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What to Do If You Suspect Herbicide 
Drift 
 
Each year, the Illinois Department of 
Agriculture (IDOA) receives approxi-
mately 120 pesticide misuse com-
plaints, of which 60% are pesticide drift 
complaints.  Neighborly discussions be-
fore pesticides are applied are im-
portant so applicators understand if 
sensitive plants are growing near the 
application site.  In the unfortunate 
case that drift has occurred, it’s a good 
idea to know the basics of the com-
plaint process and what resources are 
available to you. 
 
Before doing anything, both parties 
should make an effort to discuss the 
suspected drift incident and rule out 
other possible causes of the damage.  In 
cases where the cause of the damage 
remains unclear or where the parties 
will not work together, a formal com-
plaint may be necessary. 
 
The IDOA and University of Illinois Ex-
tension have important but different 
roles in assisting citizens of Illinois in 
dealing with pesticides. These roles are 
based on the IDOA’s responsibilities to 
administer and enforce the laws related 
to the use of pesticides and University of 
Illinois Extension’s responsibilities to 
educate and solve problems. 
 
You may send affected plant samples to 
the University of Illinois Plant Clinic. For 

information on how to do so, go to 
http://web.extension.illinois.edu/plantc
linic/. Be sure to include as much rele-
vant information as possible. Keep in 
mind that the Plant Clinic does not per-
form pesticide residue tests, and with-
out such tests, the cause of a symptom 
cannot be attributed to pesticide drift 
with 100% certainty. However, it is pos-
sible for Clinic staff and specialists to 
rule out other possible causes and estab-
lish whether the likely cause is drift. 
 
The IDOA has three roles that impact its 
handling of pesticide-drift complaints. 
These roles are (1) education and licens-
ing of applicators and operators via the 
Pesticide Safety Education Program, (2) 
investigation of complaints, and (3) en-
forcement of pesticide laws. The roles of 
IDOA are determined by laws and stat-
utes passed by the Illinois legislature or 
the federal government. 
 
If you choose to file a complaint with 
IDOA, time is of the essence. The pesti-
cide drift complaint process is started by 
filling out a complaint form which can be 
found at: 
https://www.agr.state.il.us/pdf/pesticid
emisusecomplaintform.pdf or by calling 
IDOA’s Bureau of Environmental Pro-
grams at 1-800-641-3934 (voice and 
TDD) or 217-785-2427.  Additional in-
formation on pesticide uses and misuses 
can be found on the agency’s website at: 
https://www.agr.state.il.us/pesticides-
uses-misuses. 
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Complaint forms must be received by 
IDOA within 30 days of the incident or 
within 30 days of when the damage was 
first noticed. Complaints filed after that 
will be kept on record, but no adminis-
trative action can be taken. 
 
The complaint process 
 
Once a complaint is filed with the de-
partment, a field inspector is assigned 
the case. In most cases, the inspector 
will interview the complainant and in-
spect the site. Various types of samples, 
such as plants, water, or soil, may be col-
lected for analysis at an approved  
laboratory. 
 
The inspector may also interview appli-
cators in the area, examine pesticide 
records and collect weather data in an 
attempt to determine the nature and 
cause of the damage. The field investiga-
tor will then submit a report to the De-
partment for review. 
 
Both parties will receive written notifi-
cation if the Department finds a viola-
tion and takes an enforcement action. 
Penalties range from advisory or warn-
ing letters to monetary penalties of $750 
to $10,000, depending on the type and 
severity of the violation. Penalties are 
determined through a point system de-
fined in the Illinois Pesticide Act. 
 
Even if a violation of the Illinois Pesti-
cide Act cannot be substantiated, both 
the complainant and the alleged viola-
tor will be notified in writing of the 
complaint’s status. Remember, the De-
partment’s role in pesticide misuse in-
cidents is limited to determining 
whether a violation has occurred. IDOA 
cannot help complainants recover  
damages. 

Certainly, it is easiest and best to pre-
vent herbicide drift from occurring.  
Drift can be extremely expensive and 
often results in poor neighbor relations. 
 
