and disseminate unbiased 
research-based information to the sugar beet growers to 
effectively manage diseases. He plans hands-on learning 
experience programs for agricultural professionals to 
show a range of disease management problems and 
solutions, with emphasis on challenges involved in 
disease diagnosis. In collaboration with North Dakota 
State University, he will establish field demonstration 
plots to show growers the importance of following best 
management practices. He will employ several channels 
to disseminate the information to growers such as 
presentations at various winter grower meetings, posts 
on the University of Minnesota Extension website, and 
updates on disease management information in the 
sugar beet handbook. Educational videos on sugar beet 
disease management will also be posted to the University 
of Minnesota Extension Crops You Tube channel.

Dr. Angela Orshinsky is an extension specialist that was 
hired in August 2013 to work on diseases of horticultural 
crops.  This means that she provides pathology expertise 
for crops as diverse as fruits and vegetables, turfgrass, 
hops, and ornamental plants.  Over the course of her 
first year in Minnesota, she has become particularly 
involved with vegetable production and has visited 
several sites to investigate disease issues.  Her vegetable 

work this year has helped to identify diseases on garlic, 
onion, cucumber, tomato, pepper, squash, and eggplant. 
Notable diseases that she focused on in tomato included 
leaf mold and Fusarium crown and root rot.  The tomato 
leaf mold disease was particularly prevalent in high 
tunnels and caused severe defoliation of tomato plants 
in these structures.  Fusarium crown and root rot were 
present at high levels in several locations.  The Fusarium 
diseases are troubling as there are no fungicide options 
for treatment.  Aster yellows was found in garlic again 
this year, although it seems that the likely cause was 
planting previously infected bulbs.  

Angela’s work extended beyond vegetables in the past 
year. She visited golf courses across the state that were 
experiencing severe disease outbreaks.  In addition, the 
turfgrass pathology portion of her program has been 
working with the Plant Disease Clinic (PDC) to provide 
diagnostic services to businesses, homeowners, and golf 
courses this summer.  This past spring, Ascochyta blight 
of turfgrasses was particularly problematic on home 
lawns. A home lawn disease publication is underway 
and should become available as early as January to 
help assist homeowners with questions regarding 
diseases in their lawns.  The hop industry is growing 
in Minnesota, and hops are not immune to diseases in 
Minnesota.  She made site visits to hop yards and also 
ornamental production and landscape facilities, such as 
the Minnesota Landscape Arboretum to help identify 
plant disease problems.  The diseases of importance at 
these locations included viruses of hops and bacterial 
blight on hydrangeas.  For her extension program, 
Angela traveled as far north as Duluth and as far south 
as Dawson this year visiting various growing operations 
and gave talks at a variety of meetings, field days, and 
conferences.  More information about these events can 
be seen at her website: 
http://hortpathology.cfans.umn.edu/

Dr. Madeleine Smith, based at NWROC in Crookston, 
was hired as an extension specialist in 2012 to address 
diseases on small grains and canola.  She focuses on new 
and emerging diseases as well as reviewing management 
practices for diseases already common in the state. 

Expanded Plant Pathology Extension 
Team is Making an Impact

by Dean Malvick

http://hortpathology.cfans.umn.edu/
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For small grains, the main focus is on Fusarium head 
blight, tan spot, Septoria spot blotch, and leaf rust. 
In the last few years, bacterial leaf streak has become 
more prevalent and damaging in Minnesota. Teaching 
growers to recognize this disease is important, as the 
only tool for disease management is varieties that are 
less susceptible to the bacteria. 

Madeleine’s extension program also covers the entire 
state. Through January and February she will typically 
attend 13 grower meetings organized by Extension and 
the commodity groups. These provide an opportunity 
to both review situations that arose in the previous 
growing season as well as updating growers on the 
latest research. In the summer, she gives 6 or 7 crop 
updates to various stakeholders at on-farm research 
sites around the state. These provide the growers an 
opportunity to hear about diseases that they should 
be on the lookout for in a particular growing season. 
The growers are also educated on how to scout for and 
manage various diseases. Madeline is also involved in 
large educational events, such as a 2-day field school, 
aimed at training agricultural professionals through 
the Institute for Agricultural Professionals.  The field 
schools allow Extension faculty to share information 
during the training of professionals who, in turn, will 
act as informational multipliers, taking what they have 
learned and passing it on to the growers they serve.  
In addition to hands on and face to face educational 

opportunities, Madeleine uses radio, websites and other 
media to keep growers and producers up to date. These 
activities are at their peak during the growing season. 
Madeleine regularly posts the results of disease surveys 
to the university crop blog and the Minnesota Crop E 
News. She also keeps the current Fusarium head blight 
(scab) disease situation up to date by posting new feeds 
to the US Wheat and Barley Scab Initiative website as 
well as to commodity group websites.  This coming 
summer, Madeleine hopes to start a new hands-on 
disease session at Crookston as part of the NWROC 
field day. This session aims to give growers hands-on 
experience with identifying and scoring disease severity 
and incidence. All of these activities are critical to 
delivering research-based information to help growers 
make informed decisions in their farming operations.

Michele Grabowski is an extension educator that has 
been solving and educating on ornamental and vegetable 
disease problems since 2006.  She is a key member of 
the horticulture working group in the College of Food, 
Agricultural and Natural Resource Sciences (CFANS).  
Her extension program is focused on teaching home 
gardeners, lawn and landscape professionals, and fruit 
and vegetable growers how to diagnose and manage 
plant disease without negatively impacting human 
health and the environment. To reach home gardeners 
throughout Minnesota, she teaches plant pathology to 
over 2,200 Master Gardener (MG) volunteers. These 

volunteers work 128,000 
hours per year responding to 
gardening questions. Michelle 
also has led the horticulture 
working group in developing 
and organizing online content 
to increase the impact and 
availability of horticulture 
information. She has shared 
her expertise in plant 
pathology with consumer 
and commercial horticulture 
audiences throughout 
Minnesota, and has led the 
horticulture working group in 
transitioning from traditional 
methods of teaching and 
responding to pest questions 

to a new style of extension 
using online tools to increase 
the availability of Extension 
resources.

Anil Adhikari and Madeleine Smith presenting information on wheat diseases to 
growers at the Northwest Research and Outreach Center field day in Crookston in 
July.
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Dr. Dean Malvick is an extension specialist that was 
hired in 2005 to address disease problems in soybean 
and corn, as well as alfalfa to a small degree.  He develops 
and delivers educational programs across Minnesota 
regarding the characteristics of crop diseases and 
strategies for managing them using effective, economic, 
and environmentally sound strategies. Yields of soybean 
and corn vary annually across the region due largely to 
weather and disease.  His extension education program 
has two central elements.  One is to spread knowledge 
that can be used in the near term to improve disease 
management.  The second part is to teach the biology 
of diseases and pathogens. With the second part, he 
strives to empower audiences with knowledge of plant 
pathology principles that they can use to understand 
different agro-ecosystems and to develop specific 
management practices. Audiences should understand 
how and why disease develops in basic biological terms, 
just as automobile mechanics should understand how 
engines function rather than simply knowing to replace 
a part.  This also enables him to build foundational 
knowledge of plant pathology for clientele around the 
state.
 
The extension audience is diverse and has different 
learning styles and needs, and his extension education 
program employs many approaches and activities.  
This includes face-to-face organized programs and 
workshops throughout Minnesota and the region, 
written reports and bulletins, news releases and 
newsletter articles, new publications to fill information 
needs, and interviews for radio, trade magazines, and 
newspapers.  This creates a large multiplier effect for his 
efforts.  For example, he has presented lectures in over 
40 cities and towns across Minnesota and in the past five 
years has delivered over 140 lectures directly to nearly 
7,000 individuals. This was supplemented by thousands 
of email and telephone consultations regarding crop 
diseases over the same period. 
 
As you can tell based on the above descriptions, the 
members of the Plant Pathology Extension team work 
diligently to address plant disease problems. Crop 
producers, crop advisors, homeowners, agribusiness, 
and others concerned about growing healthy and 
productive plants across Minnesota and beyond find 
significant value in the unbiased, research-based disease 
and disease management information that the team 
provides.    

The annual meeting of the American Phytopathological 
Society met in Minneapolis in August 2014.  Over 
1,400 attendees from 40+ countries joined the meeting 
this year.  This was only the second time this annual 
meeting was held in Minnesota in the past 34 years.  
In addition to the many oral presentations, posters, 
meetings, and workshops at the Convention Center, 
there were a number of field trips organized to showcase 
plant disease issues in Minnesota and the region.  Many 
members of the Department served to make these field 
trips a success.  

The forest pathology field trip entitled “Forest Health 
Issues of the Bluff and Coulee Country along the 
Upper Mississippi River” took place on August 8-9.  
Jennifer Juzwik served on the organizing committee 
and as a presenter for the two-day field trip. Graduate 
students Anna Yang and Mag McDermott-Kubeczko 
presented on their research projects on oak and walnut, 
respectively. Thirty-eight participants viewed oak wilt 
and bur oak blight at Frontenac State Park in Minnesota. 
The rest of the trip focused on various tree diseases in 
managed and unmanaged forests between LaCrosse 
and Sparta, Wisconsin. A highlight of the trip was the 
visit to a private tree farm where significant diseases of 
butternut, eastern black walnut and American chestnut 
were viewed and discussed.

A turfgrass pathology tour was organized and presented 
on August 9 by Angela Orshinsky and the University of 
Minnesota horticultural plant pathology laboratory in 
coordination with members of the turfgrass breeding 
program in the Department of Horticulture.  Participants 
included turfgrass researchers from across the USA and 
several participants from international locations.  The 
tour started at Target Field, home of the Minnesota 
Twins major league baseball team.  Their head grounds 
keeper Larry DiVito took the participants on a tour of 
the stadium and explained the complexity of managing 
turfgrass for sports that is often covered for events such 
as concerts. The tour then headed to the Hazeltine 
National Golf Club, where superintendent Chris 
Tritabaugh explained the preparations in progress for 

Department Hosts 
2014 National APS Meeting 

in Minneapolis
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hosting the 2016 Ryder Cup.  This golf course has several 
interesting features, including a fescue fairway.  Fescue 
turfgrasses are a primary focus of turfgrass research at 
the University of Minnesota under the direction of Eric 
Watkins. The grand finale was a stop at the University 
of Minnesota’s turfgrass research center located in 
Falcon Heights near the campus.  Here, participants 
were treated to a full field day experience courtesy of 
the Minnesota Turf and Grounds Foundation and 
members of the University of Minnesota (UM) turfgrass 
science team.  Talks and demonstrations were given 
on pollinator lawns, drought tolerant fescues, wetting 
agent and plant growth regulator trials, breeding grass 
for improved rhizosphere microbial communities, and 
the expression of plant defense related genes in response 
to the use of plant defense activators and plant health 
fungicides.  Many participants reported that they were 
quite impressed by the quality and diversity of turfgrass 
research being conducted at the UM.  A special thank 
you to the UM staff and students that helped to make 
this tour happen: Sam Bauer, Matt Cavannaugh, Patrick 
Flattery, Blake Wachter, Maggie Reiter, Garett Heineck, 
Ian Lane, Clem Dabney, and Andrew Hollman.

Michelle Grabowski and the UM Extension plant 
pathology team organized an “Ornamental Diseases 
Tour” on August 9 for plant pathologists working 
to manage diseases of ornamental plants. Fifty plant 
pathologists from 17 states and 6 countries participated 
in the tour to learn more about disease management 
here in Minnesota. The Minnesota Turf and Grounds 
Foundation, Agdia, BASF and Chase Agricultural 
Consulting sponsored the tour.  Participants visited a 
site used by the UM elm breeding program to maintain 
trees with resistance to Dutch elm disease, where 
Chad Giblin and Don Willeke reported on the history 
of the breeding program and current research work. 
From there participants visited the Marjorie McNeely 
Conservatory at Como Park. Paul Knuth and Bryn 
Fleming led the group through a behind the scenes 
tour of the conservatory to learn about the challenges 
of balancing disease management and preservation of 
unique plant specimens. Bailey’s Nursery hosted the 
group for lunch and Steve Shimek from the Minnesota 
Department of Agriculture Nursery Inspection program 
spoke to the group about how Minnesota law helps 
prevent the spread of plant diseases on nursery stock. 
Jean Marc Versolato and Zach Brown led a tour of one of 
Bailey’s container nurseries and talked about strategies 
for managing diseases in container production. Eric 
Nordlie wrapped up the day at Bachman’s production 
greenhouse with great information about disease 

management in annuals, poinsettias and green roof 
plants. Attendees called the day a ‘grand tour’ that was 
both ‘enjoyable and informative.’ Many thanks to all 
who participated in this opportunity to show the great 
industry in Minnesota. 

A day-long  field trip on crop production and plant diseases 
(entitled “Crop Protection—From Seed to Harvest”) 
was held on August 9 and co-organized and co-lead by 
Mohammad Khan (joint appointment between the UM 
and North Dakota State University) and Dean Malvick. 
A dynamic group of 67 international plant pathologists 
participated. The tour began early on Saturday morning 
in downtown Minneapolis and traveled on two buses 
to the UM Rosemount Research and Outreach Center.  
Representatives 
from Beta 
S e e d s 
d i s c u s s e d 
sugar beet 
diseases and 
b r e e d i n g 
sugar beet 
for disease 
resistance at 
the first stop, 
and they 
s p o n s o r e d 
a morning 
break with 
refreshments 
and snacks. The 
tour next stopped 
at corn research plots where Dean Malvick and Ryan 
McNally discussed Goss’s leaf blight and wilt. The 
group then traveled to Syngenta’s research facilities in 
Stanton, MN where Syngenta provided a superb lunch 
for all attendees and conducted tours and presentations 
on seed treatments, foliar fungicides, sweet corn 
development and testing, and corn breeding. The final 
stop was at Alexis Bailly Vineyard and winery near 
Hastings, MN where participants toured the vineyard, 
discussed grape diseases and grape production in this 
northern environment, and sampled some of their 
excellent wines. Thanks to all who made this tour a 
success.

Borlaug Hall
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  Welcome to Our New Faculty!

Dr. Ashok Ku-
mar Chanda 
was hired in 
August 2014 
as an Assis-
tant Professor 
and Extension 
Specialist for 
sugar beet pa-
thology at the 
Northwest Re-
search and Out-
reach Center 
in Crookston, 
M i n n e s o t a . 
Ashok is a na-
tive of India, 
and he received 

a M.S. degree in Agriculture with specialization in Bio-
technology at Acharya N.G. Ranga Agricultural Univer-
sity, Hyderabad, India. He worked as a Research Tech-
nician at the International Crops Research Institute for 
the Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT) with Dr. C. T. Hash, 
Principal Scientist, Sorghum and Pearl Millet Breeder, 
where he was involved in several projects including the 
use of microsatellite markers for marker-assisted breed-
ing of sorghum for improving tolerance to salinity and 
assessing genetic diversity of sorghum germplasm lines. 
From India, he moved to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and 
earned a Ph.D. in Plant Pathology in the Department of 
Plant Pathology and Crop Physiology at Louisiana State 
University. Ashok’s dissertation research was on Cerco-
spora kikuchii, the causal agent of Cercopsora leaf blight 
of soybean. He developed a very specific qPCR assay for 
early detection of C. kikuchii and also reported the oc-
currence of a very long latent infection period before 
visible symptoms appear. He also identified two key pro-
teins of C. kikuchii that are essential for virulence on soy-
bean. Ashok also worked as a Postdoctoral Researcher 
at the LSU AgCenter with Dr. Raymond Schneider, Dr. 
Clayton Hollier and Dr. Jeffrey Hoy. His research was 
focused on the use of qPCR assays to evaluate the effects 
of various fungicides in the field and the effects of foliar 
applied mineral nutrients on the development of C. ki-
kuchii, developing a specific qPCR assay for detection of 
Cercospora janseana (causal agent of narrow brown leaf 
spot of rice) and assessing genetic diversity in popula-

tions of the brown rust (Puccinia melanocephala) and 
orange rust (Puccinia kuehnii) pathogens in sugarcane.

Ashok’s vision for his sugar beet plant pathology pro-
gram is to develop disease management strategies that 
can help sugar beet growers effectively manage dis-
eases, leading to more profitable sugarbeet production.
Ashok’s specific research focus is on Rhizoctonia solani 
and Aphanomyces cochlioides on sugar beets with proj-
ects ranging from developing integrated disease man-
agement approaches to basic studies on understanding 
pathogen biology, virulence mechanisms and genetic 
diversity. His project conducts growth chamber, green-
house and field-based experiments to address various 
research questions. 
 
Ashok likes to spend time with his wife and three year-
old daughter in his free time. After living for eight years 
in warm and humid Louisiana and experiencing one 
hurricane, he and his family are gearing up to accli-
matize to the cold winters and blizzards of northwest 
Minnesota. They are eagerly waiting to build their first 
snowman.

