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Please enjoy these updates from our department for January 2026.  

Anita representing the editorial team: Mary, Nosheen, Jessica, Francely, Taylor, Mason, Arild, 

Sudeep, Monique, Jana, Cynthia, and Xianming. 

If you have news you would like included in the next newsletter, please email 

anita.paneru@wsu.edu. 

Click here to access past newsletters! You will also be able to download the PDF version there. 

If you have any feedback, please fill out the questionnaire for the Spore Print. 

Thank you to Ninh Khuu for providing many of the photos seen in the newsletter headings. 
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Updates 

 

2026 Pacific Division Meeting 

The 2026 Pacific Division meeting will take place at the Washington State University campus in 

Pullman, WA, March 24-26, 2026.  

The abstract submission is open and must be submitted by February 13. Submit abstracts here.  

The deadline for the travel award application is February 2, 2026.  

ω Postdoctoral Researcher Travel Grant 

ω Graduate Student Travel Grant 

The registration information can be found here. 

2025 FWAA Annual Conference 

Dr. Cynthia Gleason gave a presentation titled άInnovative approaches for nematode detection 

and controlέ at the 2025 Far West Agribusiness Association annual conference at the Three 

Rivers Convention Center, Kennewick, WA, on December 18, 2025. The conference was 

attended by hundreds of farmers growing various crops and people from various agricultural 

business companies and organizations. The presentation focused on the Columbia root-knot 

https://apsnet.confex.com/apsnet/PAC2026/ts/papers/index.cgi
https://www.apsnet.org/members/community/divisions/pac/Pages/PacificDivisionPostDocResearcher.aspx
https://www.apsnet.org/members/community/divisions/pac/Pages/PacificDivisionTravelAwardApplication.aspx
https://my.apsnet.org/APS/Events/Event_Display.aspx?EventKey=PAC2026_2


nematode (CRKN), one of the most damaging pests for Pacific Northwest potato production, by 

introducing the latest research and innovative tools being developed to combat CRKNs and 

highlighting how science is working to turn the tide against these underground invaders. She 

presented the latest research on novel methods for control of nematodes using litchi tomato 

(Solanum sisymbriifolium) as a trap crop, as well as the development of innovative diagnostic 

tools to detect nematodes quickly and accurately. 

 

1 - Dr. Gleason presenting at the FWAA annual conference. Photo source: Dr. Kimawu Tanaka. 

Dr. Gary Chastagner featured as 'Dr. Christmas Tree'  

The Spokesman-Review newspaper in Spokane published an article on December 21, titled 

άWSU researchers, including ΨDr. Christmas Tree,Ω are chipping in on a multi-million dollar 

project to develop the ideal Christmas tree,έ written by Nick Gibson. Dr. Gary Chastagner is 

featured as ΨDr. Christmas TreeΩ in the article, along with other WSU faculty (Dr. Carolyn Ross) 

and researchers from 8 other institutions, on a USDA NIFA-funded grant of $7.5M. You can read 

an article here. 

Thank you, Dr. Lindsey du Toit, for sharing this information.  

New students for Spring 2026 

Dr. Youfu Zhao welcomed a new graduate student, Cherryl, this Spring 2026 semester. She is 

originally from India and completed her Bachelor's degree from Punjab Agricultural University, 

Ludhiana, Punjab (India), 2024. She did her Master's from the University of Hawaii in Tropical 

Plant Pathology in 2025. She will be working on cherry and its disease management using 

machine learning and AI tools.  

We are excited to welcome Cherryl to the department. 

https://www.spokesman.com/stories/2025/dec/21/wsu-researchers-including-dr-christmas-tree-are-ch/


WSU Pullman Plant Diagnostic Clinic 

We would like to thank Cassandra Bates for her dedicated service to Washington State 

University as the Plant Diagnostician for the Pullman Plant Diagnostic Clinic (PPDC) since June 

2021. CassandraΩs term of service concluded on December 31, 2025. We are grateful for her 

contributions and wish her the very best in her future endeavors.  

The Pullman Plant Diagnostic Clinic (PPDC) is closed from December 31st.  

For alternative diagnostic support, please contact a local WSU Extension specialist, Master 

Gardener Coordinator, or other diagnostic resources, such as: 

ω WSU Puyallup Plant & Insect Diagnostic Lab - Jenny Glass (jennyglass@wsu.edu, 253-

445-4582) 

ω Oregon State University Hermiston Plant Disease Clinic - Cassandra Funke 

(cassandra.funke@oregonstate.edu, 541-567-8321 ext. 120) 

ω Oregon State University Corvallis Plant Disease Clinic ς Mana Ohkura 

(Extpp@science.oregonstate.edu, 541-737-3821) 

ω University of Idaho Parma REC Diagnostic Lab - James Woodhall 

(jwoodhall@uidaho.edu) 

Defense and preliminary exam updates 

Dr. Samodya Jayasinghe and Dr. Megan Nickerson, the two Ph.D. graduates, received their 

degrees at the graduation ceremony on Saturday, December 6.  