Additional information for use when 
handling potential drift injury 
 
A useful resource that includes infor-
mation and helpful tips on preventing 
and dealing with the off-target move-
ment of herbicide applications is an 
online module titled, “Herbicide Toler-
ant Crop Stewardship”.   Especially use-
ful would be chapter 5, “Avoid-
ing/Handling Injury.”  While it was 
created with producers in mind, it 
would also be beneficial to homeowners, 
gardeners, and anyone who grows 
plants and it’s free.  It can be found at:  
http://web.extension.illinois.edu/psep/
articulate/htcs/. (Aaron Hager and 
Michelle Wiesbrook) 
 
 
Yellow Nutsedge Prevalent 
 
The wet spring and following heat wave 
must have been just the right conditions 
to favor sedge growth this year.  I have 
had a few calls concerning mystery 
weeds in lawns that turned out to be 
sedges.  Illinois is home to many sedge 
species and several are featured at 
www.illinoiswildflowers.info/.  Simply 
search for “sedge” at that site.  Although 
the sedge (Cyperaceae) family contains 
many, many members, the most com-
monly found weedy sedge in Illinois 
lawns and landscapes is yellow nutsedge 
(Cyperus esculentus), also known as yel-
low nutgrass.   
 
Life cycle and appearance. Individual yel-
low nutsedge plants have upright, grass-
like leaves that emerge from a fibrous 
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root system, and scaly, white or light-
colored rhizomes. The base of the plant is 
distinctly triangular in shape – “sedges 
have edges”. Grasses have round or oval 
shaped stems. A warm-season perennial, 
one yellow nutsedge plant may produce 
hundreds or even several thousand tu-
bers in a season. The tubers develop rap-
idly six to eight weeks after the plants 
emerge, usually during late July and Au-
gust, and can persist for many years in 
the soil. Forming at the ends of rhizomes 
(not in chains as occurs in other sedges 
such as purple nutsedge), the nutlets can 
reach up to 4/5 inch in length. Most tu-
bers can be found in the top 6 inches of 
the soil and a chilling period is required 
to break dormancy. New plants emerge 
from tubers from late May to mid-July. 
Leaves emerge from the plant's base, are 
three-ranked, grasslike, and light yellow-
green, 1/8 to 1/2 inch wide, up to three 
feet long, and have parallel veins with a 
prominent fold in the middle. The upper 
surface of the leaf is shiny or waxy, and 
the lower surface is dull. Nutsedge leaves 
grow rapidly during summer; they often 
grow above the canopy of cool-season 
turf. Nutsedge inflorescences (flowers) 
are flat topped and multiple branched 
with long, leaflike bracts beneath. The 
inflorescences resemble burrs and occur 
at the end of a stout, triangular (in cross-
section), yellow-green stem. Each branch 
of the inflorescence is composed of mul-
tiple yellow-to-golden brown spikelets, 
each up to 1-1/4 inches long. The inflo-
rescences appear July to September dur-
ing 12-to-14-hour days.  
 
Ecology. Yellow nutsedge is often an in-
dicator of poor drainage. It grows on all 
soil types, especially wet or moist sites 
or sites receiving heavy irrigation. It 
usually appears on soils with a pH of 5 
to 7. Yellow nutsedge does not tolerate 

shade and will tolerate dry sites once it 
is established.  
 
Control. Due to the tubers' reproductive 
capacity, controlling yellow nutsedge is 
very difficult after the tubers have 
formed. To control without chemicals, 
maintain turf density and health through 
proper culture; mechanically remove or 
pull nutsedge plants soon after germina-
tion, and increase drainage in moist or 
wet areas. Keep in mind that tillage will 
spread this plant. Mow low (to less than 
one inch on turf species tolerant of that 
practice) and frequently to reduce 
growth from the plant base. Purchase 
nutsedge-free sod and soil. Fertilize turf 
in autumn after nutsedge growth has 
slowed. Chemical controls for yellow 
nutsedge include fumigation and herbi-
cides. Several postemergence herbicides 
can be used, but total control can be diffi-
cult and such products may require mul-
tiple applications.  Keep in mind that nut-
lets can sit dormant for many years 
before sending up new shoots so a care-
ful eye on the site will be needed for sev-
eral years following control.  Basagran 
T/O (bentazon) and Dismiss (sulfentra-
zone) are contact herbicides and good 
coverage of application is essential. Sys-
temic options include but may not be lim-
ited to SedgeHammer (halosulfuron), 
Certainty (sulfosulfuron), Celero 
(imazosulfuron), and Tenacity (mesotri-
one).  Labels for these products provide 
information about adjuvants and addi-
tional recommendations for controlling 
this pesky plant. Turf managers have re-
ported that applications of Roundup 
(glyphosate) have resulted in poor yel-
low nutsedge control. Be sure to read and 
follow herbicide labels very carefully. 
(Michelle Wiesbrook, adapted from an 
HYG article by Bruce Spangenberg, Tom 
Voigt, and Bruce Branham) 