Dr. Yanhong Dong joined 
the Department of Plant Pa-
thology as a staff member 
in 2002.  Since that time, 
she has led the Mycotoxin 
Diagnostic Laboratory, col-
laborating with other fac-
ulty to conduct research on 
mycotoxins produced by 
Fusarium and other plant 
pathogens.  Recognizing 
more than a decade of suc-

cessful leadership as director of this important lab, Yan-
hong was promoted to Research Assistant Professor in 
July 2013.  In her new role, Yanhong is expected to lead 
independent research on fungal toxins and contribute 
to collaborative research and student education. Her 
project facilitates wheat and barley breeding programs 
in the development of varieties with improved Fusar-
ium head blight (scab) resistance, the study of patho-
genesis by Fusarium pathogens, and development of 
effective chemical and biological controls for Fusarium 
head blight. Yanhong Dong received her postdoctoral 

production.Ashok
production.Ashok
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training under Professor Lawrence Que Jr. in the De-
partment of Chemistry at the University of Minnesota. 
She earned her Ph.D. and M.S. degrees in bioinorganic 
chemistry and B.S. degree in inorganic chemistry from 
Nanjing University in China.

In January of 2014, Dr. Brett Arenz was appointed 
Teaching Assistant Professor.  In this role, Brett de-
signs and teaches courses in Plant Pathology including 
“Plague, Famine and Beer: the Impact of Microscopic 
Organisms on Human Civilization” and “Insects, Mi-

crobes, and Plants.” Brett’s 
appointment is one com-
ponent of a renewed em-
phasis on undergraduate 
teaching in Plant Pathol-
ogy.  Brett also serves as 
administrative Director 
of the Plant Disease Clin-
ic (PDC) and is explicitly 
charged with integrating 
the PDC into experien-
tial education of under-
graduate and graduate 
students.  For a young 
faculty member, Brett 
has an amazing teach-

ing portfolio: he has taught 
eight different courses at the University and Augsburg 
College since 2009. These courses ranged from general 
biology, ecology, and microbiology, to more specific 
plant pathology classes. Brett received his Ph.D. degree 
in Plant Pathology from the Department in 2010, in-
vestigating Antarctic fungi, diversity and soil ecology. 
He also was a postdoctoral research associate in the De-
partment working on potential plant species effects on 
soil bacterial rhizosphere communities.

Dr. Loretta Ortiz-
R i b b i n g w a s 
appointed as 
Adjunct Assistant 
P r o f e s s o r 
e f f e c t i v e 
November 2014. 
She is a Research 
Scientist with 
the Minnesota 
Department of 
Agriculture with 
a responsibility 
for planning 
and directing 
special pesticide 
r e g i s t r a t i o n 
reviews and 

working with creating Best Management Practices for 
pollinator habitat. Prior to her current position, she was 
an Assistant Professor of Crop Science at the University 
of Wisconsin in River Falls where she taught courses 
such as Sustainable Agriculture, Organic Production, 
Weed Control, and Integrated Pest Management. 

She has a B.S. degree in Agronomy, an M.S. degree in 
Forestry (specializing in Soil Science), and a Ph.D. in 
Crop Sciences (specializing in Plant Pathology) all from 
the University of Illinois. After obtaining her doctorate, 
Loretta did postdoctoral research with the USDA-
ARS Invasive Weed Management Unit focusing on the 
utilization of two fungal pathogens as bioherbicides for 
weeds in the genus Amaranthus. 

Loretta’s applied research has focused on cultural and 
biological pest control, integrated pest management, 
soybean responses to prophylactic insecticide and 
fungicide applications, population biology of soilborne 
fungal plant pathogens, and biological interactions 
between plants and disease organisms in conventional, 
organic, and sustainable production systems. She is 
also interested in pedagogical research topics such as 
evaluating the impact of program initiatives as well 
as assessing the benefits of the student peer review 
process and associating them with student thinking 
and learning styles. As a new adjunct faculty member, 
Loretta looks forward to applied and pedagogical 
research partnerships and opportunities to mentor and 
interact with students.

Evening, outside the Ecology Building and McNeal Hall
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The recipient of the 2014 
E. C. Stakman award was 
Alan Collmer, who is the 
Andrew J. and Grace B. 
Nichols Professor in the 
Department of Plant Pa-
thology and Plant-Mi-
crobe Biology, at Cornell 
University in Ithaca, NY. 
Collmer gave the annual 
E. C. Stakman Lecture 
following the awards cer-
emony.  The title of his 
presentation was “Pseudo-

monas syringae-plant inter-
actions: Learning the rules 
of the game with fewer 
pieces.”

 
Dr. Collmer has been a leader in defining the structure and 
function of bacterial secretion systems and in furthering an 
understanding of the roles of “effectors” (proteins that travel 
through these systems) in the pathogenic capabilities of plant 
pathogenic bacteria. His initial activities focused on the Type 
II secretion system of Dickeya dadantii (formerly Erwinia 
chrysanthemi) for secretion of pectate lyases. His group was 
the first to clone functional clusters of type III secretion sys-
tem (T3SS) genes from bacteria, initially from Pseudomonas 
syringae and subsequently from D. dadantii and to show that 
the T3SS machinery genes are part of a horizontally acquired 
tripartite pathogenicity island, flanked by exchangeable and 
conserved effector loci.  He also established that the T3SS 
can secrete effectors (then known as Avr proteins) and that 
the primary function of the T3SS is to inject effectors into 
plant cells where effector recognition leads to the resistance 
or susceptible responses within plant cells. He led the genome 
sequencing project on P. syringae pv. tomato DC3000 and 
established DC3000 as a model plant pathogen. It is now a 
workhorse used by a large international community of sci-
entists.  Many of the current tenets in bacterial-plant interac-
tions are based on Dr. Collmer’s pioneering and innovative 
research.  His discoveries on T2SS and T3SS were key to the 
transformative and surprising conclusion that plant and ani-
mal pathogens share conserved molecular strategies to over-

2014 Award Winners
E. C. Stakman Award 

Alan Collmer

Distinguished Alumnus Award
Mohammed Boulif

Outstanding Mentor Award
Brian Steffenson

Fred I. Frosheiser Scholarship
Adil Essarioui

Milton Kernkamp Scholarship
Jordan Briggs

John Dueck Plant Pathology Fellowship
Sara Bratsch

Elwin Stewart Travel Award
Joshua Kielsmeier-Cook/Matthew Haas

C. Jerry Nelson International Fellowship
Joshua Kielsmeier-Cook

Ward Steinstra & Richard Meronuck Travel 
Award

Laura Felice/Jordan Briggs

Civil Service Award of Excellence
Roxanne Denny

Norman E. Borlaug Fellowship in International 
Agriculture with support from the Vaala-Henry 

Endowment
Anil Adhikari

Alan Collmer:
2014 E. C. Stakman Award 

winner

Continued on page  16

2014 Department of Plant Pathology 
and E. C. Stakman Award
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Professor deBauer and Department head Jim 
Bradeen

Old timer Maria de Lourdes de la Isla de Bauer (known 
to many as Lulu) who is a Professor at the Colegio de 
Postgraduados in Montecillo, Mexico visited the depart-
ment on May 19th. She graduated from the Department 
in 1957 obtaining her M.S. degree with Professor Milton 
Kernkamp. Professor deBauer is an active researcher on 
the damaging effects of air pollution to plants and had 
worked with Sagar Krupa on many projects over the 
past years. She was in the Twin Cities to attend Sagar’s 
memorial service and presented a memorial tribute at 
the service.

For more than 50 years the Department of Plant Pa-
thology has had formal ties with the Institute for Cereal 
Crops Improvement (ICCI) at Tel Aviv University in 
Israel. This relationship has been generously support-
ed and fostered by the Lieberman and Okinow fami-
lies. The Lieberman-Okinow Endowment supports the 
Lieberman-Okinow Endowed Chair held by Professor 
Brian Steffenson and also facilities and technical support 
staff at the ICCI. Professor Steffenson, Professor Nevin 
Young, and Professor Jim Bradeen visited the ICCI from 
April 27-May 1 to discuss collaborative research and 
teaching opportunities. The contingent toured the ICCI 
facilities, talked with Tel Aviv University administrators 
about possible collaborations, and surveyed wild wheat 
and barley habitats during a pair of field trips across the 
country. Also accompanying the Department delega-
tion were Dan Lieberman, Dan’s wife Suzanne Fenton, 
and Dave Hansen (Communications/Photography for 
the UMN Minnesota Agricultural Experiment Station). 
The visit was productive and new joint research and 
teaching ventures are likely to result. While in Israel, the 
Plant Pathology group also hosted a University Friends 
and Alumni dinner and visited scientists at Weizmann 
Institute in Rehovot.

  Department Delegation 
Visits Tel Aviv University to 

foster research and teaching 
collaborations

Facing forward from left to right Hanan Sela and Eitan 
Millet of the ICCI and Professor Brian Steffenson 

  Alumna Visits Department 
of Plant Pathology

resistance in eggplant and potato for countries in Asia.   
By facilitating the leadership of UM scientists in sustain-
able plant health research and outreach, the Stakman 
Borlaug Center for Sustainable Plant Health is destined 
to fulfill the collective vision of Stakman and Borlaug.  
As the center continues to expand and the wind fills its 
sails, expect much more meaningful research, educa-
tion, and outreach. Website: z.umn.edu/umnsbc and 
email: UMNSBC@umn.edu

Continued from page 7

Stakman/Borlaug Center 
for Sustainable Plant Health

z.umn.edu/umnsbc
mailto:UMNSBC%40umn.edu%20?subject=
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  Undergraduate Education: 
Plant Science Program

by Jim Kurle
Undergraduate education is increasingly important in 
the Plant Pathology Department’s teaching program. 
Traditional agricultural science courses at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota have been reorganized to reflect 
changes in the students enrolling in agricultural scienc-
es and changes in the agricultural science disciplines. 
This transformation has increased the importance and 
visibility of undergraduate education for the Depart-
ment of Plant Pathology. The number of students with 
agricultural backgrounds has declined and is increas-
ingly drawn from suburban and urban backgrounds. 
These students are interested more frequently in posi-
tions in private industry requiring Bachelor’s or Mas-
ter’s degrees. Undergraduate students in the College 
of Food, Agricultural, and Natural Resource Sciences 
(CFANS) can now enroll in a newly established inter-
disciplinary program, Plant Sciences. The most out-
standing characteristic of this major is collaboration 
among faculty from four different CFANS departments: 
Plant Pathology, Entomology, Horticulture, and Agron-
omy & Plant Genetics. The major provides programs 
of study in Plant Breeding, Plant Production, Nursery 
and Floriculture, Sustainable Plant Health, Turfgrass 
Science, or Agroecology. Undergraduate Plant Pathol-
ogy figures prominently in the programs of the major 
which, includes courses at the 2000 level (Introductory 
Plant Pathology taught by Ruth Dill-Macky); 3000 level 
(Forest Pathology taught by Bob Blanchette); and 5000 
level (Plant Disease Resistance taught by Brian Steffen-
son). Plant Pathology is also an essential component of 
a team taught course in the ecology of pests and pest 
management taught at the 3000 level and required of all 
majors. Linda Kinkel from Plant Pathology and David 
Andow from Entomology developed this course. Brett 
Arenz of the Plant Pathology Department teaches the 
Plant Pathology component. Additional courses taken 
as electives include Jim Bradeen’s PlPa 5300 (Topics in 
Molecular Plant Pathology); Linda Kinkel’s PlPa 5444, 
(Ecology and Evolutionary Biology of Plant-Microbe 
Interactions); and Nevin Young’s PlPa 5301 (Plant Ge-
nomics). 

Plant Pathology faculty also reach a wide audience in 
courses meeting University Liberal Education program 
requirements. Students from diverse majors outside the 
Plant Sciences ranging from Food Science to Design en-
roll in these courses. Included are Plant Pathology 1005 
(Plants Get Sick Too) taught by Jim Kurle; CFANS 1503 
(Biotechnology, People, and the Environment) taught 
by Nevin Young;  and Plant Pathology 2003 (Plagues, 
Famine, and Beer) taught by Brett Arenz.

M e l a n i a 
Figueroa was 
selected by the 
Bill & Melinda 
Gates Founda-
tion (BMGF) to 
be one of four 
professors at the 
University to 
participate in the 
2014 Agricultural 
Research Con-
nections (ARC) 
workshop in Ke-
nya. The ARC 

workshop took place in Nairobi and Naivasha and was 
part of the Program for Emerging Agricultural Research 
Leaders (PEARLs), which seeks to create collaborative 
opportunities to advance agricultural research and in-
crease sustainable productivity of smallholder farmers. 
Figueroa’s scientific interests and potential to promote 
research in developing countries aligns very well with 
the goals of the BMGF. As part of her efforts, Figueroa 
also visited Kisii University to explore new collabora-
tions to connect the UM with African institutions.

    Figueroa selected by Gates 
Foundation for Workshop in 

Africa 

come and manipulate host responses during infection, 
or as the preeminent scientist Noel Keen once said: “the 
dance is the same, only the couples are different”. Dr. 
Collmer is also a highly dedicated and innovative edu-
cator and mentor to post docs and to high school, col-
lege and graduate students, some of whom have become 
outstanding scientists in their own right.  Dr. Collmer 
truly embodies the qualities and spirit of the E. C. Stak-
man Award.

Dr. Mohammed Boulif, recipient of the Department’s 
2014 Distinguished Alumnus Award, gave a special pre-
sentation entitled “The Green Morocco Plan: Morocco’s 
Green Revolution” on Wednesday, May 21, 2014. Dr. 
Boulif is a professor at the National Institute of Agri-
culture of Meknes (Morocco) and received his Ph.D. in 
the Department in 1986 under the guidance of Profes-
sor Roy Wilcoxson.

Stakman Award 
Continued from page 14
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Faculty News and Activities

Robert Blanchette

If you buy Minnesota lottery tickets, the proceeds are going to a good cause.  Over $30 million 
each year from the Minnesota lottery go into the Environment and Natural Resources Trust 
Fund, and this fund has provided grants for several of our projects. A new proposal funded 
and waiting for legislative approval is focused on surveys and research on Heterobasidion 
Root Rot. The Upper Midwest had escaped this disease, but over the last several years it 
has spread throughout Wisconsin and we reported Heterobasidion causing mortality of red 
pines for the first time in Minnesota from the Winona area. This disease, often referred to 
as causing “Circles of Death,” is one of the most important and damaging tree diseases in 
the north temperate zone and our upcoming surveys in cooperation with alumnus Brian 
Schwingle, who is the Forest Health Specialist for the Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources, will determine the extent of the infestation. Two additional projects currently 
underway and also funded by the Environment and Natural Resources Trust Fund include 
a project to select Minnesota elms with resistance to Dutch elm disease and a project to 
study metal tolerant fungi colonizing the thousands of timbers in the Soudan Iron Ore 
Mine in Tower, Minnesota. These and several other research projects are being done with 
the expertise and talents of Ben Held (research scientist), Chad Giblin (research associate), 
Garrett Beier, Josh Kielsmeier-Cook 
and Eric Otto (graduate students) 
along with several undergraduate 
students. A few new projects 
include a number of alumni who 
graduated from the Department. 

These include a biodiversity study of wood decomposing 
fungi at one of the world’s biodiversity hot spots, Yasuni 
National Park in Ecuador (in collaboration with Maria 
Ordonez at the Pontificia Universidad Católica del 
Ecuador), evaluation of defense mechanisms in red bay and 
avocado trees resistant to Laurel Wilt (in collaboration with 
Jason Smith at the University of Florida), taxonomic studies 
of Ganoderma  (in collaboration with Charlie Barnes at the 
Universidad de Las Américas, Ecuador and Mike Wingfield,  
Director of the Forestry and Agricultural Biotechnology 
Institute, Pretoria, South Africa), wood decay in an ancient 
bronze-aged battle ship from the Mediterranean Sea, wood 
decay processes in ancient wood from Israel and the Dead 
Sea, and a study of the diverse fungi colonizing Arctic drift 
wood found in Iceland, Greenland and Siberia. For more 
information on these and other projects as well as a list of 
new publications, see http://forestpathology.cfans.umn.edu

Bob Blanchette next 
to a red pine stump 
with fruiting bodies 
of Heterobasidion 
irregulare, which was 
just reported for the 
first time causing 
pine mortality in 
Minnesota.

Ben Held (research scientist) and Chad Giblin 
(research associate) evaluating elms growing 
in the elm nursery on the St. Paul campus for 
resistance to Dutch elm disease. Some of the 
selected elms die when inoculated, but others 
remain free of the disease after being inocu-
lated several times.  

http://forestpathology.cfans.umn.edu
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Deborah Samac
This year the lab welcomed a new USDA-ARS postdoctoral scientist, Dr. 
Chris Klatt, who will investigate the microbial biome of alfalfa as well as two 
graduate students, Andrew Sathoff and Laurine Berg. We also hosted a French 
graduate student, Yacine Badis, for 6 weeks this past spring. One recent major 
accomplishment was the publication of a new edition of the Compendium of 
Alfalfa Diseases and Pests.  I initiated work on the new edition by contacting 
potential authors in fall of 2008.  Although I didn’t think it would take 6 years 
to get published, I think it was worth the wait. The final publication looks 
terrific and will be a valuable resource for many years to come. In all, there 
were 56 authors and 32 additional photographers. Lanny Rhodes, retired from 
The Ohio State University, and Bill Lamp, University of Maryland, were the co-
editors of the compendium. The lab continues to work on multiple diseases of 
alfalfa: Aphanomyces root rot, Pythium damping off, bacterial wilt, bacterial 
stem blight, brown root rot, and Verticillium wilt. We have found that race 
2 of Aphanomyces euteiches is the most prevalent in Minnesota, putting the 
crop at risk because few cultivars have resistance to this race. In screening 
through over 100 sources of alfalfa germplasm, we have found several that 

appear to have race-nonspecific resistance. We have initiated research to identify markers associated with this type 
of resistance as well as race-specific resistance.  We have also identified a seed treatment that is effective against the 
pathogen and can be used in organic agriculture, giving farmers multiple tools for managing this disease. Since May 
2013, I have been the acting Research Leader for the USDA-ARS Plant Science Research Unit. The unit is facing 
additional retirements in the near future. This will present an exciting opportunity for hiring new scientists and 
developing new research programs. Finally, I should report that I spent 2 weeks birding in Alaska this spring. In 
addition to experiencing the midnight sun, I added significantly to my life list with 19 new bird species. We spent 
a day in Denali National Park and saw the large mammals-grizzly bear, caribou, mountain goat, timber wolf, and 
moose. I am ready to go again!

