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Diagnosing Landscape 
Problems

Adrian Hunsberger
Urban Horticulture Agent
UF/Miami-Dade Extension

Identifying the problem

� insect

� disease
� nutritional

� abiotic

� other causes?
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Brown spots in the lawn

� Winter dormancy?
� Irrigation system problems?
� Disease?
� Chinch bugs?
� Fertilizer burn?
� Dog urine?
� Herbicide damage?
� Vehicle damage?

� Compaction?
� High heat?
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Improper mulching

Planting too deeply
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Lawn mower damage to roots
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Other causes of tree 
decline/death

� Flooding (damage can 
be delayed)

� Storm damage
� Herbicide misuse
� Soil compaction 

during construction
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Rarely cause plant (other than 
palms) decline or death:

� Diseases

� Insects
� Nematodes

� Nutritional 
deficiencies

Be cautious planting under trees

Staking twine 
not removed
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Nail holes String trimmer damage
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Damaged trunk -
stem canker



	

Hat racking
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Improper
pruning






Over pruning
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Dollar weed indicates over watering
or a wet site with poor drainage
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Wilting
� soil too dry
� soil too wet, poor drainage
� stem rot
� root rot 
� plant needs more water than what is 

available (recovers in the evening)
� insect damage
� other causes

Other “Problems”

Leaf Damage � Insects
� Grasshoppers
� Caterpillars
� Beetles

� Snails/slugs

� Old disease damage No irrigation 
after planting
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Sunburn on cycad
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Herbicide
damage
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Nutritional Problems

Clues to diagnosing the deficiency:

- Where it shows up on the plant 

or leaf

- Pattern on leaf

K deficiency

Early flecking stage

Foxtails dying
poor nutrition

(K def.)

severe
potassium
deficiency

royal palm

Pencil pointing
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“Frizzle top”
queen palm

manganese
deficiency #��������$�������
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Iron deficiency
if only on 

new growth

Manganese deficiency
if on old growth

Severe potassium
deficiency
or
salt burn
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Disease

What time of year?
Temperature/rainfall effects?

Plant species?
Brown
patch

Take-all root rot
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Insect damage

Avocado
lacebug

Geiger beetle
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Giant palm weevil

Scales on cycads

Lobate lac scale

Environmental Problems
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Lightning 
damage
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Mistaken Identities

Sap sucker damage
(a bird)
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Sooty mold, an indicator of a scale,
mealybug or aphid problem

Adventitious roots

Lichens

Stinkhorn fungus