Congratulations, Sam and Megan.  

 

2 - Dr. Megan Nickerson and Dr. Jana U'Ren attending the graduation ceremony on Saturday, December 6. Photo source: Megan 
Nickerson  
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3 - Dr. Samodya Jayasinghe and Dr. Kiwamu Tanaka attending the graduation ceremony on Saturday, December 6. Photo source: 
Samodya Jayasinghe  

 

4 - Group photo from the graduation ceremony on Saturday, December 6. Photo source: Mason Hoskins 

PPGSO bioinformatic consultations available by appointment 

To better organize the PLP Bioinformatic Consultation Table, we decided to cancel our meeting 

hours on Thursday. Instead, we are open by appointment (15min - 30min, via Zoom or in 

person). Please provide the time you want to meet and your bioinformatic questions to the 

consultants below.  



Ko <itsuhiro.ko@wsu.edu> : Kamiak HPC, Transcriptome and Genome analysis, Sequencing, 

Python/Linux coding 

Megan <megan.nickerson@wsu.edu> : R coding: Statistics and data visualization 

Student Spotlight: Francely Flores Pablo 

 

5 - Francely at Lake Atitlán, Guatemala (2024). 

 

6 - Francely collecting soil in Skagit, Washington (2025). Photo: Dr. Chakradhar Mattupalli 

Learn more about Ph.D. student, Francely Flores Pablo, by clicking through the cards below. Use 

the arrows in the lower-right corner to expand each section for additional details. 

Degree Sought: PhD in Plant Pathology 

Advisor: Dr. Chakradhar Mattupalli 

Academic background: BS in Agricultural Engineering (EARTH University, Costa Rica, 2020) and 

MS in Sustainable Tropical Agriculture (Zamorano University, Honduras, 2023). 

Hometown: San Marcos, Guatemala 

mailto:itsuhiro.ko@wsu.edu
mailto:megan.nickerson@wsu.edu


 

Hobbies: I enjoy playing badminton, drinking a good cup of coffee, going to the library, talking 

with my family and my partner, and listening to music. 

Pets: My beautiful parrot, Emiliano. My mom gave him to me when I was 9 years old, and he 

still brings happiness to my family. 

What made you interested in plant pathology/microbiology?  

My interest in plant pathology began when I was in high school during my first field experience 

with Guatemalan growers. I visited a farmer with diseased tomatoes and could not help him. I 

knew then that I wanted to become someone who could help farmers with plant disease 

problems. Later, during my masterΩs program, I met two inspiring plant pathologists, Dr. Carolina 

Avellaneda and Dr. Lourena Maxwell. I took plant protection classes with Dr. Avellaneda and 

later completed an internship in the plant pathology area at the World Vegetable Center (WVC) 

in Taiwan with Dr. Maxwell. These experiences made me decide to pursue a career in plant 

pathology. 

What is your favorite plant pathogen?  

I am especially interested in soilborne fungi that produce sclerotia or microsclerotia. During my 

internship at WVC, I worked with Sclerotium rolfsii, and now I work with Verticillium dahliae. I 

am fascinated by how these pathogens survive in the soil for long periods. 

What would you like to do after graduation? 

After graduation, I hope to continue building my experience in research and academia. In the 

future, I hope to contribute through research, extension, and teaching, helping farmers and 

future scientists. My long-term goal is to bring my knowledge back to Guatemala and support 

local farmers. 



Community Corner 

 

The Fun Committee/Community Resource Committee, together with the PLPGSO, hosted a 

Welcome Back Potluck on January 21, 2026, from 12:00-1:00 PM on the 3rd floor of the Plant 

Sciences Building (PSB). Thank you to the organizing committee and the setup and clean-up 

volunteers for making the event possible. We had a great time kicking off the new semester!  

 

7 - Attendees at  the Welcome Back Potluck Event. Photo: Megan Nickerson.  



Statewide Updates 

 

Pullman Updates 

Join us for our weekly departmental coffee hour, held every Monday from 3:00 - 4:00 pm in 

Clark 299, right before the seminar.  

A big thank-you to all the students who helped host this event! 

Do you want to host a PLP Coffee Hour this semester? WeΩre looking for volunteers. Sign up 

here: 

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1LafyV7ccu9pEbPtqG_iNG643oV2IuPX0AULgeJEu34s/

edit?usp=sharing  

https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1LafyV7ccu9pEbPtqG_iNG643oV2IuPX0AULgeJEu34s/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1LafyV7ccu9pEbPtqG_iNG643oV2IuPX0AULgeJEu34s/edit?usp=sharing


 

8 - PLP coffee hour flyer. Photo: Francely Flores 

Congratulations to Jessica Schallon on receiving a $1,200 travel grant from the 2026 Pulse 

Crops Working Group Annual Meeting. The meeting will be held January 25-27 in Minot, North 

Dakota, where Jessica will deliver a 15-minute presentation on her PhD research. We wish her 

the best at the conference!  