Linda Kinkel
 
We’ve had a great year!  Graduate students Laura 
Felice, Kristen Becklund, Adil Essarioui, Kyle 
Haralson, and Miriam Gieske continue to make 
progress in their diverse research projects, while 
post-doctoral scientists Dan Schlatter, Zewei 
Song, Bradford Condon (jointly advised with 
Georgiana May), and soon-to-arrive Sarah 
Castle (jointly advised with Minnesota LTAR 
project) are pursuing a wide array of interesting 
questions on the ecology and evolutionary 
biology of antibiotic-producing microbes in soil 
and on plant and soil microbiomes in agricultural 
and natural habitats.  Lindsey Hanson, with 
support from Jon Anderson and a rotating 
pool of amazing undergraduate students, keeps 
the lab on an even keel.  We had fun this past 
year presenting results of our work at 
area potato grower meetings, American 
Phytopathological Society, American 
Society of Microbiology and Ecological 
Society of America national meetings, and 

The Kinkel Laboratory after a long, cold day of potato plant-
ing in the spring: Clockwise: Miriam Gieske, Laura Felice, 
Kyle Haralson, Marie Berglund, Dan Schlatter, Adil Essari-
oui, Lindsey Hanson, and Linda Kinkel.  
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in invited seminars.  Recently-funded proposals focus on determinants of the plant endophytic microbiome and 
on the potential for soil amendments to enhance disease-suppressive capacities of indigenous soil communities.  
We have initiated new collaborative efforts on the use of metabolic network modeling and genomic analyses to 
study the ecological and evolutionary responses of soil antagonists to selection, and hope to use this information to 
develop practical means for managing soil communities to suppress plant diseases.  

Carol Ishimaru

It’s hard to know the boundaries of the Ish lab.  Ongoing collaborations with 
Dean Malvick, Ruth Dill-Macky, Jane Glazebrook and Debby Samac continue 
to support research on various bacterial diseases of plants.  Field, greenhouse 
and lab studies focus on multiple subspecies of Clavibacter michiganensis 
affecting crops in Minnesota, including corn, alfalfa and potato.  We continue 
working on bacterial leaf steak, caused by Xanthomonas translucens, on 
wheat and barley.  We’re exploring multi-locus sequence analysis through a 
collaboration with Carolee Bull, USDA-ARS Research Scientist, from Salinas 
California.  I started a new potato project in which I’ve had the great fun of 
isolating pectolytic bacteria from rotten, smelly potatoes!  Our group showed 
up in force at the 2014 American Phytopathological Society annual meeting 
in Minneapolis.   Graduate student You Lu, co-advised with Jane Glazebrook, 
gave his first oral presentation, which was very well received.  Several posters 
were also presented.  A highlight was the lab lunch at Brit’s Pub.  

I taught the lab and lecture for Plant Bacteriology (PlPa 8105) during the 
2014 spring semester.  It was a very satisfying experience, one that made me 
remember how much I enjoy teaching.   The lab and lecture were both held 
in a Borlaug teaching lab.  This created a very cozy and fluid environment for 

integrating concepts from lecture and lab materials.  I look forward to teaching 
the class again in spring 2015.  
 
The lab is full of activity with members from our various collaborations. Post doctoral research associate, Ryan 
McNally, and master student, Blake Webster, are part of the Malvick-Ishimaru Goss’s wilt team.  Research fellow, 
Rebecca Curland, and two undergraduate students, Erica Fealko and Lillian Garber, assist on several projects.  A 
colleague of mine from back at Colorado State, Suzanne Nemeth, reconnected and began working as a volunteer 
in our lab.  

A personal highlight was a family vacation in Japan.  My son and his husband took four family members on a 16-
day trip covering four major cities.  Our son has traveled extensively in Japan and knows enough of the language 
to be a very good guide.  Thanks to him, we took public transit most of the time and never got lost.   I especially 
enjoyed our time in Kyoto.  In the mercantile district, we watched artists spinning silk from cocoons and spent time 
with a master indigo dyer. He showed us his natural, fermentation process for obtaining the deep rich blue color 
that is unparalleled to commercially produced indigo.  I was thrilled: another great example of how bacteria enrich 
our lives!   I also saw a giant crown gall that was on display at one of the temple gardens.  I couldn’t help but give a 
mini lecture to my travel companions.  They might not remember much about Agrobacterium, but I’m pretty sure 
they will remember my enthusiasm.

I continue to gain strength and stamina.  Everyday is a gift.  And I started taking voice lessons just for fun. 
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Nevin Young

The Young Lab continues to be a busy place in 2014 with research into the genomic 
basis of plant-microbe interactions and resistance gene evolution in legumes. Roxanne 
Denny was recognized for her outstanding contributions to the Department with the 
Outstanding Civil Service Recognition Award. Graduate students Peng Zhou, Diana 
Trujillo and Joseph Guhlin made excellent progress toward their Ph.D. degrees. Former 
graduate student Yong Bao defended his thesis on genomic selection models in the 
Applied Plant Science Program and has gone onto a permanent position at PepsiCo. 
We also had the opportunity to co-host students last summer from Hamline University 
and the University of Puerto Rico as part of the University’s Life Sciences Summer 
Undergraduate Research Program. Research associate, Shaun Curtin, had great success 
with his candidate nodulation gene validation research—and in welcoming a new baby 

daughter, Elliot Miriam Curtin. Throughout the year, the lab visited with several alumni and friends, including 
Vergel Concibido, now at Monsanto, and Christian Fatokun, now retired from his position as cowpea breeder at 
the International Institute for Tropical Agriculture (IITA) in Ibadan, Nigeria. At the department’s highly successful 
International Celebration and Stakman-Borlaug event in August, we had the chance to visit with alumni Dick and 
Phyllis Frederickson as well as Cornell friend (and now USAID administrator) Nora Lapitan—who is also an old 
friend of Carol Ishimaru from her time at Colorado State University. The year involved a lot of travel for Nevin, 
starting with a trip to Israel (specifically Tel Aviv University) together with Brian Steffenson, Jim Bradeen, Dave 
Hanson and spouses. This was followed by an extended trip to southwest France that began with a presentation at the 
Centre National de Ressources Genomiques Vegetales “Plant Genomes Day” in Toulouse and later trip and lecture 
in Saskatoon as part of the International Congress on Legume Genetics and Genomics. The lab also participated 
in the Soybean 2014 meeting in Minneapolis (immediately before the 2014 APS meeting), attended by friends and 
alumni, Michelle Graham and Jamie O’Rourke (formerly in the labs of Deborah Samac and Carroll Vance). Finally, 
Nevin traveled to UC-Davis in November to give the weekly seminar there and also attended the UC-Davis Plant 
Pathology fall social where he saw alumni Dave and Sarah Rizzo (and where Dave is now department chair). So, 
all in all, a very fun and busy year.

Madeleine Smith

2013/14 has been another year of growth and expansion for the small 
grains/canola pathology program in northwest Minnesota. The program 
now has two graduate students: Anil Adhikari and Justin Stanton. Anil 
was privileged to receive the Vaala-Henry Scholarship, which supports 
graduate students in Plant Pathology with an emphasis on international 
agriculture. Anil intends to utilize the skills and knowledge he learns 
in his graduate program to return to his native Nepal and improve 
agricultural production for local farmers. Justin, who joined the 
program in the spring, had an incredibly productive first field season, 
including moving to the realms of remote sensing technology to better 
understand factors that influence severity and spread of bacterial leaf 
streak in wheat.

As well as focusing on research efforts, the program remains very 
active in its mission of communicating research-based management 
recommendations to growers and agricultural professionals alike. 
Along with a team of talented faculty, regional extension educators and 
support staff, I was honored to receive the Dean of Extension’s Award for 
Distinguished team for the Institute for Agricultural Professionals (IAP). 
Together this dedicated group of individuals uses varied delivery systems 

Madeleine Smith using the last rays of the 
setting sun to check out the health of a 
wheat field near Fergus Falls, Minnesota
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to educate agricultural professionals via seminars, workshops and courses throughout the state of Minnesota.

I was also privileged to begin preliminary discussions with the Emo Research Station (part of the University of 
Guelph) in Ontario, Canada to explore the potential for collaborative efforts on disease management in canola, 
which in the future will benefit canola production in both countries.

Brett Arenz

Although I am certainly not new to the department, 2014 marked my first year 
as a faculty member. It has been a struggle at times, but I have been mostly 
successful in not letting this new-found power go to my head. Undertaking 
my new position as a Teaching Assistant Professor this past spring, I found 
myself in the somewhat ironic position of having a semester off from teaching 
for the first time in five years. Fortunately, I found ways to fill the time, and this 
provided a good opportunity to become better acquainted with the logistics of 
the Plant Disease Clinic (PDC). Connected with this, I was also able to attend 
a week-long class on plant-parasitic nematode diagnosis in Clemson, South 
Carolina. A more complete assessment of the past years’ activities at the PDC 
can be found in the section written by Jennifer Flynn in this issue of the Aurora 
Sporealis. I will just say that this past year’s immersion in diagnostics has been a 
challenging but incredibly rewarding experience. 

While the past spring was largely bereft of teaching obligations, this fall was a 
horse of a different color, and I find myself involved in three separate classes. Two 
of these classes I had taught previously, and I was particularly pleased to be able 
to increase enrollment of “Plague, Famine, and Beer” from 11 students last year to 
39 this fall. The third class is a new class for me, and also a new class to the college, 
and is entitled: “Insects, Microbes and Plants” (CFANS 3333). This class is designed to teach ecological and evolu-
tionary principles from a pest management perspective and is a required class for two of the new undergraduate 
majors. I have been co-teaching the class this semester with Kristina Prescott from the Entomology Department. 

Melania Figueroa

2013-2014 has been a busy and rewarding year! My research group started forming in January with the hiring of Dr. 
Claudia Castell-Miller, who was followed by our undergraduate assistant Daniel Larson. We are privileged to have 
Feng Li, who joined us this past fall as an M.S. graduate student, and two other undergraduate assistants (Leif van 
Lierop and Christina Yoon) who make great additions to the team.  We were also very glad to host Dr. Zafer Mert, 
who came from the Central Research Institute for Field Crops in Turkey and visited our department from January 
until April. Some other highlights of the year are my new role as co-instructor for the course Molecular Plant-Mi-
crobe Interactions (PLPA 5103/8103) in the Spring Semester of 2014 and Co-PI in a recently funded Department of 
Energy project with Dr. Jonathan Schilling, seeking to dissect the underlying mechanisms that drive lignocellulose 
deconstruction. The core of my research program continues to uncover the molecular and genetic interplay be-
tween rust fungi and plants. My recent work involving wheat stem rust has demanded a hectic travel agenda. I was 
privileged to be invited to speak at the 2014 Borlaug Global Rust Initiative Workshop while celebrating the 100th 
anniversary of Dr. Norman Borlaug’s birthday, and I recently presented our research at the “II Workshop on Sur-
veillance of Race Ug99 in South America and Breeding for Wheat Resistance.” While visiting Passo Fundo in Brazil, 
I spoke at Embrapa Trigo to inform the scientific community about the capacity of the USDA-ARS Cereal Disease 
Laboratory and the University of Minnesota in responding to international wheat stem rust outbreaks.  Addition-
ally, I participated in a barberry survey to assess the risk of cereal rust epidemics in Brazil. In June, I was sponsored 
by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to attend one of the Agricultural Research Connections Workshops held 

Brett Arenz hiking near 
Whiteside Mountain in North 
Carolina. 
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in Nairobi, Kenya--an extremely valuable 
experience that facilitated interactions 
with scientists in Uganda, Kenya and 
Australia among others. I consider my-
self very fortunate to have experienced so 
many wonderful and intellectually stim-
ulating professional interactions during 
2014. I am most grateful to my colleagues 
at University, the Cereal Disease Labora-
tory, and my collaborators abroad. Thank 
you all for an unforgettable year! 

 

Angela Orshinsky

My first year in the Department of Plant 
Pathology at the University of Minnesota 
(UM) has been quite eventful.  This summer was quite busy as I worked on a variety of commodities including 
turfgrass, high tunnel vegetables, hop yards, and landscape ornamentals.

The horticultural plant pathology laboratory visited high tunnels growing solanaceous crops this year as part of 
a multi-year survey to determine which pathogens are of importance to Minnesota vegetable growers. My lab 
diagnosed over 200 diseased plants 
from across the state.  The major 
pathogens found at every tunnel 
were leaf mold of tomato, early 
blight, and Botrytis gray mold.   We 
also found a variety of bacterial and 
viral pathogens such as Tomato 
Spotted Wilt Virus and Tobacco 
Mosaic Virus. Tomato leaf mold 
was the most common and the 
severity of this disease at some 
sites was so high that it is likely 
that the presence of less common 
or severe diseases were obscured.   
The tomato leaf mold pathosystem 
has been intensely studied at 
the molecular level as a model 
system for pathogen elicitors.  
Unfortunately, there is very little 
applied research on the disease, 
particularly in high tunnels.  To 
assist in resolving this issue, 
we obtained funding from 
the Minnesota Department of 
Agriculture (MDA) Specialty 

The Horticultural Plant Pathology laboratory of Angela Orshinsky. From 
left to right: Josh Havill (M.S. student), Pratibha Acharya (molecular biology 
intern), Blake Wachter (undergraduate research assistant), Angela Orshinsky 
(principle investigator), and Kurt Hockemeyer (research associate).

Barberry survey site at Caçapava do Sul, Brazil. Pictured left to right 
are UM Plant Pathology alumnus Charlie Barnes, Tom Fetch, Melania 
Figueroa, Maricelis Acevedo, José Antônio Martinelli, Marcia Chaves 
and Jennifer Mitchell Fetch. 
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Crop Block Grant to support a three year graduate student project that will explore the biology of the causal agent 
(Passalora fulva) in Minnesota high tunnels, the genetic diversity of the pathogen in Minnesota, and management 
strategies for reducing tomato leaf mold severity in high tunnels.  

In addition to high tunnel research, my lab has obtained funding from the MDA Specialty Crop Block Grant to 
survey for and study diseases of hops in Minnesota. This project is in collaboration with Drs. Vince Fritz and 
Charlie Rohwer in the Department of Horticulture at the UM.  Hop production in Minnesota is in its infancy 
and the distribution and importance of various hop diseases is not clear.  Joshua Havill, a new graduate student 
in the lab, will visit 15 hop yards from across the state three times each growing season for the next three years to 
determine the distribution, genetic diversity and biology of hop pathogens.  In particular, we are interested in hop 
downy mildew, hop powdery mildew, and a variety of hop viruses.  We have also established three experimental 
hop yards in Waseca, Rosemount, and Grand Rapids to test various disease management practices.  We are working 
with other members of the Great Lakes Hops Working Group to share results and improve hop growing practices 
for increased yield and quality across the Midwest region.

Other projects in my lab primarily focus on turfgrass pathology, in collaboration with Drs. Brian Horgan and Eric 
Watkins, as well as my turfgrass pathology research associate, Kurt Hockemeyer.  There are two main projects 
on which my lab is focused.  The first project is on the ability of plant defense activators to induce defense gene 
expression in the field.  Plant defense activators have been arriving on the market over the past decade as an 

addition to other spray programs for reducing disease on turfgrass.  
Studies demonstrating defense gene upregulation in grass in 
response to these products has been conducted exclusively under 
laboratory conditions.  We have set up field plots and conducted 
preliminary studies for determining plant health effects, disease 
suppression, and defense gene upregulation on creeping 
bentgrass.  We have established a new field site containing two 
creeping bentgrass cultivars, one susceptible to dollar spot and 
one with marked dollar spot resistance, to assess cultivar influence 
on defense activator performance.  The results of these studies 
were presented this year at the Minnesota Turf and Grounds 
Foundation (MTGF)-UM turfgrass field day held this year at the 
Turfgrass Research and Outreach Center.  This event drew more 
than 200 participants from a variety of turfgrass and landscaping 
professions.  Reports from the presented projects can be found in 
the Fall/Winter 2014 issue of Clippings (the MTGF periodical).