Spruce Tip Dieback 
 
The University of Illinois Plant Clinic has 
received a number of samples, emails, 
and calls about tip dieback on spruce 
this spring. This is not a common prob-
lem on spruce in Illinois, so I was excited 
to receive our first few samples to see 
what we could find on them.  
 
After incubation, we were able to identi-
fy the fungal pathogen Sirococcus on 
some of the samples. According to the 
Plant Clinic Director Dr. Suzanne Bis-
sonnette, this was a very common dis-
ease several decades ago but prevalence 
has been decreasing for quite some time. 
The most recent records of Sirococcus at 
the Plant Clinic are from 2014, when 
two samples were confirmed with the 
disease.  
 
Sirococcus causes a shoot blight on vari-
ous conifers, including pine, spruce, fir, 
and hemlock. Development of the disease 
is favored by cool, humid conditions. The 
pathogen infects succulent tissue, usually 
seedlings, young shoots, and current or 
last year’s twigs. The needles begin to 
droop as small cankers form on the 
shoots, leading to a browning and with-
ering of the shoot tip. The pathogen 
forms fruiting structures on twigs, but 
these may be difficult to see and may be 
confused with other harmless fungal 
structures. Microscopic examination is 
required to confirm the disease.  
 
Management for Sirococcus blight con-
sists of fungicide applications (contain-
ing azoxystrobin, chlorothalonil, or chlo-
rothalonil + thiophanate-methyl active 
ingredients) in spring. Fungicides 
should be applied as soon as bud caps 
fall off the needles, and again when nee-
dles are fully elongated. These fungi-

cides may not be available without an 
applicator’s license. Mulching the base of 
the tree, fertilizing in spring before new 
growth expands, watering during peri-
ods of dryness during the growing sea-
son, and pruning out dead branches dur-
ing dry weather is also recommended to 
reduce stress on conifers.  
 
After incubation and examination, no 
pathogens or insects were found on 
some of the samples. We suspect that 
environmental stress may be playing a 
role as well. We’ve had several years of 
stressful conditions that are still affect-
ing the overall health of many of our 
trees. We recommend following the 
steps listed above to reduce stress and 
keep trees healthy. (Diane Plewa) 
 
 
Dutch Elm Disease 
 
Dutch elm disease (DED) is a destructive 
wilt disease caused two closely related 
fungi, Ophiostoma ulmi and Ophiostoma 
novo-ulmi. Since its introduction to the 
United States in the 1930s (Illinois 
1950s) DED has killed millions of native 
elm trees. American elm (Ulmus Ameri-
cana) and red elm (Ulmus rubra) are 
very susceptible. Asiatic elms, Lacebark 
elm (Ulmus parvifolia) and Siberian elm 
(Ulmus pumila), are the most resistant 
species.  
 
DED is still common in Illinois and the 
University of Illinois Plant Clinic confirms 
numerous cases on an annual basis. Most 
new DED infections are first observed 
during June. Infections often begin in the 
upper crown, with symptoms first ap-
pearing at the end of a branch (called 
“flagging”). Leaves on an infected branch 
wilt, turn a dull green to yellow, and then 
brown before dropping prematurely. The 



infection rapidly progresses through the 
tree. Once in the tree’s vascular system, 
the fungus produces toxins that induce 
the tree to form gums and tyloses that 
plug the water-conducting cells, greatly 
restricting the flow of water from roots 
to the foliage. Elms infected during early 
summer usually die in one year, small 
trees within a few weeks, and larger elms 
may die slowly, sometimes over two or 
more years.   
 
Several other diseases and abiotic dis-
orders cause wilting symptoms similar 
to DED. Positive identification of DED 
requires culturing and identification of 
the causal fungus. Plant diagnostic labs 
culture live wood taken from sympto-
matic branches showing vascular streak-
ing. The ideal branch size is thumb 
thickness and 6 to 8 inches long.  
 
