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In 2000, Dr. George Agrios and colleagues at the University of Florida, College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, initiated the world’s first doctoral level program to train practitioners in the prevention, diagnosis and management of plant health problems.  Extensive coursework in Plant and Soil Science, Entomology, Plant Pathology, and Nematology (90 graduate credits of classes and 30 of internship) provides students with the fundamental knowledge needed to be successful problem solvers and decision makers.  Alongside academic and industry professionals, students apply their expertise to practical situations during multiple internships. In Florida and elsewhere, interns have worked on a wide variety of crops with private corporations, public institutions and government agencies, in research, regulatory, and extension capacities.  Each student has the opportunity to tailor their program to reflect specific interests while maintaining a strong foundation in the core courses. Upon completion of the Plant Medicine Program, graduates receive a Doctor of Plant Medicine (DPM) degree.  The program currently has 36 students from 14 states and 4 other countries, 50% male and 50% female, representing many ethnic backgrounds.  It is anticipated that 9-10 students will complete their DPM degrees in 2003. 

The goals of this session were to explain UF’s Plant Medicine Program, describe successful internships, identify possible internship providers, and hopefully secure career opportunities for the graduates.  Unexpectedly, it also served as a recruiting opportunity for prospective DPM students.  Esther Dunn, Stephanie Bledsoe and Monica Cooper, three DPM students, described their internships that included a considerable amount of IPM training.  Esther Dunn developed hands-on curriculum and teaching tools for master gardeners in close collaboration with county extension faculty in north Florida.  A golf course in south Florida that uses best management practices provided an internship for Stephanie Bledsoe.  Monica Cooper’s internship in Sonoma Valley, California on managing pests of vineyards resulted in a career IPM position.  

As an internship provider, Dr. Leppla found that the DPM students face many challenges.  They have a very demanding class schedule that must be accommodated.  Due to the newness of the program, course scheduling can be problematic; courses are not always available to match the student’s needs.  Financing often is difficult to obtain after the first year fellowship support expires, particularly for non-US students, because the Plant Medicine Program is not research-based.  However, domestic students may qualify for the same low-interest rate loans available to students of other graduate professional programs, e.g., human and veterinary medicine.  He also described the many advantages of working with DPM students.  They work well both independently and collaboratively as synergistic members of teams.  Being exceptionally intelligent and creative, they can add value to the work and thereby increase its quality and importance.  DPM students without exception are especially dedicated and personable.

We feel that graduates of the Plant Medicine Program will become very valuable in reducing the hundreds of billions of dollars of annual crop losses due to pests, diseases and suboptimal growing conditions.  With the ever-increasing world population, these highly trained individuals will play a crucial role in ensuring the world’s food supply.  They will become a vital part of agriculture.  The bright future for DPM graduates was characterized best by Madeline Mellinger, founder of Glades Crop Care, Inc. in Jupiter, Florida, a keynote speaker at this IPM conference, and a prospective internship provider and employer.  She said that “industry expectations for the first crop of DPM graduates are high and expressed excitement about the students’ prospects.  There is a lot of interest in these students out of state as well as in Florida.  People are very impressed with the program and with these students.  For a fledgling program, it is very, very strong.”  More information on UF’s Plant Medicine Program can be found at: http://www.dpm.ifas.ufl.edu/.  