The other turfgrass focus in my lab is, of course, snow molds.  
Much is known about the biology and management of snow 
molds caused by Typhula species. However, this past spring, snow 
scald was quite prominent on golf courses and landscape grasses 
across the state.  Snow scald is caused by the fungal pathogen 

Myriosclerotinia borealis.   It can be mistaken for speckled snow mold as it also produces small, black sclerotia, 
although those produced by M. borealis tend to be larger and more irregular in shape.  Very little published data 
is available on the biology of snow scald, environments conducive to the disease on turfgrasses, and management 
strategies.  Field plots inoculated with M. borealis will help us in determining if there are cultivar differences in 
disease levels of fescue grasses.  I am also conducting lab tests to assess the host range of snow scald across both grass 
hosts and dicot weed species and fungicide sensitivity to specific active ingredients.  The tests are being replicated 
with the other snow molds (Typhula spp. and Microdochium nivale) so that we can determine any differences in 
host range and fungicide sensitivity that might exist between the various fungi.

The research being conducted in my lab would not be possible if it were not for the collaborators and donors to my 

Three hop yards were established at Rose-
mount (pictured), Waseca, and Grand Rapids.  
The field plots will help us to evaluate downy 
mildew and powdery mildew disease manage-
ment options.
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program.  As such, I’d like to take this chance to express my sincere gratitude to the Minnesota Turf and Grounds 
Foundation and the Minnesota Golf Course Superintendents Association for their generous support.  I’d also like to 
thank Brian Horgan, Eric Watkins, Vince Fritz, Michelle Grabowski, Terry Nennich, Brett Arenz, Jennifer Flynn and 
Charlie Rohwer for their support through collaborations on grants and research projects. 

Jim Kurle 

This past year has been productive for my research group. As lead scientist in my laboratory, Grace Anderson has 
led an energetic group of undergraduate assistants and researchers in research in my laboratory. Adam Barbeau, Sam 
Bernick-Langworthy, Dante Leyva, and Marissa Scherven are dedicated undergraduates whose enthusiasm and effort 
have made possible the large-scale resistance phenotyping effort that is currently the focus of my research program. 
This effort continues screening of several hundred early maturity group soybean lines for resistance or tolerance 
to Phytophthora sojae, cause of Phytophthora root rot, Sclerotinia sclerotiorum, cause of white mold, and Fusarium 

virguliforme, cause of Sudden Death Syndrome. These results support research 
exploiting molecular techniques to identify molecular markers for resistance in 
soybean lines adapted in Minnesota. Our research is generously supported by the 
Minnesota Soybean Growers and the United Soybean Board.

Graduate and undergraduate education is an essential component of my program. 
In that role, I co-advise several graduate students including Jordan Briggs with 
Matt Rouse of the USDA-ARS Cereal Disease Laboratory, and Juan Mayta with 
Jim Orf from the Department of Agronomy and Plant Genetics. My undergraduate 
class, Plants Get Sick Too, continues to attract 35 to 40 students in Fall Semester. 
It has also attracted a number of students in Plant Pathology laboratories through 
the Undergraduate Research Opportunity Program (UROP) or directed studies 
projects.  

 We 
also hosted an undergraduate student 
from Serbia, Milan Milanovich, who 
was supported by the Global Student 
Exchange Program, a State Department 
scholarship program. Milan conducted 
research comparing different techniques 
used in screening for resistance to root 
rot and foliar symptoms to Sudden Death 
Syndrome. His research results were 
presented at the National Conference 
on Undergraduate Research and World 
Learning. Our phenotyping research 
emphasizes the importance of multiple 
methods for identifying partial resistance 
in soybean when single gene resistance is 
not present. 

Lorien Radmer’s efforts continue to 
expand our understanding of soybean 
seedling and root diseases in Minnesota. 
During the past year, she has identified 
more than thirty Pythium species, many 
of them pathogenic on both corn and 
soybeans and among this group a number 
which are very aggressive on both crops. 

The Kurle Lab: from left to right: Marissa Scherven, Sam Bernick-
Langworthy, James Kurle, Skyler Werner, Grace Anderson, Quyen 
Nguyen, Dante Leyva and Lorien Radmer.
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Her findings are especially important because of the increasing prevalence of continuously cropped corn or soybeans 
or very short rotation sequences of the two crops. Florence Sessoms, a post-doctoral research associate, furthered our 
understanding of the etiology of disease caused by Fusarium solani and Fusarium oxysporum--widespread soilborne 
pathogens of soybean. Of particular importance was recognition of the effect of different methods of inoculation 
on symptom development and lesion formation, critical to screening for resistance and understanding of yield loss 
physiology. We also benefited from meetings held here in the Twin Cities including the American Phytopathological 
Society national meeting and the Soybean Molecular Biology Conference where Grace, Florence, and Lorien made 
poster or oral presentations of results.  

Jim Bradeen 

These are exciting times to be a plant biologist!  Recent advances in DNA technologies and bioinformatics combined 
with a renewed public interest in food security and sustainable production fuel creative research approaches.  Our 
work remains focused on the functional genomics of disease resistance in potato and apple, with emphasis on potato 
late blight disease and apple scab.  Our work has also expanded to include an emphasis on developing informatics 
approaches to ‘mine’ genebank collections for useful genes.  As part of this, working in both the Rosaceae family (apple, 
peach, and strawberry) and the Solanaceae family (potato, tomato, pepper, and related wild species), Postdoctoral 
Research Associate Leon Van Eck is creating new and novel ways of comparing the disease resistance gene content 

of distantly related species.  His efforts have exciting implications for 
plant breeding and expand our understanding of how pathogens have 
impacted plant genome structure and the origin of new plant species.  
(By the way, Leon joined my lab this past year and hails from South 
Africa.  He is a former Fulbright Scholar and is a font of knowledge 
when it comes to plant diversity and evolution.  He also makes a mean 
milk tart!)  In 2014, as partners of a project led by Professor Domenico 
Carputo at the University of Naples in Italy, we sequenced the genome 
of Solanum commersonii, a wild relative of cultivated potato.  This 
species is a source of novel disease resistance genes, but is best known 
for its adaptability to environmental stresses such as frost and freezing.  
This is the first wild potato genome to be sequenced and we are excited 
to be part of this project.  In addition to our work with the University 
of Naples, we continue fruitful collaborations with Professor Linda 
Kinkel on soil microbial communities, with Horticultural Science 

Professor Jim Luby on the mapping of disease resistance and fruit quality 
traits in ‘Honeycrisp’ apple, and with Horticultural Science Professor Stan Hokanson on the genetic control of iron 
acquisition in native Rhododendron and the conservation genetics of endangered eastern hemlock.  In traveling 
news, I was honored this April to visit our friends and colleagues in the Institute of Cereal Crops Improvement at the 
University of Tel Aviv with Professor Brian Steffenson, Professor Nevin Young, and long time Department of Plant 
Pathology supporters Dan Lieberman and his wife, Suzanne Fenton.
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Dean Malvick

I have continued to focus my extension and research programs on diseases of 
soybean and corn, which are the crops of greatest acreage and economic value in 
Minnesota. Together, these two crops were produced on ~15 million acres and had 
a total value of production in Minnesota of nearly $10 billion in 2013. 

As a faculty member with an Extension appointment, my teaching is focused 
on developing and delivering extension education programs for agricultural 
professionals and crop producers in Minnesota and the region on crop disease 
management.  Over the past year, I have presented lectures and workshops in 
cities and towns across Minnesota, as well as on campus in St. Paul, and this was 
supplemented by many email and telephone consultations.  It is often surprising 
what comes up in these ‘conversations’! 

Much of my research program has focused on root and stem diseases of soybean, 
and we have had some notable outcomes in the past year.  Research on Pythium 

seedling diseases of soybean with Jim Kurle, Lorien Radmer, and a group of 
researchers from the North Central region has revealed 31 different species in soybean fields in Minnesota. This 
is more than was known and reveals in part why this pathogen is difficult to manage. Gretchen Freed finished 
her M.S in plant pathology and completed interesting research on the influence of organic crop substrates and 
population levels of the fungus Fusarium virguliforme on Sudden Death Syndrome (SDS). In collaboration with a 
group at Iowa State University, we used virus-induced gene silencing to understand the genetic basis of one type of 
resistance to SDS.  With a collaborator from Germany, we developed a new and specific DNA-based assay to detect F. 
virguliforme and study interactions between SDS and the soybean cyst nematode.  We have also worked extensively 
on the disease brown stem rot (BSR) of soybean. A fascinating study that concluded this year has revealed for the 
first time that cultivars with resistance to BSR can produce more vessels in stems and restrict this pathogen from 
the vascular system, suggesting that structural resistance may compensate for loss of vessel function and disrupted 
water movement in the plants. 
 
Corn diseases were a minor part of my research program until 2010 when we confirmed that Goss’s leaf blight 
was a significant disease in Minnesota.  In collaboration with Dr. Carol Ishimaru and others, many projects are 
ongoing to better understand this disease.  The team working on it includes Ryan McNally (Post-doctoral Research 
Associate), Blake Webster (new M.S. graduate student), Rebecca Curland (Research Fellow), and several enthusiastic 
undergraduate assistants.  Some significant outcomes have been to confirm that Goss’s wilt continues to spread from 
border to border in Minnesota, the pathogen population has much pathogenic diversity that influences disease 
development in corn hybrids, and the pathogen doesn’t survive well when buried in soil. We also developed a large 
collection of pathogen strains and initiated studies of genotypic diversity. Multiple talks and posters with results 
from our studies were presented at conferences. 

Most of my extension and research efforts are collaborative and involve many talented individuals on campus as well 
as across the U.S and beyond. I am grateful to them and many others who bring their talents, dedication, and energy 
to the projects.  This includes Crystal Floyd (Research Fellow) who is a central member of my research program that 
keeps many projects organized and progressing forward.

I find it fascinating and fulfilling to both help crop producers develop answers for disease management challenges 
that affect livelihoods, and to solve biological puzzles related to plant pathogens and crop diseases!  
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Corby Kistler
 
The year 2014 brought two new arrivals to the lab.  
Dr. Marike Boenische arrived in Minnesota in 
March. Marike comes to us from Germany where 
she completed her Ph.D. degree with Wilhelm 
Schafer at the University of Hamburg.  She is 
currently working with the Fusarium head blight 
pathogen determining the subcellular localization of 
fluorescently labeled enzymes in the deoxynivalenol 
(DON) toxin synthetic pathway. Sean O’Mara 
is a new student coming to us from Texas A&M 
University where he recently received his M.S. 
degree.  Sean will be working on toxin transporters 
in the Fusarium head blight pathogen and how they 
may function in delivering toxin molecules to plant 
hosts. 

Continuing graduate student Nick LeBlanc is 
completing his Ph.D. project on the metagenomics 
of fungi associated with the rhizosphere of prairie 
plants.  Nick will be presenting his results at the 28th Fungal Genetics Conference in March 2015. Junior scientist 
Lotus Lofgren explored the endophytic Fusarium fungi that colonize healthy native grasses found in Minnesota.  
Lotus is currently beginning her graduate career at the University of Minnesota, working with Peter Kennedy in 
Plant Biology.

Karen Broz continues her work as lab manager, researcher and chief safety officer at the Cereal Disease Laboratory.   
 
Senyu Chen

My research program at the University of Minnesota Southern Research and Outreach Center continues to focus 
on the Soybean Cyst Nematode (SCN). We continue to conduct several long-term research projects.  The graduate 
student Weiming Hu is finishing up the five-year project of “Ecology of Nematode-suppressive Soil in the Midwest 
Cropping System.”  Weiming is a visiting Ph.D. graduate student from the State Key Laboratory of Mycology, 
Institute of Microbiology, Chinese Academy of Science. In her Ph.D. thesis, she investigated the microbial diversity 
and community structure associated with the SCN. Weiming has written up a draft of her thesis, and will return to 
China in January 2015 to defense her thesis. Another Ph.D. graduate student Zane Grabau is also finishing his Ph.D. 
research project on “Agricultural Practices Effect on Soil Nematode Community and Crop Yields.”  A new project was 
initiated this year to study long-term crop sequence effect on microbial communities associated with the soybean 
cyst nematodes. This is a collaborative research project with Dr. Kathryn Bushley in the Department of Biology, 
University of Minnesota. Current support of this project includes a grant from the University of Minnesota Hatch 
fund and a grant from USDA-NIFA (National Institute of Food and Agriculture) for four years starting early next 
year. In collaboration with Nevin Young in the Department, we got a grant from the Minnesota Soybean Research 
and Promotion Council to study QTL (Quantitative Trait Loci) conferring resistance and tolerance to the SCN in 
soybean. This summer I hosted a Brazilian undergraduate student Clemen Oliveira who is studying at the University 
of Wisconsin at River Falls. Clemen worked in my lab for three weeks in July and conducted a small research project 
during the fall semester to determine the level of parasitism of the lesion nematodes Pratylenchus spp. by a Pasteuria 
(bacterium) population, which was recently found in a potato field in Minnesota. Recently, a couple of visiting 
professors, Yingbo Zhu and Fengyu Shi from the Hebei Normal University of Science & Technology, China, joined 
my team. Yingbo will join the team to study the microbial community in SCN cysts, and Fengyu will help test SCN 

 
Pictured from left to right: Corby Kistler, Marike Boenische, 
Lotus Lofgren, and Nick LeBlanc are truly “out standing” in 
their field!
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resistance in soybean germplasm lines for identifying resistance QTLs. 

In May, I had a very memorable trip to Cape Town, South Africa to attend the Sixth International Conference of 
Nematology. I organized three sessions of the “Biological Control of Plant-parasitic Nematodes”, which were well 
attended.  Cape Town is so beautiful, and the weather there in May (their late fall) was very pleasant.  I took the 
tour of the Cape Peninsula, and it was so nice to see the spectacular mountains, both Indian and Atlantic Oceans, 
as well as elegant penguins.

Brian Steffenson 
 
Unlike Garrison Keillor’s Lake Wobegon, it has not been a quiet week--let alone--quiet year on the project.  My 
graduate students of Matthew Haas (Mapping of Fusarium head blight resistance and RNAseq analysis of a spot 
blotch susceptibility mutant in barley), Austin Case (Genetics and mapping of stem rust resistance in barley), 
Matthew Martin (Characterization of induced mutants in the stem rust fungus), and Shuyi Huang (Characterization 
of phenotypic diversity in Aegilops longissima) are making good progress toward their respective M.S. and Ph.D. 
degrees.  I was fortunate to host on my project an excellent cadre of undergraduates who conducted research 
projects under the Undergraduate Research Opportunities Program (UROP).  During the academic year, Tianqi 
Sun investigated the genetics of stem rust resistance in Aegilops sharonensis, Ryan Gavin characterized phenotypic 
diversity in the Wild Barley Diversity Collection, and Margaret Krause conducted genome-wide association studies 
of leaf rust resistance in wild and Ethiopian landrace barley.  Margaret’s project was the basis of her senior thesis, 
which is required for the honors program. In the summer, we had another UROP trainee in Michael Laskowski 
(Mapping of quantitative trait loci for Fusarium head blight resistance in barley) and also a Brazilian exchange student 
Felipe Barreto da Silva (Resistance of barley to stem rust), who is part of the Brazilian Scientific Mobility Training 
program, which was locally administered by the University of Wisconsin-River Falls.  We also hosted the research 
of two Augsburg College undergraduate students: Casey Powell (Resistance to the virulent Cochliobolus sativus 
isolate ND4008 in barley) and Lucy Bukowski (with 
Bill Capman, faculty adviser) (Physiological triggers 
to flowering in dodder plants). 

The project runs smoothly and efficiently through 
the hard work of Junior Scientists Tamas Szinyei, 
Jamie Kaufman, and Matthew Martin as well as 
undergraduates Courtney Pratt, Katie Ring, and 
Blake Nelson.  We also hosted a MAST (Minnesota 
Agricultural Student Trainee) student from Brazil: 
Evandro Henrique Figueiredo Moura da Silva. This 
year we bid farewell to Jamie Kaufman who entered 
medical school at the University of Minnesota 
and welcomed Cole Welchlin who was recently 
conducting research at the UM medical school.  We 
enjoyed hosting and learning from Oadi Matny, 
Visiting Professor at the University of Baghdad. Hats 
off to:  Austin Case who was the first recipient of 
the Norman E. Borlaug Fellowship in International 
Agriculture (with support from the Vaala-
Henry Endowment) in 2013 and also a MNDrive 
Fellowship in 2014; Matthew Haas who won the C. 
Jerry Nelson International Fellowship in 2013 and 
Elwin Stewart Graduate Student Travel Award in 

The 2014 Steffenson Lab (left to right): Shuyi Huang, Matthew 
Martin, Austin Case, Tamas Szinyei, Brian Steffenson, Jamie 
Kaufman, Matthew Haas, Cole Welchlin, Felipe Barreto da 
Silva and Mike Laskowski.
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2014; and Margaret Krause who graduated Summa cum 
laude at the spring 2014 CFANS commencement and 
is now pursuing her Ph.D. degree in Plant Breeding at 
Cornell University.

In collaboration with Cynthia Cashman (CFANS 
Development Office) and Mary Buschette (Director of 
Alumni & Constituent Relations), I helped to organize 
the “Borlaug 100 Celebration” at the McNamara 
Center on March 27th.  The event was well attended 
and culminated with the unveiling of the beautiful 
bronze statue of Norm—an exact cast copy of the 
one now residing in the National Statuary Hall of the 
U.S. Capitol building.  I was also the chairman of the 
organizing committee for the 21st Triennial North 
American Barley Researchers Workshop held June 29 
to July 2, 2014 at the Commons Hotel in Minneapolis.  