Bipin Neupane, a PhD Student (from Dr. Deven See's lab), has been selected to participate in 

the 2026 Congressional Visits Day (CVD), held February 24-26 on Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C. 

Through this program, he will engage directly with policymakers to advocate for plant science 

and agricultural research at the national level. Best wishes, Bipin! 

Kristen Bullough and her husband welcomed their third child, a baby boy named Nicholas 

Royce Bullough, on January 8th, 2026. He weighed 8 pounds, 3 ounces, and measured 21 

inches long at birth. We extend our warmest congratulations to Kristen and her family.  



 

9 - Welcome to the world, baby Nico. Photo: Kristen Bullough  

Mount Vernon Updates 

Dr. Chakradhar Mattupalli and several of his lab members attended the 2025 Lynden Ag Show, 

which combines annual meetings of the Northwest Potato Conference and the Washington 

Small Fruit Conference, on December 4-5, 2025. Dr. Mattupalli presented a talk titled "WSU 

Berry Pathology Program Update", lab technician Aidan Hostetler presented a talk titled 

"Monitoring blueberry fields for blueberry scorch and shock viruses", Ph.D. candidate Mary 

Steele presented a talk titled "Improving management of Botrytis blight and fruit rot in 

highbush blueberry", and Ph.D. student Francely Flores showed a poster titled "Verticillium wilt 

management in potato production systems in western Washington". 



 

10 - Dr. Mattupalli presented a talk titled "WSU Berry Pathology Program Update". 

 

11 - Lab technician Aidan Hostetler presented a talk titled "Monitoring blueberry fields for blueberry scorch and shock viruses". 



 

12 - Ph.D. candidate Mary Steele presented a talk titled "Improving management of Botrytis blight and fruit rot in highbush 
blueberry". 

 



13 - Ph.D. student Francely Flores showed a poster titled "Verticillium wilt management in potato production systems in western 
Washington". 

Prosser Updates  

 

14 - Dr. Amit Kumar Kesharwani  

Dr. Amit Kumar Kesharwani (Postdoc with Dr. Youfu Zhao, IAREC-Washington State University, 

USA) was honored with the Best Ph.D. Thesis and Best Oral Presentation Awards for his 

research on άCharacterization and Functional Analysis of avr Gene(s) of Indian Isolates of 

Xanthomonas campestris pv. campestris Causing Black Rot Disease in Cauliflowerέ at the 

International Conference cum Expo 2025 (SHAASTR-2025). The event was organized by Eco 

Fast Agri Solution and held at the Central Institute of Agricultural Engineering (CIAE), Bhopal, 

Madhya Pradesh, from 26th to 28th December 2025. 

Faculty, postdoctoral researchers, and graduate students from the Department of Plant 

Pathology participated in the Washington State Tree Fruit Association (WSTFA) 2025 Annual 

Meeting Research News Flash session, held on December 9, 2025, in Wenatchee. 

 



15 - Dr. Youfu Zhao presented a comprehensive overview of management strategies for fire blight in apple and bacterial canker 
in sweet cherry.  

 

16 - Dr. Scott Harper discussing key principles for managing viral diseases in tree fruit systems, including diagnosis, spread 
mechanisms, and strategic tree removal decisions. 

 

17 - Dr. Amit Kumar Kesharwani (Dr. ZhaoΩs lab) presented his research on the development of a one-pot RPA/Cas12a-based 
detection assay for field-deployable diagnosis of cherry X-disease phytoplasma. 



 

18 - Ph.D. student Sudeep Poudel (Dr. ZhaoΩs Lab presented his research on Erwinia amylovora population dynamics on apple 
stigmas and their modulation by temperature, relative humidity, and host susceptibility. 

 

19 - Ph.D. candidate Sheera Manna (Dr. ZhaoΩs Lab) presented her research on chemical efficacy and pruning strategies to 
prevent cut-wound infections and manage bacterial canker in newly established orchards under varying weather conditions. 



 

20 - Ph.D. candidate Harpreet Kaur (Dr. ZhaoΩs Lab presented her research on the distribution of fire blight pathogen variants 
over time in Washington. 

Wenatchee Updates 

The Tree Fruit Pathology group welcomed Aalok Mishra and Abu Tushar, two PhD students 

under the supervision of Dr. Achour Amiri.  

Aalok is originally from Nepal. He completed his Master's in Agriculture from Banaras Hindu 

University, India. For his Ph.D., he will be working on the applied epidemiology of pathogens in 

pome fruit orchards and their postharvest link. 

Abu did his Bachelor's degree in Agriculture and a Master's degree in Plant Pathology from 

Bangladesh Agricultural University. For his Ph.D., he will be working on mycotoxin 

contamination in apples.  



 

21 - Aalok Mishra, a new PhD student in Dr. Amiri's lab. Photo: Aalok Mishra. 


