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science matters | micropropagation’s powerful impact

eve all been there, lusting after the latest

must-have plant on the cover of the gardening

catalog. But quantities are limited, weather or
disease have wiped out a bunch and the first few callers
got the only ones. And from experience, we know it'll
be a few years before we can find a reliable supply.

I know that sinking feeling—not only as a gardener
but also as a plant commercializer. Nothing stings worse
than a missed opportunity. That's why commercial
horticulture has increasingly turned to micropropaga-
tion—or the rapid multiplication of plants using mod-
ern tissue culture methods.

Even though the process has been around since the
mid-1900s, it went mainstream about 10 or 15 years
ago. This means of accelerated plant propagation has
not only helped meet the ever-increasing consumer de-
mand for larger supplies of new varieties, but has sig-
nificantly shortened the length of time it takes for the

Above: Black Adder™ is a deep burgundy/black col-

ored phormium. It is easy to grow but difficult to repro-
duce—except by micropropagation. Right: Technicians at
FitzGerald Nurseries create disease-free plants through

tissue culture in a sterile environment.
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next breeding breakthrough to come to market. Micro-
propagation has also contributed greatly to the growing
globalized exchange of plants by reducing the risk of
disease and cutting transportation costs.

In my experience, micropropagation has been
used for a couple of different reasons. One is to pro-
vide enough new plants from a stock plant (produced
through traditional breeding) that doesnt produce
seeds or isn't easily reproduced through divisions or
cuttings. Case in point: Phormium Black Adder™, one of
our 2010 introductions.

“It would be impossible through normal splitting
and dividing to multiply it to more than a few thousand
plants,” says its breeder, Pat FitzGerald of FitzGerald
Nurseries in Kilkenny, Ireland. “Doing it in the lab last
year we produced 150,000

Even if a plant does respond well to vegetative re-
production, it may need a boost to meet consumer de-
mand. This is the case with Carex Everest™, a popular
Tesselaar plant also bred by FitzGerald. “Tissue culture
simply allows us to make a few thousand mother plants,”
he explains, “and then the natural process of division is
carried out”

But it’s not just about quantity. It’s also about qual-
ity. With chlorine-based treatments in a very small,
controlled, sterile environment, micropropagators like
FitzGerald can eliminate bacterial or fungal disease in
one small piece of motherstock. Another process, which
involves several rounds of testing, ensures the piece is
free of viral infection. Micropropagators can then confi-
dently use that completely clean piece to generate many
more disease-free plants.

ALL IMAGES COURTESY OF ANTHONY TESSELAAR USA, INC.; LEFT: PAT FITZZGERALD
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What's more, micropropagated
plants are grown and transported in
a sterile agar solution devoid of soil-
borne pathogens involved in tradition-
al vegetative propagation. So micro-
propagation also reduces some of the
quarantine risks of moving new vari-
eties around the world. Says FitzGer-
ald: “USDA authorities are much more
confident in letting new cultivars into
the country when they know they’ve
been grown in micropropagation””

This also reduces transportation
costs, since we can ship thousands
of plants in a single box without wa-
ter or ventilation, whereas live plants
are bulky and perishable. “Otherwise,
it would be too expensive to bring
many new varieties to the world,” says
FitzGerald. “And if we're going to en-
courage people to plant more and
more plants, which are undoubtedly
good for the environment, this ensures
the great work of breeders is brought
to everyone cost effectively”

Micropropagation is not without
disadvantages, such as the overwhelm-
ing start-up costs of a micropropaga-
tion lab, but it’s now becoming the rule,
not the exception. And that can only
lead to even better supplies, healthier
plants and more plant varieties for gar-
deners to enjoy.

Does this mean you shouldn't still
try to be the first caller on that excit-
ing new tree peony from China? Well,
maybe not yet. Besides, isn't the thrill
of the hunt half of the fun?

ANTHONY TESSELAAR is a world renowned
plantsman and founder of Tesselaar Plants. In
1992, the Australia-based plant commercializer
introduced Flower Carpet®, the world’s first
“environmental shrub rose” series. Like Flower
Carpet, virtually all of the plants in its portfo-
lio since then have also been environmentally
friendly, requiring little water or chemicals to
thrive. Tesselaar plants can be found in both
“big box” mass merchandise retail outlets as
well as independent garden centers.
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RUBBER
POND
LINERS

or EPDM

20 to 30 year
warranties

Our premium rubber pond liners are safe
forall aquatic life, conform well to curves,
remain flexible in the coldest weather,
and withstand long-term sun exposure.
We fabricate sheets of almost any size
and shape from fish-grade Butyl rubber,
the choice of leading water-gardening
experts. We also offer fish-grade EPDM
rubber in a wide range of roll and cut
sizes at surprisingly affordable prices.
Other professional-quality pond products
include energy-efficient pumps, reliable
filters, and underliner fabrics.

RESOURCE CONSERVATION

TECHNOLOGY, INC.
2633 N. Calvert St. Baltimore, MD 21218
800-477-7724 www.pondtechnology.com

21" TALL

THE PERMANENT
METAL GARDEN LABEL

A - Hairpin Style Labels

100 For $39.75
100 For $19.45
100 For $32.75
100 For $30.45
100 For $36.75
100 For $44.50
100 For $37.75
100 For $30.25
100 For $19.15

B - Plant or Shrub Labels
C - Cap Style Labels

D - Swinging Style Labels
E - Rose Labels

F - Tall Display Labels

G - Tall Single Staff Labels
H - Flag Style Labels

J - Small Plant Labels

K - Tie-On Labels 100 For $28.45
M - Miniature Labels 100 For $29.50

Made in U.S.A. with 100% American made products.
Prices Include Shipping and Handling

INTRODUCTORY OFFER:
You receive one of each: A, B, C, D, E, H,
J, K and crayon for only *5.25

PAW PAW EVERLAST

LABEL COMPANY
P.O. Box 93-HP
Paw Paw, Michigan 49079-0093
www.EverlastLabel.com

Michigan residents add 6% sales tax.
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SANTAYROSA

GARDENS

With the best perennials,
grasses and succulents

delivered right to you.