On the travel front, I visited colleagues at the Institute 
for Cereal Crops Improvement at Tel Aviv University 
in late April.  In June, I was invited to give a keynote 
address about the Roman festival of the Robigalia--to 
none other than an audience of “modern Romans” in 
Salsomaggiore Terme, Italy. 

Professional and 
Academic Employees

Leon Van Eck 
Leon started as a 
Postdoctoral Re-
search Associate 
in the laboratory 
of Jim Bradeen 
in March. He 
is investigating 
the functional 
genomics of dis-
ease resistance 
genes in impor-
tant members of 

the Rosaceae and 
Solanaceae families, in particular how pathogen pres-
sure has affected the genome structure and evolution 
of new plant species. He is excited about the breeding 
prospects this novel approach to gene discovery may 
have for critical traits such as apple scab and potato 
late blight resistance. Leon is originally from Pretoria, 
South Africa and obtained a Ph.D. degree in Plant Ge-
netics from Colorado State University (2011). He en-
joys reading and writing about the natural history of 
plants, particularly orchids, food crops and endangered 
species. He is also an avid hiker, who loves exploring 
the biodiverse mountains of the Western Cape province 
of South Africa.  

 

Custom buttons featuring plant 
pathology artwork and puns 

designed by postdoctoral research 
associate Leon Van Eck
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Z e w e i 
Song 
Zewei is a 
new Postdoc-
toral Research 
Associate in 
Linda Kinkel’s 
lab. He joined 
the project 
in October 
2014. Zewei 

received his B.S. 
degree at Beijing Forestry University and an M.S. 
degree at the Chinese Academy of Sciences, Xish-
uangbanna Tropical Botanical Garden. He received 
his Ph.D. degree in 2014 in the Department of Bio-
products and Biosystems Engineering at University 
of Minnesota. He is mainly working on connecting 
the structure and function of microbial communities 
in agricultural ecosystems.

Kurt Hock-
emeyer 
Kurt was born 
and raised on 
a small dairy 
farm in Indi-
ana.  He attend-
ed Purdue Uni-
versity where 
he earned his 
B.S. degree in 
turf science.  He 

then started working on his M.S. degree in turf pa-
thology where his research focused on the distribu-
tion of fungicides applied to control root diseases 
of turf.  He is now a Research Fellow in Angela Or-
shinsky’s laboratory and is working on determining 
the potency of several fungicides against the snow 
scald pathogen of turfgrasses.  He is excited to work 
in Minnesota where he can pursue his passions of 
fishing and experiencing the outdoors.

Kristen Opitz started 
in the Plant Pathology of-
fice in October as the new 
Administrative Director. 
She is joining the Depart-
ment after working for al-
most four years as a Grant 

Administrator for the Office of Sponsored Projects at 
the University of Minnesota. Many faculty members 
knew Kristen very well, at least by name, because she 
handled many of their grants before coming to the De-
partment. Before she started her career at the Univer-
sity, Kristen was an undergraduate student at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota-Duluth and majored in Finance. 
She was born and raised in White Bear Lake, Minnesota 
and continues to reside in the Twin Cities area with her 
husband and their dog, Rory. In the summer months 
you will find her at her parent’s cabin, playing volleyball 
and softball, and gardening. In the winter months, she 
and her husband enjoy traveling to warm places. 

Cole Welchlin is a new Junior Scientist in Brian Stef-
fenson’s laboratory and started in June. She is a graduate 
of the University of Minnesota and started in the Stef-
fenson lab after working in research at the University 
of Minnesota Medical 
School and before 
that at the USDA-
ARS Cereal Disease 
Laboratory. Cole is 
working on the ge-
netics of stem rust 
resistance in Aegil-
ops species, an im-
portant source of 
resistance genes for 
wheat. This project 
is conducted jointly 
with the Sainsbury 
Laboratory and the 
John Innes Centre in Norwich, England. 

Marie Bergland accepted a Junior Scientist posi-
tion in Dr. Kinkel’s laboratory in September. She is cur-
rently focusing on Herr’s Assays with experimental plots 
that have been inoculated with Streptomyces and vary-
ing levels of carbon. Marie graduated last spring from 
the University of Minnesota with a degree in forestry 
and has been working with Dr. Kinkel since, appreciat-
ing the mentorship of the lab, Linda and research fellow, 
Lindsey Hanson. 

  

Civil Service Employees
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Anita Jurevica 

The Mycotoxin Diagnostic Laboratory welcomes Anita 
back. Anita is a native of Latvia, and graduated from the 
Agricultural College 
in Latvia in 1999. Af-
ter three years work-
ing at Sap Nurseries 
in Garnavilla, Ire-
land, she came to the 
University of Min-
nesota through the 
Minnesota Agricul-
tural Student Trainee 
(MAST) Internation-
al program. Anita 
started working in 
the Mycotoxin Diag-
nostic Laboratory as a 
student lab technician in January 2004, and became a 
Junior Scientist six months later. She worked at this po-
sition for six and half years until February 2011. Then, 
Anita enrolled in the Master’s Degree Program at the 
Latvia University of Agriculture, and received her M.S. 
degree of Agriculture Science in 2010.  She returned to 
work as a Junior Scientist in October 2014.

Nik Prenevost started in March as a Junior Scientist 
in the laboratory of Dr. Yue Jin at the USDA-ARS Ce-
real Disease Laboratory. Nik is a graduate of the College 
of Food, Agricultural and Natural Resource Sciences 
and is investigating the virulence of Puccinia graminis 
on various cereal and grass hosts. His research includes 

intermittent travel for 
field work in Cali-
fornia and Colorado. 
His passion for plant 
science and fungi led 
him to become an 
entrepreneur with 
“Mississippi Mush-
rooms,” a company 
growing gourmet 
and exotic culinary 
mushrooms for res-
taurants, food trucks 
and co-ops through-

out Minneapolis.

Dr. Oadi Mat-
ny, Assistant 
Professor of Plant 
Pathology, from 
the University 
of Baghdad, Iraq 
spent a six-month 
fellowship in the 
laboratories of 
Brian Steffenson 
and Scott Bates 
investigating mo-
lecular diversity of 
Fusarium species 
causing crown rot 
of cereals, an impor-
tant disease in Iraq. Oadi also conducted experiments 
on the virulence diversity of Cochliobolus sativus iso-
lates on the leaves and roots of barley and wheat plants.  
His fellowship was funded by the Islamic Development 
Bank. Oadi had a special talent that was revealed dur-
ing a project outing: he is a fantastic bowler!  We wish 
Oadi well and hope that he will return for a visit in the 
near future.

Mahbubjon Rahmatov is a Ph.D. student in the 
Department of Plant Breeding at the Swedish University 
of Agricultural Sciences (Sveriges lantbruksuniversitet 
or SLU) in Alnarp, Sweden and has been a visitor to 
the Department for the last three years. Mahbubjon re-
ceived in 2012 a fellowship from the Monsanto Beach-
ell-Borlaug International 
Scholars Program to 
initiate his dissertation 
research at SLU. He is 
formally co-advised by 
Professors Eva Johansson 
at SLU and Brian Steffen-
son at the University of 
Minnesota, but also has 
been mentored by Matt 
Rouse at the USDA-ARS 
Cereal Disease Labora-
tory, Professor Mogens 
Hovmøller at Global Rust 

Nik Prenevost holding a boun-
ty of delectable mushrooms

Visiting Scientists

Continued on page 33
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Celebrations of the 100th Anniversary
of Norman Borlaug’s Birthday

This year (2014) was the 100th anniversary of Norman 
Borlaug’s birth on March 25.  There were many celebra-
tions around the world commemorating this important 
date. In Obregon, Mexico where Borlaug did much of 
his breeding and selection work, CIMMYT held the 
Borlaug Global Rust Initiative (BGRI) Technical Work-
shop on March 23-24, a commemoration of his birthday 
on March 25, and a Borlaug Summit on Wheat for Food 
Security on March 25-28th. 

Over 2,000 miles to the northeast, an Iowa state delega-
tion held a ceremony in the U.S. Capitol building hon-
oring the centenary of Borlaug’s birth. The venue for 
the celebration was significant because the state of Iowa 
enshrined a statue of Borlaug in the National Statuary 
Hall within the U.S. Capitol. Each state is permitted to 
have two statues in the Hall. The Borlaug statue replaces 
the one of James Harlan, who was a former U.S. Sena-
tor and Secretary of the Interior. The Harlan statue was 
moved to Iowa Wesleyan College in Mount Pleasant. 

CFANS Dean Brian Buhr represented the University of 
Minnesota at the ceremony in the U.S. Capitol.

The University of Minnesota held its own centenary cel-
ebration for Borlaug’s birth during the week of March 
24-28.  The “Borlaug 100 Celebration” was the culmi-
nation of a week-long series of events and was held on 
March 27 at the McNamara Alumni Center.  There were 
nearly 300 people in attendance. The program featured 
welcoming remarks from Dean Brian Buhr, a Borlaug 
Proclamation from Minnesota Governor Mark Dayton 
read by Agriculture Commissioner David Frederickson 
and the following speakers (with presentation titles):

Noel Vietmeyer, Borlaug Biographer: “The Northrop 
Auditorium lecture that changed the world”

Jeanie Borlaug Laube, Borlaug’s daughter, “Recollec-
tions of my father”

Eric Kaler (University President), Jeanie Borlaug Laube (Borlaug’s daughter), Benjamin Victor (sculp-
tor), and Dean Johnson (University Regent) posing with the Norman Borlaug statue.



33

Tessa Ries, CFANS student, “From the research station to the 
field: Taking it to the farmer”

Margaret Krause, CFANS student, “Millennials feeding mil-
lions: Advancing Borlaug’s legacy through technology and 
communication”

The formal presentations were followed by a video on Bor-
laug and his legacy. Then, University President Eric Kaler, 
Jeanie Borlaug Laube, and Board of Regents representative 
Dean Johnson unveiled a statue of Norman Borlaug, which 
was recently purchased by CFANS. Noted artist Benjamin 
Victor from South Dakota sculpted the stunning seven-foot 
tall bronze statue. It depicts Borlaug at work in a field and is 
based on a photograph taken in 1964 near Ciudad Obregón, 
Mexico as he checked the resistance of wheat plants to dis-
ease. The statue truly captures the man and his spirit and is 
an exact replica of the one at the U.S. Capitol. It will be in-
stalled on the St. Paul campus in 2015.  

Reference Center in Denmark, and Dr. Nazari Kumarze at 
the International Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry 
Areas (ICARDA). The title of Mahbubjon’s thesis topic is the 
“Genetic characterization of novel resistance alleles to stem 
rust and stripe rust in wheat-rye, wheat-Leymus and wheat-
Thinopyrum alien introgressions.” At Minnesota, he has 
been screening his genetic materials for resistance to stem 
rust, particularly the widely virulent races from Africa. He 
expects to finish his Ph.D. degree in 2016. Mahbubjon grew 
up in Isfara City, located in the northern part of Tajikistan. 
He graduated with a B.S. and an M.S. degree from the Tajiki 
Agrarian University in Tajikistan. He also received a second 
M.S. degree in Plant Breeding from SLU.

 Continued from page 31

Visiting Scientists

There’s a Fungus Named 
Among Us! 

A new fungal species called Custingophora blanchettei was 
described to honor the important contributions that Dr. 
Robert Blanchette has made to the study of wood-inhabit-
ing fungi. Blanchette, along with two former graduate stu-
dents Mike Wingfield (Ph.D., ’83; now Director of the For-
estry and Agricultural Biotechnology Institute (FABI) at the 
University of Pretoria) and Carlos Perez, (M.S. ’05; Ph.D. 
’08; now Agronomy faculty at the University of the Republic 
in Uruguay) met in Uruguay to give a training workshop on 
tree diseases and later 
took a field trip into 
the country. They were 
collecting in a very 
different forest type 
where a very unusual 
tree native to Uruguay 
grows—Phytolacca 
dioica. While collecting 
specimens, Wingfield 
zeroed in on a fungus 
that causes a stain in 
wood and collected a 
sample. That was the 
last time Blanchette 
heard anything about 
this fungus. In the year 
that followed, Wing-
field and Perez investigat-
ed the fungus and found it 
to be a new species. They 
published the work in 
Persoonia (2013 Volume 
31:276-277), an interna-
tional mycological journal 
devoted to the taxonomy 
of fungi. 

So just what is Custingophora blanchettei? Blanchette states, 
“We’re not quite sure of the biology and ecology of this 
fungus because it was just collected and identified. But 
what we do know is that the organism is something like 
the Dutch elm disease pathogen (Ophiostoma novo-ulmi).” 
Commenting on the common convention of naming or-
ganisms for scientists who have passed on, Blanchette says 
that he relishes being alive to enjoy the naming honor. “It’s 
so wonderful to have it named after me—and not be dead!”

Mike Wingfield and Bob 
Blanchette standing in front of 
the host plant Phytolacca dioica 
from which the new fungus 
Custingophora blanchettei was 
found.
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Carol Anderson Retirement

Carol Anderson, the Department’s Executive Administrator 
during the past 13 years, retired in November after a productive Uni-
versity of Minnesota career that spanned 44 years.  Carol was deeply 
admired and respected for her professionalism, vast knowledge of the 
intricacies of human resources policy, and ability to get things done 
with a “bend not break” approach. She was the glue that held the de-
partment together and the grease that made everything run smoothly. 
Carol was awarded the Annual Civil Service Award of Excellence in 
the Department of Plant Pathology multiple times. All Department 
members have many stories about how much Carol helped them over 
the years. Carol received a book of congratulatory letters compiled by 
the Department for her November 5th retirement party.  She will be 
sorely missed, but all of us wish the very best for her in retirement—it 
is well deserved.   Carol sent a wonderful letter to the Department 
upon her retirement, which is reprinted below. It is a poignant sum-
mary of one person’s fascinating and rewarding career at the university. 
Congratulations, Carol! 

A Letter from Carol Anderson

“I’d like to thank all of you for the wonderful retirement celebration that was held on Wednesday, Nov. 5th.  I was 
touched by how many people came, and the sentiments that were shared with me.  I’d especially like to thank Anne 
Lageson, Jim Bradeen, Grace Anderson, and Aaron Beczkiewicz for all their hard work in organizing the party, and to 
everyone else who helped.  I know how much work goes into these events, and I greatly appreciate everyone’s effort.

My time at the University has come full circle.  I started working at University Hospital on November 6, 1970, at the 
age of 17.  I came in contact with many pioneers in the medical field while working at one of the best teaching hospi-
tals in the U.S.  I worked in an area run by professional women, who were amazing role models, and who shaped the 
person I became.  I left the University of Minnesota in 1981, and returned in 1984.   I worked for many years in the 
Department of Civil Engineering, and transferred to Plant Pathology in 2002.  I have had the great fortune to work 
with world-renowned scholars, experts in the fields of Plant Pathology and Civil Engineering, and even met a Nobel 
Peace Prize Laureate!  Who else can say that?  I’ve met people from all over the world, learned about their cultures 
and our differences, but more importantly, about all the things we SHARE.  I think one of the best lessons I learned 
was how to listen.

Fast-forward 44 years—from November, 1970 to November, 2014.  My time here has come to a close.  I’m looking 
forward to doing the things I love, like spending more time with my family, which includes my granddaughters and 
my 86-year-old mother.  I also wish to read, cook, sew, do crafts, garden, spend more time at the lake, travel, plan my 
son’s wedding next summer, and so on.  I plan on honing my skills as a Domestic Goddess, too.  Once I’ve gotten that 
down pat, maybe I’ll write that tell-all book, but in all likelihood, those secrets will remain safe with me.
Thank you all for giving me the opportunity to work for and with you.  It’s truly been my pleasure, and I wish you all 
the best.”  —Carol Anderson 

Carol Anderson had her picture taken with 
many famous politicians and movie stars, 
but one of her favorites was with Depart-
ment alumnus and Nobel Peace Prize 
laureate Norman Borlaug.
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International Scientists Participate in Cereal Rust 
Training Program at the Stakman-Borlaug Center 

(SBC) for Sustainable Plant Health 

nior scientists in their respective countries. In 2014, 
the SBC hosted three USDA Borlaug Fellows from 
Pakistan: Salman Ahmad (M.S.), Rabia Sultan (M.S.), 
and Huma Saffdar (M.S.). In addition, scientists from 
Georgia (Ketino Natsarishvili, M.S.) and Kyrgyzstan 
(Jyldyz Egemderbieva, Ph.D.) also took part in the pro-
gram. The scientists participating in this program have 
been able to utilize the acquired practical and theoreti-
cal knowledge to make significant improvements in the 
quality and throughput of rust research at their respec-
tive institutions. This program has also provided scien-
tists at the University of Minnesota with opportunities 
to develop and strengthen collaborative research with 
international partners. 

More information about the Stakman-Borlaug Cereal 
Rust Center can be found at http://rusts.umn.edu/.

