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Tea (Camellia sinensis) is an emerging high-value specialty crop for the Pacific Northwest but is limited by a lack of available nursery plant stock and region-specific guidelines for propagation and cultivation. This research project addressed these gaps through experiments evaluating tea propagation techniques utilizing stem cuttings and tea plant performance across multiple garden sites in the Pacific Northwest in collaboration with Extension Master Gardeners as community scientists. Experiment 1 evaluated the optimal time of year (September through February) and shoot section (top, mid, and bottom) for collecting cuttings to maximize propagation success. Results indicated that late October may be the optimum time for tea cutting collection and that cuttings taken from the mid shoot section produced the highest propagation success. Experiment 2 assessed the number of nodes (one, two, and three nodes per cutting) impact on propagation success. One-node cuttings maximized the number of plants produced, and plants were comparable in size to those derived from two- and three-node cuttings. Experiment 3 evaluated tea plant establishment across diverse home-garden environments in Oregon and Washington. Master Gardeners planted tea and reported plant performance data every two months. Winter injury peaked in January but declined by May, and plant height increased substantially from March through July. Although plant health ratings, plant height, and disease and pest observations varied among sites and management practices, results demonstrate that tea can be successfully grown in the Pacific Northwest under a diversity of climate and site conditions as well as management practices. Further, in Experiment 3, a framework was developed for engaging Extension Master Gardeners as community scientists in horticultural research. Key recommendations include consistent and frequent communication, simplified reporting tools with clear protocols, leveraging garden locations to capture agroecological diversity, and integrating research with education to enhance volunteer motivation and data quality.
