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Notes From the Chair... by Heiner Lieth

Updates on Faculty Experiment
Station Projects

Most of the EH Faculty are responsible
for research done in the context of the
Agricultural Experiment Station.  With the
recent heavy cuts made to this program, it
is important to recognize the significant
work we do in many important areas.

Michael Barbour’s work on classifi-
cation of vernal pool plant communities in
California has led to some conclusions
that have fundamentally changed our per-
ception of vernal pool vegetation and how
to conserve it.  He has shown that each
community type is restricted to a single
vernal pool region, thereby requiring a lo-
cal perspective for conservation efforts.
Because he is finding that plant taxa are
affiliated with only a few community types,
it is possible to predict new community
localities from known locations.

Alison Berry’s research has focused
on biological nitrogen fixation and how it
can be used to generate nitrogen inputs.  By
studying aspects of the biology of symbi-
otic nitrogen fixation, she has shown that
organic matter derived from nitrogen-fix-
ing plants has value for soil building thereby
contributing to productivity in disturbed or
depleted soils.

In pursuing his research on the devel-
opmental physiology of woody ornamen-
tal plants, Dave Burger has enlisted the
aid of microcalorimetry to predict plant
responses to various environmental condi-
tions by measuring respiration of small
samples of plant tissue.  Accurate predic-
tions using this kind of data will shorten the
time needed for genetic improvement of
plants as well as enhance our ability to
tailor plants for specific climate zones.

Don Durzan is studying the role of
nitric oxide (NO) in the metabolism and
death of plant cells during conditions of
stress.  He is working with scientists at
NASA and in the Ukraine to develop tech-
nology for controlling this response to
increase productivity in various systems.

Jim Harding has focused his research
efforts on genetic variability, selection
and inbreeding in ornamental and wild plant
populations.  He is examining the hybrid
gene pool of Gerbera, crossing cultivars
from Italy with his Davis population to
estimate genetic parameters for vase life
components and flower quality.  He is also
examining lines of yellow-flowered lu-
pines (Lupinus microcarpus) to deter-
mine if a non-fading yellow gene exists
that could be transferred to other species
such as rose.

Michael Reid’s work emphasizes mo-
lecular techniques for prolonging the life
of ephemeral flowers, an important com-
ponent for increasing the market for cut
flowers.  He is currently using virus-in-
duced gene silencing in combination with
test genes to identify and study transformed
plant tissue.  Genes involved in flower
senescence can thereby be identified and
further manipulated.

The focal points of Lin Wu’s research
have been phytoremediation in restoration
projects and tolerance of plants to re-
cycled water irrigation.  His work with
selenium contamination of agricultural
drainage land suggests that nonaccumulator
plant species are better choices for resto-
ration to minimize selenium toxicity in
the food chain.  Use of irrigation water
high in salinity for landscape irrigation is
inevitable and Wu’s trials have established

the tolerance of many ornamental species
to recycled water.

Truman Young’s areas of research
interest revolve around exotic and native
plant species in restoration of California
grasslands.  He has shown that forbs in a
restoration planting survive in greater num-
bers if they get a year’s head start over
competing vegetation, suggesting modifi-
cation of planting schedules may be needed.
His data confirm that good years for grass
growth differ from good years for the
growth of forbs.

My own Agricultural Experiment Sta-
tion research focuses on flower and nurs-
ery crop production.  I am developing math-
ematical models that form the basis for
production tools.  One example is two
mathematical models that I built describ-
ing flower development of rose and Easter
lily.  I have built these models into tools
that growers can use to assure that these
crops are on time for particular holiday
sales.  I am also currently working with
scientists from all over the world to de-
velop tools to help California growers with
the regulatory crisis they are facing as
various Regional Water Quality Control
Boards force them to eliminate all run-off
from their property (which is nearly im-
possible given the current level of technol-
ogy in the industry).

As you can see, the AES research is the
part of what we do that is closest to your
needs.  We honestly don’t know why it is
not a priority for the State.  It is probably
due to the fact that our clients (you) are not
being vocal about it.  Note also, that what I
have described very briefly above is only a
small fraction of what UC Davis does in
this research that is specific to the needs of

In recent months you have probably heard about huge budget cuts we are taking in the
university, in all areas that we work in, especially in something called the “Agricultural
Experiment Station” (AES).  You may have also heard about tuition increases and figured that
we found a way to solve the problem.  But that is not the case, because the tuition increases
only help us with our teaching, not with the research and outreach.  It is very strange to the
faculty that the State would impose huge cuts in areas of such great importance.  While many

of you already know what “teaching” and “extension” are, I would guess that many of you might not be aware
how “Agricultural Experiment Station” research differs from other kinds of research.  In brief, AES research is
highly applied research, being done by us to solve particular problems, especially problems that are of
significance now and in the future right here in California.  The following are some examples of the AES research
projects we have going on in EH.
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Californians.