Every summer since 2011, the Plant Pathology Depart-
ment and the USDA-ARS Cereal Disease Laboratory 
(now run under the Stakman-Borlaug Center (SBC) 
for Sustainable Plant Health) have hosted a number of 
international scientists participating in a two-month 
training program in cereal rust prevention and control. 
This program provides an experiential learning oppor-
tunity for international scientists interested in increas-
ing their scientific knowledge and acquiring practi-
cal skills in all facets of working with cereal rusts. Dr. 
Pablo Olivera, Postdoctoral Research Associate in the 
De¬partment, developed a short training course with 
emphasis on experiential learning. Professor Brian Stef-
fenson and Yue Jin supervised and directed the training 
program. Many other SBC members at the St. Paul and 
Crookston campuses participated in the training pro-
gram by providing lectures, round-table discussions, 
and laboratory/field tours. The program has trained 15 
rust pathologists and wheat scientists from Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan, Georgia, and Kyrgyz-
stan, ranging from promising young scientists selected 
by the USDA as Borlaug Fellows to principal and se-

The 2014 trainees in cereal rust meth-
odology (from left to right) Jyldyz 
Egemderbieva from Kyrgyzstan; 
Huma Saffdar from Pakisan; Rabia 
Sultan from Pakistan; Ketino Nat-
sarishvili from Georgia; and Salman 
Ahmad from Pakistan. 

http://rusts.umn.edu/
http://rusts.umn
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OBITUARIES

Professor Emeritus and Research Scientist Sagar V. Krupa of Shorev-
iew, Minnesota died May 12, 2014. Survived by his wife of 46 years, 
Nancy; brothers, Ramchandran V. and Nagarajan V.; niece, Saman-
tha (Sanjay); great-nephew, Nikhil; many other family members; and 
faithful cat companion, Betsy. Sagar graduated from high school and 
college in his native India. While studying at the University of Wiscon-
sin, Madison, he met his wife, Nancy and also became an avid Packer 
fan during the Lombardi Era. He earned his Ph.D. at the University 
of Uppsala, Sweden and continued on to earn their highest degree of 
Docent. 

He taught and did research at the University for 35 years and was ap-
pointed Professor Emeritus in 2009 after which he continued his work 
as a private consultant. His research was directed to coupling air pol-
lution and climate change to food production and conserving natu-

ral resources. He taught many summers in Mexico at the post graduate 
agricultural colleges, arranged by valued colleagues, Profesora Maria de Lourdes de la Isla de Bauer and Profesor 
Santiago Sanchez Preciado. Sagar published some 150 scientific articles and 11 books and was the chief editor of the 
Elsevier book series “Developments in Environmental Science,” and was one of the editors of the electronic journal 
“The Scientific World.” He acted as chair & science advisor to the Alberta, Canada government-industry acid depo-
sition research program, the science committee of the German Parliament and the USDA National Agricultural Air 
Quality Task Force. 

Sagar had a passion for science that was truly incredible. He was internationally recognized as a brilliant scientist 
with a mind that never stopped. He traveled the world and challenged everyone all of the time. There was never a 
boring moment when Sagar had the floor at an international conference when making a point or delivering a talk. 
While his comments and observations were razor sharp, there was always a twinkle in his eye and a chuckle in his 
voice. Political correctness was not part of Sagar’s view of the world. As a teacher and educator, he had a love for 
students and always encouraged everyone to get “off their butts” and make a difference. 

Sagar enjoyed watching football, fishing with “the guys” and traveling with his wife and friends out west and abroad 
with Ireland being a favorite destination. He is remembered for his bigger than life personality, his probing scientific 
mind, his incredible memory and for many acts of kindness, especially in helping others achieve their educational 
goals. 

Dr. Sagar V. Krupa
1941 - 2014
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Alumnus and long-time friend of the Department, Mark Stennes of New Brighton, 
Minnesota, died on July 22, 2014, at the age of 63 from complications of liver can-
cer. Mark is survived by his wife (Diane) of 40 years; their three daughters Julianne, 
Leah, and Mary; and other family members. Mark graduated from high school in 
Bemidji, Minnesota (1969) and received his B.S. degree in Forestry (1977) and 
M.S. degree in Plant Pathology (1981) from the University of Minnesota. His the-
sis research on systemic chemical injections for control of Dutch elm disease and 
his love of trees were the foundation for his 32 year-long career in arboriculture 
and tree health. Upon graduation, he founded his own company, Stennes Shade 
Tree, Inc. Subsequently, he worked as a Plant Pathologist and Arborist for Rain-
bow Treecare, Top Notch Treecare, and then S&S Tree in the Minneapolis-St. Paul 
metro area.

Mark maintained close ties with the Department after receiving his M.S. degree. 
His passion for shade trees and their health was “fanned into flame” by his major 
professor Dr. David French. For over three decades, Mark was a key cooperator in 

applied research projects with French, Dr. R. A. Blanchette, Dr. J. Gillman (Horticul-
ture), and Dr. J. Juzwik. He was a regular field tour provider and guest lecturer on wilt diseases of shade trees for the 
Field Plant pathology class taught by Dr. Dave MacDonald. Mark also was a strong advocate for shade tree research 
proposals submitted by departmental members to state and professional organizations that funded applied research 
in urban landscapes. In addition, Mark was an active participant in various departmental activities and events. He 
was given the Distinguished Alumnus Award from the Department in 2013. 

Mark was involved in leadership of the Minnesota Society of Arboriculture (MSA) and the Minnesota Shade Tree 
Advisory Committee.  For many years, he served as the MSA representative for the Minnesota Turf and Grounds 
Foundation. In January 2014, Mark received MNLA’s Special Service Award for his long and meritorious service to 
the nursery and landscape industry.  

Mark Stennes
1951 - 2014
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Ronald Earle Welty died on January 27, 2014, at his Corvallis, Oregon home. He was 79 years 
old. Ron was born in Winona, MN on December 7, 1934 to Earle and Virginia Welty. He 
graduated from Winona Senior High School in 1952 and Winona State University in 1956. 
Ron taught biology and chemistry at a Junior High School in Barnum, MN from 1956–1957. 
Due to a military deferment during college, he received his draft notice during his first year 
of teaching and entered the U.S. Army in June 1957, serving in Louisiana, Georgia, and Ari-
zona before returning to Barnum to continue teaching science in 1958. In the fall of 1959, 
Ron entered graduate school at the University of Minnesota, receiving an M.S. degree in 1961 
and a Ph.D. degree in Plant Pathology with a minor in entomology in 1965.

Ron joined the Department of Plant Pathology at North Carolina State University (NCSU) 
in Raleigh as a Postdoctoral Research Associate in 1965 and, shortly thereafter, joined USDA-ARS in Raleigh as a 
Research Plant Pathologist. He held courtesy appointments at NCSU as Assistant professor (1966), Associate Profes-
sor (1970), and Professor (1976).

In 1982, Ron and his family moved to Corvallis, where he was the Research Leader of the USDA-ARS Forage Seed 
and Cereal Research Unit. He was also a professor (courtesy) in the Department of Botany and Plant Pathology at 
Oregon State University (OSU). Ron studied fungal diseases of grasses grown for seed and as research leader, man-
aged nine USDA-ARS research programs dealing with cool-season grasses. He authored or coauthored 136 research 
publications, book chapters, or abstracts published in national and international journals. He presented research 
reports and led discussion sessions at national and international meetings and symposia in England, New Zealand, 
Australia, Denmark, and Germany.

In addition to research, Ron managed the construction and staffing of the USDA-ARS National Forage Seed Produc-
tion Research Center on the campus of OSU. He served on graduate student advisory committees and supervised 
students for M.S. and Ph.D. degrees at NCSU and OSU. He was a member of American Phytopathological Society, 
the American Mycological Society, Gamma Sigma Delta, and Sigma Xi. He retired in April 1996.

Ron’s interests included barbershop singing, hiking, white-water rafting, golf, fishing, cross-country skiing, cooking, 
bridge, and dinner parties with friends. He volunteered in community projects, including American Legion base-
ball, Red Cross, Meals on Wheels, and YMCA Indian Guides. Ron and his wife Terrie loved to travel and visited all 
50 states and 23 countries. Ron was active in the Rotary Club of Corvallis for 28 years, serving or chairing numer-
ous committees; he was elected president (1993–1994) and became an honorary member in 2009. Ron and Terrie 
hosted or entertained 23 Rotary youth exchange students from 10 countries and participated in Rotary friendship 
exchange visits to England and Australia. They established the Welty Family Fund in the Benton County Foundation 
to provide financial assistance to outbound exchange students in Benton County and to the Corvallis Assistance 
League, School Bell program.

Ron is survived by his wife Terrie Welty, son Kurt Welty, daughter Beth Welty, and granddaughter Kate Welty of 
Portland, OR; brother James T. Welty of Colorado Springs, CO; and sister Barbara Welty Hildgedick of St. Paul, MN.

Dr. Ronald Earle Welty
1935 - 2014
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It is with great sadness that we note the untimely passing of a long time colleague and friend, Gerald (Jerry) Ochocki, 
who on August 29, 2014 suffered a heart attack and passed away at the age of 65. 
 
Jerry was a long time Agricultural Research Technician, beginning his career with the University where he worked at 
the Fruit Breeding Farm (Horticultural Research Center) in Excelsior and later with the Department of Agronomy 
and Plant Genetics in field plot work at the Rosemount Research and Outreach Center. In March 1992, Jerry joined 
the USDA-ARS at the Cereal Disease Laboratory (CDL), where he assisted in establishing a highly successful crown 
rust research program under Dr. Kurt Leonard and later with Dr. Martin Carson.

Jerry was a first rate field and greenhouse technician whose responsibilities included the annual oat crown rust sur-
vey, evaluation of the uniform early, 
midseason and winter oat nurseries 
for crown rust resistance, mainte-
nance of the Matt Moore buckthorn 
nursery, preservation of the CDL 
long-term rust culture collection, 
and discovery and development of 
novel sources of crown rust resis-
tance in cultivated and wild oats.  
He tackled each new assignment 
with vigorous enthusiasm and wis-
dom.

Jerry was also very mechanical-
ly inclined; there was not a piece 
of equipment at the CDL that he 
couldn’t repair or modify to suit 
various purposes.  Jerry retired from 
the CDL on September 30, 2013.  At 
the time of his death, he was doing 
what he enjoyed most: helping his 
sons with their house projects, hunt-
ing, fishing and relaxing.
Jerry is survived by his wife, Cindy, 
their two sons, Patrick (Stephanie) 
and Timothy (Jennifer) and grandchildren, Nikolis, Samuel, Wesley, Maxwell, Joshua and many other family mem-
bers.

Jerry Ochocki (right) with colleague Martin Carson (left) in the Matt Moore 
Buckthorn Nursery on the St. Paul campus. 

Gerald (Jerry) Ochocki
1949 - 2014
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USDA-ARS Cereal Disease Laboratory News

This has been a year of change at the USDA-ARS Cereal Disease 
Laboratory (CDL).  The research projects have been expanding 
while our infrastructure has been improved to keep up with the 
additional work.  The new greenhouse/head house built to address 
our growing need to screen not only the domestic, but also foreign 
rust isolates was dedicated in August of 2014.  This greenhouse 
complex was funded by USAID and our own Les Szabo led the 
design and construction effort.  Dedication of this new complex 
coincided with the Department to of Plant Pathology event show-
casing various efforts in International Agriculture.  

This year we have also added a number of researchers to the 
CDL family.  They include Drs. Marisa Miller and Katie Libera-
tore (Postdoctoral Research Associates with the Kianian group), 
Dr. Marike Boenisch (Postdoctoral Research Associate with the 
Kistler group), Mr. Roger Caspers (Research Technician with 
the Kianian group) and a number of new graduate and un-
dergraduate students.  On August 29, 2014, we were stunned 
by untimely passing of Gerald (Jerry) Ochocki (see Obituary 
section), a long time technician on the oat crown rust project.  
Jerry had just recently retired from CDL and his presence will 

surely be missed by all who knew them.

In addition to these changes, the CDL had a number of 
visitors.  In the summer, we had 5 scientists (3 USDA 
Borlaug Fellows from Pakistan, one scientist from Geor-
gia and one scientist from Kyrgyzstan) join us at CDL 
and the Department of Plant Pathology for a six week 
training course on cereal rust methodology.  In July, we 
had John Fellers from USDA-ARS in Manhattan, KS vis-
it our lab for two days to learn more about leaf rust work 
and present a seminar on “Can genomics and biotech-
nology find an Achilles heel for wheat leaf rust?”  And 
last but not the least, in September we had Secretary of 
Agriculture Tom Vilsack, U.S. Senators Al Franken and 
Amy Klobuchar, U.S. Representatives Tim Walz and 
Collin Peterson, and numerous state government offi-
cials visit the CDL on the

Continued on page 42

Inside view of new greenhouse facility showing 
the new mist chambers and growth chambers.

Dr. Matt Rouse (middle) receiving the USDA-ARS Mid-
West Area Early Career Research Scientist of the year 
award from Dr. Chavonda Jacobs-Young, Administrator of 
USDA-ARS (left) and Dr. Robert Matteri. Mid-West Area 
Director

The completed new Cereal Disease Laboratory 
greenhouse on the southwest side of the facility. 
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Plant Disease Clinic: Another Year 
and a New Chapter 

by Jennifer Flynn

Out and in: In the last issue of the Aurora Sporealis, we bid a fond farewell to Dimitre Mollov who led the Plant 
Disease Clinic from May 2007 to September 2013.  With Dimitre’s departure, the Department considered how the 
PDC fit into the mission statement of the department, college and university.  Our new department head Jim Bradeen 
shared his vision of better integrating the PDC into departmental activities, particularly the teaching mission.  Dr. 
Brett Arenz began working in the PDC in October 2013.  On January 9, 2014, Brett was hired as a Teaching Assistant 
Professor and PDC Director.  This is the first time the PDC has been directed by a faculty member since Ward Stien-
stra’s leadership from 1970 to the mid-1980’s.

Successes: The first year with Brett on board has been successful in many ways.  There have been many customers 
served, various public engagements, and some scholarly accomplishments.  From October 1, 2013 to September 30, 
2014, business was booming with 645 customers sending 1,534 samples to the clinic.  We had a booth at the Shade 
Tree Short Course in March.  In August, Brett represented the Clinic at the State Fair in the Ag-Hort Building, and at 
a Minnesota Shade Tree Advisory Committee event.  In 2014, “media” has been more than the stuff poured into petri 
plates.  Brett introduced himself and clinic services to the Minnesota Golf Course Superintendents Association with 
a four page article: http://issuu.com/mgcsa/docs/jan-feb2014_fi24 (pp. 28-31).  The media coverage didn’t stop there.  
On September 8, 2014, the clinic received a call from the college office informing us that The Star Tribune would be 
stopping by for a photo shoot and to ask questions for an article about Oak Wilt policy changes in the City of Ham 
Lake: http://www.startribune.com/local/north/274698471.html  The story hit the front page of the regional section 
the next day.  

There were also some scholarly publications tied to clinic samples and staff.  An article on aster yellows by Dimitre 
Mollov et al, (First report of a 16SrI (Aster Yellows) Group Phytoplasma on garlic (Allium sativum) in the USA) was 
published in the journal Plant Disease in March 2014. Another article regarding a new host of Tobacco Rattle Virus 
by Sara Bratsch et al. (Phryma leptostachya L.: A New Native Plant Host of Tobacco Rattle Virus in Minnesota) was 
accepted for publication in Plant Health Progress. Finally, Jennifer Flynn, clinic diagnostician, finished her Master’s 
degree in Applied Plant Science. 

Partnerships – old and new:  Dr. Ben Lockhart and Dr. Dave MacDonald continue to share their expertise in virol-
ogy and nematology, respectively.  A new partnership was initiated with Dr. Angela Orshinsky.  Her advocacy for turf 
disease diagnostics at the university resulted in a noticeable increase in the number of turf samples that came to the 
clinic.  You can read more about the new turf disease diagnostics program in Angela’s article from Hole Notes (pages 
33-36): http://issuu.com/mgcsa/docs/jan-feb2014_fi24. 

People we will miss:  Mark Stennes (see Obituary section) and Christian Thill were both special visitors to the PDC 
and will be missed.  Mark was a graduate, friend and advocate of the Department of Plant Pathology, and Christian 
was a Professor of Horticultural Science and potato breeder who died suddenly at age 53 in August 2014.  Now pic-
tures from their memorial services grace the clinic wall.     

Most interesting case of the year:  Votes are in.  Brett and Jennifer unanimously voted the albino-strain of the oak 
wilt fungus as the most interesting case in the past 12 months. Last July, oak branches arrived in the PDC appearing 
very symptomatic of oak wilt.  In fact, symptoms were so classic that a picture of these branches was used for the new 
display banner.  However, as the culture from the wood developed, something was different.  Ceratocystis fagacearum, 
the causal organism of oak wilt, is typically dark in color.  The fungus that grew from this wood was PURE WHITE, 
but looked and smelled like C. fagacearum and had the right spore morphology.   DNA sequence finally confirmed 
its identity as C. fagacearum.  
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Pablo Olivera explaining cereal rust scoring in the field 
with Ethiopian trainees.  

occasion of announcing a new farm program aimed at lowering financial risks to growers.

On September of 2014, Matt Rouse, CDL Research Scientist and former graduate of the Department, received the Mid-
West Area Early Career Research Scientist of the year award from USDA-ARS.   This was for Matt’s “steadfast dedica-
tion and significant contributions in combating wheat stem rust, a major threat to global agriculture and food security.”