Dutch elm disease spreads by root grafts 
or bark beetles (native and introduced). 
The beetles feed, lay eggs, hatch from 
eggs, and create a series of tunnels or 
galleries in the wood. The adult beetles 
eventually emerge from diseased trees 
and carry the sticky spores of the DED 
fungus to healthy elm trees. 
 
Management 
 
Sanitation effectively slows the spread 
of DED by removing sources of beetle 
habitat. Many municipalities have strict 
ordinances requiring prompt removal 
and destruction of DED-infected elms. 
Dispose of diseased wood by burning, 
burying, chipping or debarking cut elm 
wood.  
 
For some trees, the DED fungus can be 
eradicated by pruning out the diseased 
limb or limbs. Pruning is most likely to 
work if a new upper-crown DED infec-

tion is detected early, and when less 
than 5% of the crown is affected. Prun-
ing is an aggressive procedure, often re-
quiring branches to be cut several feet 
below detectable vascular discoloration. 
Be sure to disinfect pruning tools be-
tween cuts. 
 
Large elms growing within 25 to 50 feet 
of each other are likely to have root 
grafts. Root grafts should be mechanical-
ly severed (36 – 40 inches below 
ground) before the disease tree(s) is 
removed.  
 
Injections of systemic fungicides con-
taining propiconzaole or thiabendazole 
have been shown to prevent new infec-
tions and stop the fungal colonization of 
uninfected parts of the tree. These fun-
gicides are rather costly and provide no 
guarantees. Injections should be made 
by trained arborists and technicians.  
 
A good selection of DED-resistant or tol-
erant varieties and hybrids are available 
to choose from. Many selections also of-
fer insect resistance and desirable vase-
shaped form upon maturity. The Morton 
Arboretum has a list of Elm cultivars and 
their descriptions at the following web 
address: 
http://www.mortonarb.org/trees-
plants/tree-plant-descriptions/elm-
cultivars 
 
Additional information on DED can be 
found within RPD No. 647 
http://ipm.illinois.edu/diseases/rpds/6
47.pdf (Travis Cleveland) 
 
 
Potato Leafhopper 
 
Potato leafhoppers attack oak, maple, 
red mulberry, red bud, cottonwood, 
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birch, apple, dogwood, hawthorn, wafer 
ash, euonymus, black locust, and cherry. 
 
Red maple is most severely damaged. 
The expanding leaves at branch tips are 
curled and stunted, and they are mottled 
with light green, red, and brown. Leaf 
edges and entire leaves may turn brown 
or black. Stem growth is greatly re-
duced. Annual growth can be reduced 
from a couple of feet to a couple of inch-
es. Thus, this can be a serious nursery 
pest. 
 
Overall, the damage looks similar to 2,4-
D injury. Damage is heaviest at the top of 
the tree. On other host species, leaves 
may be misshapen, have brown areas, 
show early fall color, or have stippling 
(light dots). 
 
Damage to winged euonymus (burning 
bush) appears as reddish areas on 
leaves in the summer well before it 
would occur as fall color. 
 
Potato leafhopper adults are wedge-
shaped, green, and about 1/8 inch long. 
They fly readily from foliage when ap-
proached and are very migratory, 

making it difficult to find the insects on 
damaged foliage. They are strongly at-
tracted to lights at night and are small 
enough to go through the mesh of win-
dow screening. You'll probably recog-
nize these pests as the little green bugs 
that fly around the newspaper or book 
you are trying to read during summer 
evenings indoors. 
 
As nymphs, potato leafhoppers are simi-
lar in appearance to adults but are 
smaller and cannot fly. Even so, nymphs 
are quite active and will walk sideways 
to the other side of the leaf when it is 
inspected, making them difficult to see. 
Frequently, the only insect parts that 
can be found are the transparent, cast 
skins left behind by the molted nymphs. 
 
Treatment at this time is effective in 
preventing additional damage through 
the growing season. Acetamiprid (TriS-
tar), carbaryl (Sevin), clothianidin (Are-
na), thiamethoxam (Meridian), and la-
beled pyrethroids are effective. 
Retreatment every two weeks (carbaryl) 
or month (pyrethroids) may be needed 
as long as new leaves are being pro-
duced. (Phil Nixon) 