Report on Germany Trip
Perhaps you recall that I took a group of

students on a Horticultural Research tour
of Germany last August.  I received many
comments about this, mostly along the
lines of “I’d like to see some pictures or a
talk” or “wow I wish I could have gone”.
Recently I completed a report on the trip.
This report was largely written by the stu-
dents as each student was assigned one day
on which to take notes and write a few
pages of text.  I compiled the result by
editing the text “a bit” and adding in numer-
ous pictures.  When I submitted the report
to the German Academic Exchange Ser-
vice, the “DAAD”, they were apparently
amazed at the report and immediately asked
whether they could use it for promotional
purposes.  As a result of that I am guessing
that you might be interested in seeing it as
well.  You can access it at my web site:
http://lieth.ucdavis.edu/tmp/DAAD/
GermanHortTour.pdf  But please note that
the file is huge (7 megabytes, 25 pages) so
that if you are not using a high-speed
Internet connection, then the complete
download will take a long time.

Student Accomplishments
Congratulations to Melody Meyer who

completed her Master's Degree in Horti-
culture and Agronomy in March 2004.
Belated congratulations go to Bethany
Gale and Laura Hiyashi who completed
their undergraduate degrees in Environ-
mental Horticulture and Urban Forestry in
Fall 2003.

Fabrice De Clerck who plans on
graduating in the summer has been awarded
a Postdoctoral Fellowship at Columbia
University’s Earth Institute.  He will be
working with the Yale School of Forestry
and the Smithsonian Tropical Research
Institute to develop a functional classifica-
tion of Panamanian rainforest trees.  He
hopes to apply this classification to refor-
estation projects using native species with
the principal objective of designing forest
plantations which provide ecosystems ser-
vices similar to primary forests.

Rik Smith finished his Ph.D. disserta-
tion entitled "Nitrogen dynamics of woody
plant ecosystems: almond orchards,
winegrape vineyards and pinyon-juniper
woodlands".  Rik has been hired as an assis-
tant professor at the University of Wyo-

Rik Smith will join the faculty at the
University of Wyoming.

ming where he will teach agroecology in
the plant sciences department.  He is busy
putting together an equipment wish list for
his new laboratory.  Best of luck, Rik!

On 5 March 2004, Stephen Rae com-
pleted the instructional program for the
UC Cooperative Master Gardener Pro-
gram in Napa County.  He embarks on the
intern phase of training for the next several
months to earn his permanent status of a
master gardener later this year.  The Mas-
ter Gardener program is an outreach ve-
hicle of the UC system to support better
understanding of home horticulture.  Steve
will pursue volunteer work with the Master
Gardeners while working toward his Ph.D.
in Plant Biology with Michael Barbour.

Upcoming Events
UCCE Floriculture and Nursery Crops

Advisor Julie Newman has organized a
pesticides-water quality workshop for farm
advisors involved with these issues.  The
one-day event will address regulatory mat-
ters, emerging problems, successful miti-
gation projects and Best Management Prac-
tices (BMPs), and education/outreach op-
portunities.  The workshop will be held
April 8, 2004 at the UC Cooperative Ex-
tension Office in Woodland.  Find out
more: http://ucce.ucdavis.edu/calendar

Don Durzan is on the organizing com-
mittee for an upcoming NATO Advanced
Research Workshop, “Cell Biology and
Instrumentation: UV Radiation, Nitric
Oxide and Cell Death in Plants”, scheduled
for September 8-11, 2004 in Yalta, Ukraine.
Participants will acquire the latest infor-
mation on UV and nitric oxide (NO) ef-

fects on biological systems.  Methods for
detecting UV and NO and using the latter as
a probe in plant physiology will also be
presented.  Find out more:

www.natoarw-cell.eureka.kiev.ua/

Update on Plant Sciences Merger
If you have been reading the recent

issues of this newsletter, then you know
that we are currently reorganizing four of
our plant science departments.  EH is one
of these, as are the Pomology Department,
Vegetable Crops Department, as well as
Agronomy and Range Science.  The moti-
vation for this reorganization is to improve
our ability to carry out our mission in
various areas.  We are looking forward to a
more comprehensive approach to under-
graduate teaching (this is important as we
shift to doing more teaching and less re-
search).  Also, a more united Plant Science
faculty will allow us to be better prepared
to respond to emerging issues.  There are,
of course, also dangers and we are trying to
be very careful to not harm our many out-
standing programs.

You might ask: “What does this mean
to me?”  Basically it means that we will be
better able to serve you as we can leverage
more scientific instrumentation and ex-
pertise on your behalf.  But it may also
require more effort on your part.  Since the
name “Environmental Horticulture” will
be gone, you will have to know that you can
find us under our new name “Plant Sci-
ences”. With that we will have changes in
our address; also some faculty will move
to other offices or labs as we bring col-
laborating faculty closer together.

As I write this, CAES Dean van Alfen
is making decisions as to who the Chair of
the new Department will be.  We are hope-
ful that the new chair will be equally com-
mitted to all Plant Science areas, but it
would be difficult for anyone outside the
current EH department to be as familiar
with your needs and interests as I am.  And
since it is unlikely that someone from the
Environmental Horticulture faculty will
be the new chair, we will have to make sure
that the new chair gets educated on your
needs and interests.  In the next issue I hope
to be able to introduce this new chair to you
and I invite you to use the opportunity to
communicate with the new leaders.  Such
opportunities for change are quite rare and
I encourage you to take advantage of it.
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