Research partnership with Ethiopia

Since 2008, the CDL and University of Minnesota have 
been collaborating with the Ethiopian National Research 
Center (EIAR) in cereal rust research. This partnership 
involved primarily: 1) evaluating wheat and barley germ-
plasm at the stem rust field nursery in Debre Zeit; 2) race-
typing of stem rust samples from the main wheat growing 
regions; 3) determining the role of barberry in stem rust 
pathogen variation; and 4) providing hands-on training to 
scientists from different national research centers and as-
sisting in scientific capacity building and laboratory equip-
ment in Ethiopia. 

In the 2013 crop season, a severe stem rust epidemic oc-
curred in Ethiopia, causing yield losses close to 100% on 

the most widely grown bread wheat cultivar, ‘Digalu’, and 
smallholder farmers were severely impacted. Working in 
collaboration with Ethiopian research institutions, scien-
tists at the St. Paul campus were able to rapidly identify and 

characterize the pathogen race responsible for causing the epidemic in Ethiopia and to assess the vulnerability of wheat 
cultivars and breeding lines to this race in greenhouse evaluations in the Biosafety Level-3 (BSL-3) facility. 

In response to this epidemic, a stronger research partnership between USDA, University of Minnesota, EIAR, and 
CIMMYT was established to address the stem rust problem in Ethiopia. One component of this project, led by Matt 
Rouse, is focused on rust surveillance, early warning, and phenotyping, and integrates cutting-edge plant pathology 
with wheat breeding to mitigate wheat rust yield losses in Ethiopia. This research collaboration started in 2014 with 
the establishment of five single-race nurseries at the Kulumsa and Debre Zeit Research Centers to evaluate the effec-
tiveness of adult plant resistance to major stem rust races in Ethiopia, and to identify candidate wheat varieties and 
breeding lines that will replace the current stem rust susceptible wheat cultivars. 
 
During the months of May to November of 2014, scientists from the CDL and the Department of Plant Pathology 
(Matt Rouse, Maria Newcomb, Sam Gale, and Pablo Olivera) completed seven visits to Ethiopia to work alongside 
Ethiopian scientists. During these visits, UMN and CDL scientists participated in race-typing and increase of inocu-
lum; establishment of single-race nurseries, and disease scoring in the field. First results from the nurseries are already 
available and will be useful for variety selections in Ethiopia. 

Continued from page 40

USDA-ARS Cereal Disease Laboratory News
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Mycotoxin Diagnostic 
Laboratory News

The Mycotoxin Diagnostic Laboratory continues to 
provide mycotoxin analysis services for the projects 
funded by the US Wheat and Barley Scab Initiative 
(USWBSI), and the Minnesota Small Grain Initiative 
(SGI).  From June 2013 to May 2014, our laboratory 
analyzed 31,671 samples that were submitted by 35 dif-
ferent research groups from 19 states, including Arkan-
sas, Georgia, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, 
New York, North Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio, South 
Dakota, Tennessee, and Wisconsin. We also processed 
samples from a research group at the University of Life 
Sciences in Norway. The samples included regular ma-
ture grain samples and small size samples such as grain 
samples less than 6 g, single kernels, single spikelets, 
single heads, wheat straw, and fungal culture extracts. 
The target toxins included deoxynivalenol (DON), 
15-Acetyl-DON, 3-Acetyl-DON, nivalenol and zeara-
lenone. The quantitative analysis of ergosterol, a chemi-
cal marker for measuring fungal biomass, was also pro-
vided.

History: The Minnesota Agricultural Experiment Sta-
tion (MAES)/Minnesota Department of Agriculture 
(MDA) Plant Growth Containment Biosafety Level-3 
Facility (or BSL-3 for short) opened in February 2009 
as described in a previous edition of the Aurora Spo-
realis. The total cost to construct the facility was $5.5 
million. The facility is owned by the University of Min-
nesota and regulated and operated by the MDA.

Projects: The main projects currently being conducted 
in the facility involve the screening of small grain cere-
als and their wild relatives to widely virulent cultures of 
the stem rust pathogen, Puccinia graminis f. sp. tritici 
from Africa (Matt Rouse Yue Jin, and Brian Steffen-
son). 

Facility: The BSL-3 is one of the most complex build-
ings on campus with regard to the electrical and me-
chanical operations. After a somewhat rocky start, the 
facility is now running very smoothly and is “hot” (op-
erational) 365 days a year.

Staff Changes:
Jean Ciborowski resigned her role as Quarantine Of-
ficer and transferred to the MDA Plant Protection Di-
vision to assume the role of the State Plant Pest Sur-
vey Coordinator on November 18, 2014. The Assistant 
Quarantine Officer, Stephanie Dahl, was promoted to 
Quarantine Officer on November 19, 2014. 

Biosafety Level-3 Containment 

Greenhouse Facility 
Greenhouse Facility

Stephanie Dahl was named the new Quarantine 
Officer of the BSL-3 in November 2014. 

Corby Kistler speaking with Secretary of Agriculture Tom 
Vilsack at the Cereal Disease Laboratory. Corby was so 
excited to meet the Secretary that his hand gesticulations 
could not be clearly captured at this camera shutter speed. 
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St. Paul Annex, Northern Research Station, 
U.S. Forest Service Update

by Jenny Juzwik

Two research plant pathologists continue to work in the U.S. Forest Service’s St. Paul 
Annex on Lindig Street adjacent to the USDA-ARS Cereal Disease laboratory. Mike 
Ostry’s research is focused on butternut canker of Juglans cinerea and bronze leaf 
disease of aspen. Melanie Moore, Biological Technician, provides support for Mike’s 
research and recently completed requirements for her M.S. degree in Plant Pathology 
at the University of Minnesota. Her thesis research focused on research questions 
pertinent to Mike’s goal of screening selections for resistance to the butternut canker 
pathogen. 

James Jacobs, currently a Plant Pa-
thologist with Forest Health Pro-
tection, U.S. Forest Service, Albu-
querque, NM, is completing his 
Ph.D. degree at Purdue University 
on other aspects of butternut can-
ker, but is conducting his research 
in Mike’s laboratory during leaves 
from his regular job. Neil Anderson, 
Professor Emeritus in the Depart-
ment, continues to work as a Forest 
Service volunteer with Mike. 

Jennifer Juzwik provides plant pa-
thology research support for sig-
nificant hardwood disease problems 
in the Central States. She has con-
ducted field studies during the past 
few years in Indiana, Missouri, Ohio 
and Tennessee. Research on several 

aspects of insect-fungus interactions associated with Thousand 
Cankers Disease of eastern black walnut currently occupies the ma-
jority of her time.  However, she does continue to maintain a small 
research program on oak wilt. Departmental M.S. students Mag 
McDermott-Kubeczko and Anna Yang are finishing their thesis re-
search projects under Jenny’s direction.

Mike Ostry

Melanie Moore

Jennifer Juzwik

James Jacobs
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Greetings! The past year has been very eventful, filled with many activities 
since the last publication of the Aurora Sporealis. First and foremost, the 
graduate students defeated the faculty in the Annual Stakman Softball Game, 
winning in decisive fashion by a score of 11 to 7.  The graduate student team 
looks to be well stocked with more wins expected in the future. 

Last spring, the graduate students hosted a research symposium entitled, 
“Threats on the Horizon: Emerging Plant Pathogens in the 21st Century.” 
This was a rewarding experience, one that we hope to continue. This past 
year the Plant Pathology Student Organization (PPSO) decided to expand its 
membership ranks by inviting staff and undergraduates to be members. To 
enhance visibility on campus, the PPSO is going to be hosting symposia more 
frequently, the next one is scheduled for this spring with the title “Sustainable 
Approaches to the Future of Food, Fuel, Fiber and Flowers.”  

In addition to hosting symposia, the PPSO has started to organize a monthly 
lecture series held on the first Friday of the month in the newly renovated 
Stakman Legacy Lounge. This “First Friday Legacy Lunch” series was 
started to honor the legacy of the seminars of the Stakman era as well as to 
strengthen departmental connections and collaborations. The audience has 

been treated to a very diverse range of presentation topics from the faculty. Hosting symposia and organizing lectures 
has provided students with a valuable professional experience. This year we had the opportunity to attend the annual 
American Phytopathological Society meeting that was held in Minneapolis. Students developed professional skills 
during the meeting and made new connections. Overall, this was a very rewarding experience. 

In addition to professional activities, the PPSO has also been working to enhance the department’s visibility in the 
community. This spring we held an outreach event at the Pilot Knob STEM Elementary School. A group from the 
Department held a “Microbe Fun Day” with fifth graders. The activities included observations of microbes as well 
as activities of culturing microbes from the environment and other microbe-related fun. The PPSO also hosted 
an outreach activity at Como Park Zoo and the Conservatory’s Books, Beasts and Blooms event for children. We 
presented examples of common garden pathogens, mushrooms and diseases of shade trees. We received a lot of 
interesting questions and generated some interest in the Plant Disease Clinic.

This year has been an interesting one in the department, and we look forward to what the next year will bring. We 
wish good luck to our departing colleagues and we welcome our new members. 

A GRADUATE STUDENT’S YEAR IN REVIEW

by Austin Case

Austin Case
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WELCOME TO OUR NEW STUDENTS!

Justin Stanton

Justin is pursuing an M.S. degree in the Department 
and is co-advised by Dr. Mad-
eleine Smith and Dr. Ruth 
Dill-Macky. His research fo-
cuses on the small grain dis-
eases of bacterial leaf streak 
and Fusarium root rot. Prior 
to joining the department, 
Justin received a B.S. degree in 
Applied Plant Sciences from 
the University of Minnesota. 
Justin was also an intern with 
DuPont Pioneer in their maize 

product development and hy-
brid maize production programs. His interest in plant 
pathology began while working in Dr. Carol Ishimaru’s 
lab as an undergraduate. Justin is from Detroit Lakes, 
Minnesota.

Blake Webster

Blake is pursuing an M.S. degree and is advised by 
Dr. Dean Malvick. His research focuses on Goss’s wilt 
population structure, host range, epiphytic population 
and disease progression. Before joining the depart-

ment, Blake was a lab 
technician at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota 
working on the biol-
ogy and management 
of soybean and corn 
diseases. He is a native 
of Eagan, Minnesota, 
enjoys mountain biking 
and his favorite fungus 
is the bioluminescent 
Mycena chlorophos. 

Feng Li

Feng Li is pursuing an M.S. 
degree and is advised by Dr. 
Melania Figueroa. Feng’s re-
search focuses on uncovering 
the determinants of stem rust 
resistance in Brachypodium 

ENTERING CLASS OF 2014

distachyon. She is originally from Datong, China and 
holds a B.A. in Plant Protection from the China Agri-
cultural University. 

Joshua Havill 
Joshua Havill is pursuing an 
M.S. degree and is advised 
by Dr. Angela Orshinsky. 
His research focuses on the 
epidemiology of hop dis-
eases in Minnesota. Joshua 
is a Texas native, but is now 
a full-fledged Minnesotan. 
He enjoys home-brewing, 
biking, gardening, and 
spending time with his wife 

and daughter. Prior to joining the Department, he re-
ceived a B.S. degree in Horticulture from the University 
of Minnesota.

Andrew Sathoff 

Andrew is pursuing an 
M.S. degree and is advised 
by Dr. Deborah Samac. His 
research focuses on the 
crown rot disease complex 
in alfalfa. Andrew received 
a B.A. degree in Biology 
from St. Olaf College and is 
a native of North Mankato, 
Minnesota. 

Matthew Martin
Matthew is pursuing an 
M.S. degree and is ad-
vised by Dr. Brian Stef-
fenson. His research 
focuses on the charac-
terization of induced 
virulence mutations in 
the stem rust pathogen 
as well as characteriza-
tion of near isogenic 
lines for barley leaf rust 
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resistance. In addition to pursuing his M.S. degree, Mat-
thew is also a full-time technician in Dr. Brian Steffen-
son’s lab. He holds a B.S. degree in Plant Science from 
Gustavus Adolphus College. 

Departing Graduate 
Students (Since 2013)

Daniel Schlatter
Daniel completed a Ph.D. degree in 2013 with a disser-
tation entitled “Global biogeography and local adapta-
tion of Streptomyces,” exploring the ecological and evo-
lutionary drivers of antibiotic production, resistance, 
and resource use among soilborne Streptomyces. After 
receiving his degree, Daniel joined Dr. Linda Kinkel’s 
research group as a Postdoctoral Research Associate 
studying the roles of plant productivity and diversity in 
structuring the composition, diversity, and disease-sup-
pressive functions of soil microbial communities.

Melanie Moore 
Melanie completed her M.S. degree in 2014 with a thesis 
entitled “Investigations of Ophiognomonia clavigignen-
tii-juglandacearum: Inhibition by Butternut Bark Ex-
tracts and Viability of Conidia.” She was advised by Dr. 
Robert Blanchette. Melanie is now a scientist with the 
USDA Forest Service in St. Paul. 

Gretchen Freed
Gretchen competed her M.S. degree in 2014 and was ad-
vised by Dr. Dean Malvick. Her thesis was entitled “Sub-
strates from Soybean and Corn Influence Pathogenesis 
and Growth of Fusarium virguliforme.” Gretchen is now 
a graduate student working toward a Ph.D. in Plant Pa-
thology at Washington State University in Pullman.

Jeltie Voth-Hulshout
Jeltie Voth-Hulshout completed her M.S. degree in 2014 
and was advised by Dr. Benham Lockhart. 
 

Plant Pathology Graduate 
Student Retreat 2013

by Sara Bratsch

Nick LeBlanc, president of the Plant Pathology Stu-
dent Organization (PPSO) from 2012-2013, organized 
a retreat for the students to Itasca State Park on Octo-
ber 18-20, 2013. The trip started with a four-hour drive 
from campus to the University of Minnesota’s Biological 
Research Station in Itasca State Park. After settling in 
at the cabin, there was time for a brief mushroom for-
ay in drizzly weather before cooking pizza for dinner. 
Saturday yielded another overcast day, but several stu-
dents went on a morning hike while others studied their 
coursework (boring!). That afternoon the group hiked to 
the Mississippi headwaters (see photo) and around the 
shores of Lake Itasca. Dinner consisted of freshly picked 
oyster mushrooms (Pleurotus ostreatus) and puffballs 
(Lycoperdon sp.) cooked in butter with spaghetti. That 
evening the group played a hilarious game of telephone 
pictionary and later took a night walk through the 
woods while snow was falling. The group awoke Sunday 
morning to a fresh blanket of snow covering the ground, 
but that didn’t stop a brave bunch of students from hik-
ing to Lake Itasca and going for a morning swim. After 
breakfast, the group cleaned up and headed back to St. 
Paul reinvigorated for the fall semester. Due to the suc-
cess of this event, the graduate students hope to make 
this an annual tradition.

 

Graduate students pose by the headwaters of the Missis-
sippi River in Itasca State Park during the Plant Pathology 
graduate student retreat. From left to right; back row: 
Garrett Beier, Nick LeBlanc, Joshua Kielsmeier-Cook, 
Matthew Haas, and Peng Zhou. Front row: Shuyi Huang, 
Anil Adhikari, and Peter Samuels.
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On Friday May 30th, 2014 members of the Plant Pathol-
ogy Student Organization (PPSO) visited Pilot Knob 
STEM Magnet School to engage 4th graders in fun activi-
ties related to plant sciences and microbiology. Members 
of PPSO who contributed their time were Anna Yang, 
Sara Bratsch, Kyle Haralson, Laura Felice, Zane Grabau, 

Garrett Bei-
er, and Blake 
Webster. 

Following an 
introductory 
lecture to ap-
proximately 
70 students, 
s t u d e n t s 
were split 
into three 

groups to rotate through the laboratory modules. The 
“Microbes Around School” module had demonstrations 
of the type of fungi that can be obtained from the envi-
ronment. Examples included fungi obtained from differ-
ent types of wood and fungi obtained from exposed agar 
plates in various environments (lab, office, hallway, etc). 
Then kids got the opportunity to pick a location around 
their school to swab and plate out, so that they could 
return and see what types of microbes they cultured. 

The next module, “Microbes on our Food,” had a num-
ber of short activities related to food and plant health. 
Students were able to plate pasta and flour as well as 
look at some common contaminants on grains under 
microscopes. We also did a short test of the “5 second 
rule” where kids dropped raspberries on the ground for 
different time increments and made a hypothesis about 
what times would result in the most growth on the agar 
plate. This module also gave students the chance to 
look at Goss’s Wilt on corn; they learned to distinguish 
healthy corn from diseased corn and the importance of 
keeping plants healthy. 

The third module was titled “Soil Bugs” where kids were 
able to look at various species of nematodes under mi-
croscopes. They looked at a series of prepared soil dilu-
tions and agar plates containing various soil inhabiting 
bacteria. As a group, students made a dilution of the 
school’s garden soil to do some plating on their own.

Plant Pathology Graduate 
Students Organize 

Outreach Event with 
St. Paul Schools Josh Kielsmeier-Cook Receives the 

Jerry Nelson International Fellowship Award

Congratulations to Josh Kielsmeier-
Cook who has received the 2014 Jerry 
Nelson International Fellowship Award. 
This award is given to a full-time gradu-
ate student at the University of Min-
nesota enrolled in the Department of 
Plant Pathology or the Department of 

Agronomy & Plant Genetics working toward a gradu-
ate degree, with excellent academic standing and with 
exceptional potential in their field. The award is to be 
used for an international experience that contributes to 
scholarship. Josh’s international research experience will 
take place in the Amazon rain forest in Yasuni National 
Park, Ecuador, where he will be investigating the biodi-
versity of wood decay fungi and mechanisms of wood 
decomposition.

Feng Li Awarded International Scholarship

The Department of Plant Pathol-
ogy congratulates Ms. Feng Li, 
who has been accepted to join 
the Figueroa Lab as a graduate 
student assistant. Ms. Li arrived 
in August, 2014. In preparation 
for her future research endeavors, 
Ms. Li competed for a scholarship 
to participate in a Summer Train-
ing Program from July 6-31, 2014 

by The Robert H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, Food 
and Environment, Division for International Studies in 
Agriculture, Food and Environment at The Hebrew Uni-
versity of Jerusalem. With great honor, we are happy to 
share the news that Ms. Li has been offered this scholar-
ship. Well done Feng!

Plant Pathology Graduate 
Student Awardees

Continued on page 50
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On September 20, 2013, the graduate students hosted a research symposium. The theme of this biennial symposium 
was “Threats on the Horizon: Emerging Plant Pathogens in the 21st Century.” Many distinguished speakers were in-
vited from around the U.S. to share their research. The symposium was successful with about 65 people in attendance. 

The symposium featured a wide variety of topics focused on the central theme of emerging plant pathogens. The 
morning sessions were focused on quarantine and prevention of introduction and movement of foreign pathogens 
from both a national and state perspective with presentations from Dr. Russ Bulluck of the United States Depart-
ment of Agriculture Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service and Teresa McDill and Dr. Kathryn Kromroy of the 
Minnesota Department of Agriculture. After a coffee break, Dr. Jaqueline Fletcher discussed hallmarks and potential 
criminal aspects associated with initial foreign pathogen introduction. After lunch, the symposium switched gears 
to focus on more fundamental scientific research on several emerging plant pathogens with presentations from Dr. 
Ned Tisserat and Dr. Jennifer Juzwik on various emerging tree diseases of national importance. The symposium con-
cluded with a presentation from Dr. Timothy Gottwald about modeling risk for introduction and spread of damaging 
exotic arboreal pathogens.

Graduate Student Symposium 2013
by Laura Felice 

Presenter and attendees of the 2013 plant pathology symposium, “Threats on the 
Horizon: Emerging Plant Pathogens in the 21st Century”, pictured in front of the 
Cargill building on the St. Paul Campus. From left: Dr. Kathryn Kromroy, Dr, 
Timothy Gottwald, Dr. Ned Tisserat, Dr. Jaqueline Fletcher, Dr. Jennifer Juzwik, 
Sara Bratsch, Michelle Grabowski, Matthew Haas, Laura Felice, and Kyle Haralson. 
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SPORTS
40th Annual E.C. 

Stakman Softball Game
Students Best Faculty/Staff Team in 2014 

Stakman Softball Game. 

The 2014 annual Stakman softball game was held on a 
gorgeous autumn day (September 14) on the St. Paul 
campus diamond. This year the student roster included 
several new power hitters who helped best the facul-
ty/staff side by a score of 11 to 7.  The students broke 
the game wide open with 7 runs in the third inning.  
The victory by the students ended a two-year winning 
streak by the faculty/staff team. After the game, every-
one enjoyed a catered dinner in the atrium and patio of 
Borlaug Hall.

Laura Felice Awarded Doctoral Dissertation 
Fellowship

Congratulations to Plant Pathology 
graduate student Laura Felice, who 
has been awarded one of the presti-
gious UMN Doctoral Dissertation 
Fellowships for 2014-15.  The fellow-
ship allows Ph.D. candidates to focus 
their efforts on research and disserta-

tion writing by providing a nine-month stipend plus 
tuition. The award also includes funds for the Ph.D. 
candidate to present their research at a national or in-
ternational conference. 

Amy Neeser started working as the Plant Pathology 
Librarian in January 2014 and is also the liaison to 
the Departments of Plant Biology, and Agronomy & 
Plant Genetics. She also coordinates the University of 
Minnesota Libraries’ efforts in research services (data 
management, research impact, open access publish-
ing, grant funding) for the areas of biological, environ-
mental, and agricultural sciences. Amy is interested in 
new technologies such as novel ways of using gaming 
devices and data visualization, and she is involved in 
the Libraries’ Digital Arts Sciences and Humanities 
(DASH) initiative. 

Amy pre-
v i o u s l y 
w o r k e d 
in Walter 
Library in 
engineer-
ing and 
p h y s i c a l 
s c iences . 
She is 
originally 
from Saint 
Paul, Min-
nesota but 
has spent 
s i g n i f i c a nt 
time living abroad in Germany. She did her undergrad-
uate work at the University of Minnesota in German 
Studies, Global Studies, Cultural Studies, and Cinema 
& Media Studies. Amy got her Masters of Library and 
Information Science from the University of Wisconsin 
- Milwaukee’s School of Information Studies, focusing 
on metadata and information architecture. 

In her free time, Amy enjoys volunteering at the Trylon 
Microcinema, traveling, gaming, mini golfing, cooking 
and practicing yoga. Stop by her office in Magrath 85 if 
you’d like to talk about plants, scholarly research, film, 
gaming, or anything else on your mind!

Plant Pathology 
Library News

Continued from page 48

Plant Pathology Graduate 
Student Awardees
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ENDOWMENTS

PLANT PATHOLOGY ENDOWMENT FUNDS
YOU BENEFITED – PASS IT ON

“The true meaning of life is to plant trees, under whose shade you do not expect to sit.” Nelson Henderson

Privately contributed tax-deductible gifts play a central role in all institutions of higher learning. Support for 
higher education, on a per capita basis, has dropped for 30 years. Yet more is expected of these institutions than 
ever before. The cutbacks in public support can be seen in the fact that in the 1990’s the University of Minnesota 
received 33% of its revenue from the State of Minnesota. Now, the State of Minnesota contributes less than 19%. 
Other land grant institutions have experienced even lower state support. Only University of Minnesota endow-
ments have enabled continued pursuit of excellence and expanded opportunities for students. They are the best 
hedges against the vagaries of uncertain state funding.

How do endowments help? – Contributions to endowments for student scholarships, fellowships, library sup-
port etc. are invested, and only the interest from the funds are used to support, in perpetuity, the objective(s) of 
endowment(s). Normally about 5% per year of the value of an endowment is available for the intended purpose. 
If endowment investments exceed 5% growth, extra income is added to the original sum invested to “grow the 
endowment” and offer opportunities in perpetuity.

BENEFITS TO CONTRIBUTORS
Tax Breaks - More and more alumni, friends, and corporations are interested in making a difference and passing 
on educational opportunities to future generations by donating to Plant Pathology Endowments while receiving 
tax breaks for their donations.

Direct Cash Contributions - Direct cash donations are 100% tax deductible and can be made by choosing a 
fund(s) in the accompanying table below (or creating your own new one!) and sending a contribution by mail or 
courier service to: CFANS—Department of Plant Pathology, University of Minnesota Development Office, 235 
Skok Hall, 2003 Upper Buford Circle, St. Paul, MN 55108

Giving online is easy. Go to the department website at: http://plpa.cfans.umn.edu/. At the left side of the screen, 
click on “Donors”.  From there, you can click on “Funds” to view the various funds/endowments (and their num-
bers) available for giving in the Department. To contribute, click on “Contribute.” From this screen, you will be 
able to easily complete the information needed for giving through the University of Minnesota Foundation or be 
able reach one of the helpful Development officers in CFANS.  If you have any questions related to giving, please 
contact Cynthia Cashman toll-free at: 1-800-775-2187 or 612-624-7489. Cynthia also can be reached by e-mail: 
cashman@umn.edu.  

http://plpa.cfans.umn.edu
mailto:cashman@umn.edu
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Retirement Income and Estate Planning - Planned donations of stocks, bonds, property and real and deferred 
contributions of assets that can enhance your retirement income and/or facilitate financial and estate planning 
are also ways to support Plant Pathology Endowments. You can advance your own personal and financial
goals and even receive income from your gifts during your lifetime, while contributing to Plant Pathology 
Endowments. To learn more about donation methods and potential retirement income streams, please contact 
Cynthia Cashman toll-free at: 1-800-775-2187 or 612-624-7489 or e-mail: cashman@umn.edu.  
 
Endowment donors ensure a sustainable basis for passing on opportunities for future generations of plant pa-
thologists and agricultural scientists. We welcome suggestions, guidance, and assistance of alumni and friends 
and encourage everyone to visit us whenever possible.

“An investment in knowledge pays the best interest.” - Benjamin Franklin

The Borlaug 100 Campaign
Fully Funding the Norman E. Borlaug Fellowship for International Agriculture

Back on March 25 of this year, we celebrated the 100th anniversary of the birth of Norman Ernest Borlaug, De-
partment of Plant Pathology alumnus, Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, and one of the greatest humanitarians who 
ever lived. There were many celebrations marking this important date in history across the world, a few of which 
are highlighted on pages 32-33 of this edition of the Aurora Sporealis. 

The Department and the University are so very proud to have produced a scientist like Borlaug.  To establish 
a proper legacy to this great man, a number of initiatives are being advanced under the umbrella of the new 
Stakman-Borlaug Center (see lead story). But did you know that Borlaug’s graduate education may never have 
happened if it weren’t for the timely intervention of E. C. Stakman?  One of Borlaug’s first encounters with E. 
C. Stakman was when he attended a Sigma Xi lecture given by the pre-eminent plant pathologist in late 1937.  
Borlaug sat spell-bound as Professor Stakman delivered a dynamic lecture about the cereal rusts.  Upon arriving 
home, he told his wife Margaret that Professor Stakman “lit up the skies that night” with his lecture.  

Borlaug was set to graduate with his B.S. degree in forestry in December of that year and had received the good 
news of a forestry position in Idaho. It was in the west where he and his new bride Margaret would start their life 
together.  But then, as is the case now, budget cuts hit the Forest Service and Borlaug’s position was rescinded. 

Desperate for a job and money to support his new bride, Borlaug had no idea what to do. Margaret suggested he 
speak with that professor who gave the inspirational lecture.  He followed through on Margaret’s advice and told 
Professor Stakman that he would like to pursue graduate studies “for awhile” until news of the forestry position 
being reinstated would come. Stakman admonished Borlaug about not conducting research “in dribs and drabs” 
and to be focused on graduate studies.  In the end, Stakman gave Borlaug a chance and offered him an assistant-
ship, which kept the newly wedded couple from descending into dire poverty—this being the depth of the Great 
Depression. The graduate assistantship provided by Stakman to Borlaug at this critical juncture saved a family, 
a career, and one might even say a significant part of humanity given the impact of Borlaug’s Green Revolution 
wheats in averting mass starvation of people in South Asia.

It was Borlaug’s research and humanitarian efforts that drove me to pursue an advanced degree in Plant Pathol-
ogy.  I am so honored now to be back in the Department of Plant Pathology as a Professor and the Lieberman-
Okinow Chair. I never thought I would have the chance to really rub elbows with this great man other than a 

mailto:cashman@umn.edu
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perfunctory greeting and handshake when he came to deliver an occasional lecture.  However, the “shifty 
enemy” (stem rust) raised its ugly head again in 1999 in the form of a new highly virulent race called TTKSK 
(or isolate “Ug99”). Race TTKSK is highly virulent on the Green Revolution wheats Borlaug bred years ago. 
Knowing the threat that race TTKSK posed to a large share of the world’s wheats, Borlaug sprung into action 
to warn the scientific community of this imminent new threat.  A group of U.S. scientists was assembled in St. 
Paul to plan the strategy for combatting this new rust race, and I was privileged to be among them and work 
with Borlaug.

Borlaug loved the Department and University and visited the campus often. After interacting with him at 
the stem rust strategy meeting, I began to think about how we could further honor his great legacy at the 
University, aside from the namesake building and lecture series. In 2004, I thought of establishing a graduate 
fellowship in Borlaug’s name at his beloved alma mater. This seemed fitting since the funds would support 
young scientists who would be actively engaged in research to help alleviate hunger. Moreover, it was by this 
type of support mechanism that Stakman was able to provide funding to a young Borlaug, enabling him to 
pursue his graduate degrees and continue what became an illustrious and productive career. 

I spoke with Dr. Borlaug about my idea.  He was delighted at the plan and gave his wholehearted support 
for it.  Thus, the Norman E. Borlaug Fellowship for International Agriculture was officially launched in the 
Department in late 2006 with a modest donation from my wife (Winnie) and me.  A generous donation by 
alumnus Markus Andres (Ph.D. ’83) and his wife Hedi put the endowment for this Fellowship over a critical 
funding threshold, making it eligible for matching dollars through the 21st Century Fund from the Gradu-
ate School of the University of Minnesota. The 21st Century Fund matches on a dollar-for-dollar basis the 
payout of the Borlaug Fellowship Endowment, essentially doubling the “buying power” of a donation.

As 2014 is the 100th anniversary year of Borlaug’s birth, we would like to honor his great legacy by fully 
funding the Borlaug Fellowship Endowment.  Our goal is to raise $1 million for this Endowment, which will 
provide, in perpetuity, the financial support for the best and brightest graduate students, one female and one 
male, to continue the great works done by Dr. Borlaug.  I sincerely hope you will consider donating to this 
most worthy cause in 2014.

Respectively, Brian Steffenson (B.S. ’80, M.S. ’83)

Norman E. Borlaug with the Nobel Peace Prize medal 
and proclamation, December 1970.

Always proud of his alma mater, Borlaug (in maroon and 
gold, far right) with scientists observing a severe outbreak 

of stem rust on wheat in the Kenyan highlands.  
This picture was taken at Mau Narok, Kenya in 2005 

when Borlaug was 93 years old. (photo credit: Peter Njau).



54

YOUR DONATIONS MAKE A DIFFERENCE ! !
Donations to the Department of Plant Pathology are used to support graduate students and plant pathology research. Your 
donations go into the endowment trust fund of your choice. Depending on the fund, interest earned supports scholarships,  
fellowships, library acquisitions, enables students to travel to professional meetings, pays graduate student tuition, or supports 
an endowed professorship.

Several giving opportunities are available within the Department of Plant Pathology 
(http://plpa.cfans.umn.edu/Donors/Funds/index.htm). Please take a moment to look through the list of possibilities listed  
below; if you see a fund to which you would like to donate, make note of its name and fund number for use at the  
Foundation Giving site (http://www.giving.umn.edu) where you can select a fund in the “Designate to specific program or 
area” menu box.

Contributions made through the University of Minnesota Foundation are tax deductible and gifts may be made as a  
multi-year pledge or on an annual basis. Be sure to specify a fund and mention the Department of Plant Pathology when  
making a contribution. This ensures that your gift is properly received.

Our students and department members would like to thank previous donors for making it possible for students to conduct 
their research, travel to meetings to present their research, and support other scholarly activities reported in this issue of the  
Aurora Sporealis.

FUND NAME USE
1989 Plant Pathology Service Fund College Program Support
2224 Plant Disease Diagnostics Research
3601 Clyde M. & Katherine B. Christensen Fund College Program Support
3928 Plant Pathology Flower Fund College Program Support
5962 Lockhart Research Support Research
5963 Malvick Research Support Research
7610 Blanchette Research Support Research
7949 Steffenson Research Support Fund Research
1399 Stakman Annual Softball Fund College Program Support
1445 Norman E. Borlaug Fellowship for International Agriculture Fellowships - Merit
1784 M.F. Kernkamp Endowment Fund Fellowships - Merit
1990 Fred I. Frosheiser Endowment Fund Fellowships - Undesignated
2055 J.J. Christensen Memorial Fund College Program Support
2425 PUF-Lieberman-Okinow Disease Resistance Chairs, Prof & Lectureship
2532 Elwin L. Stewart Graduate Student Travel Fund Student Support
3098 Harold H. & Iva Flor Endowment Fund Fellowships - Merit
4150 Carl & Johanna Eide Endowment Fellowships - Undesignated
4857 John Dueck Plant Pathology Fellowship Fellowships - Merit
5646 E.C. Stakman Plant Pathology Graduate Student Fellowship Fellowships - Undesignated
1847 Plant Pathology Library Fund College Program Support
2059 Matt Moore Memorial in Plant Pathology College Program Support
5210 Urban Tree Health Fund Faculty Support
9023 Vaala-Henry Endowment Fund Fellowships - Merit

HOW TO CONTRIBUTE
•	 Online through the University of Minnesota Foundation: 

http://www.giving.umn.edu/
•	 CFANS Development Staff: http://z.umn.edu/rx8 
•	 Call toll-free: 1-800-775-2187
•	 Contact: Cynthia Cashman, email: cashman@umn.edu
•	 Mail donations to:

CFANS—Department of Plant Pathology
University of Minnesota Development Office
235 Skok Hall
2003 Upper Buford Circle
St. Paul, MN 55108

http://plpa.cfans.umn.edu/Donors/Funds/index.htm
http://www.giving.umn.edu
http://www.giving.umn.edu
http://z.umn.edu/rx8
mailto:cashman@umn.edu
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