
To help growers, gardeners, and landscapers 
choose alternative shade plants, a trial was 
established at the Long Island Horticultural 
Research & Extension Center in Riverhead, 
NY. A total of 110 cultivars or selections 
of 33 plants were grown and evaluated 
over 2 seasons. See http://ccesuffolk.org/
agriculture/floriculture/long-island-trial-
gardens for a full list of trialed plants, 
complete results, trial procedures, and 
additional photos. 

The intent of this project was to serve as 
a demonstration of commonly suggested 
alternatives to garden impatiens and allow 
observation of the plants in in-ground 
plantings at a known spacing. Note that 
only a selection of cultivars were able to 
be included due to the number of cultivars 
available and the desire to test various 
plants. Top performers from the 2013-2014 
trials are presented below.

High Impact Shade Annuals
Fibrous-rooted or wax-leafed begonia 
(Begonia x semperflorens-cultorum) is a well-
known and traditional bedding plant. This 
globe- or mound-shaped plant has either 
dark green or bronze foliage covered with 
white, red, pink, or coral flowers. Plants are 
low maintenance, don’t require deadheading, 
and are great for landscapes. Plants can be 
8-10 to 10-12 inches tall. 

Begonia benariensis is a relatively new 
plant to gardens and includes series such 
as ‘Whopper’, ‘BIG’, and ‘Surefire’. These 
plants are generally more vigorous and have 
larger leaves and flowers than wax-leafed 
begonias, and also have excellent landscape 
performance. Like wax-leaf begonias, these 
begonias produce blooms all season and 
require minimal maintenance. Sizes can vary 
from 12-15 inches tall to 16-20 inches tall. 
Other begonia hybrids will also perform 
well in the landscape. Examples include 
‘Dragon Wing’ and ‘Baby Wing’.
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Luckily, New Guinea impatiens 
(Impatiens hawkeri) and their 
interspecific hybrids (for example 
‘Bounce’ and ‘SunPatiens’) are 
not affected by impatiens downy 
mildew. These plants are sometimes 
mistakenly thought to prefer 
full sun, however New Guinea 
impatiens and their interspecific 
hybrids such as ‘SunPatiens’ and 
‘Bounce’ can perform equally well, 
if not better, in shade. There are 
hundreds of cultivars to pick from, 
with flowers in pastel or bright 
shades of pink, red, orange, purple, 
red, or white. Flowers bloom all 
season and foliage can be green, 

dark green, bronze, or variegated. 
Plants can be compact (10-14 inches 
tall) to vigorous and spreading (2-3 
feet tall), and in between.

Lobularia are low-growing 
plants that provide fine texture 
and profuse blooms of white 
or shades of purple all season. 
Despite its dainty foliage and 
flowers this plant can provide high 
visual impact. Hybrid types such 
as ‘Snow Princess’ and ‘White 
Knight’ can be quite vigorous, 
so if using these in a companion 
planting be sure to pair with other 
vigorous plants.

High Impact Foliage 
Plants for the Garden
Expect season-long interest from 
the colorful foliage of coleus. You 
can find coleus in a kaleidoscope of 
patterns and leaf colors including 
shades of green, red, chartreuse, 
bright pink, and deep purple with 
a wide variation of leaf size and 
shape. Some cultivars can grow 
over 2 feet tall, others will remain 
compact and short, and others will 
be in-between. 

Ipomoea, or sweet potato vine, 
is also a good option for shade. 
This vigorous, low growing vine 
can serve as a groundcover or as 
a trailing plant in containers or 
baskets. Various foliage colors 
from chartreuse to almost black 
are available. Other nice, but less 
commonly used, foliage plants are 
some cultivars of Plectranthus. 
‘Nicoletta’, with fuzzy silvery, 
green-gray leaves, and ‘Lobster 
Claw’, with brightly variegated 
leaves, are two cultivars that have 
excellent landscape performance in 
the shade. Caladium offers showy 
arrow- or heart-shaped foliage in a 
variety of colors and variegation. 
Stobilanthes, or Persian shield, 
has striking purple foliage with an 
almost iridescent appearance, and 
performs well in shade but can be 
large in size.
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Some Other Top Perform-
ing Annuals to Try in Your 
Shaded Landscapes
Torenia has cute, cheery, tubular 
flowers and is available in upright 
and trailing forms with flower 
petals in shades of burgundy, pink, 
rose, lavender, white, yellow or 
orange with varying throat colors. 
Both the upright and training 
forms perform well in the early 
and mid-season, though the 
trailing types tend to outperform 
the upright types from mid- to 
late season. Heliotrope has large 
fragrant clusters of purple, blue, 
or white flowers and a small 
bushy habit. Nasturtium has lush 
foliage and colorful flowers all 
season-long. Euphorbia (Euphorbia 
hypericifolia) has masses of non-
stop dainty flowers and finely 
textured foliage. Agastache has 
vibrant flower stalks in shades 
of orange, red, purple or white 
that are attractive to bees and 
butterflies (note that many 
cultivars can easily reseed).

Other Plants to Try
Try Browalia for its constant 
brilliant blue, purple, or white 
flowers. Lobelia, available in 
upright or trailing forms, has 
small blooms in intense shades of 
blue, purple, lavender as well as 
white. Fuchsia, also available in 

upright or trailing forms, is best 
in containers or hanging baskets. 
Streptocarpella is a beautiful but 
subtle plant with velvety leaves 
and delicate flowers in white or 
shades of pink and blue. Salvia 
(Salvia splendens) will bear colorful 
flower stalks, though deadheading 
might be necessary. Nicotiana 
has lovely star-shaped flowers in 
a variety of colors and comes in 
a wide range of plant sizes (some 
species can reach up to 5 feet, 
many common garden cultivars 
are 10-18 inches tall). Try other 
Begonias: Begonia boliviensis types 
are perfect for hanging baskets 

and containers, tuberous begonias 
come in a wide assortment of 
vibrant colors, rhizomatous or 
Rex begonias have unique and 
spectacular foliage, and cane-
stemmed or angel wing begonias 
have beautiful flower clusters and 
large wing-shaped leaves.

See http://ccesuffolk.org/
agriculture/floriculture/long-
island-trial-gardens for more 
information. Photographs and 
additional observations on plant 
performance are also available 
upon request (nora.catlin@cornell.
edu, 631-727-7850 x214).
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Some Details About Impatiens 
Downy Mildew in the Garden
All garden impatiens, Impatiens walleriana, are 
susceptible to impatiens downy mildew, including 
double impatiens and mini impatiens. Also 
susceptible are: ‘Fusion’ and ‘Butterfly’ impatiens 
(which are interspecific hybrids with I. walleriana), 
garden balsam or balsam impatiens (I. balsamina), 
native jewelweeds (I. pallida and I. capensis), I. 
auricoma (including ‘Jungle Gold’), I. flanaganae, I. 
hochstettleri, and I. arguta.

New Guinea impatiens and their interspecific 
hybrids ‘SunPatiens’, ‘Fanfare’, and ‘Bounce’ are 
not susceptible. Other garden plants are also not 
susceptible to impatiens downy mildew caused by 
P. obducens, though they can be susceptible to other 
downy mildew pathogens.

Downy mildew can spread over short distances 
to healthy impatiens plants via water splash from 
nearby infected plants, or over longer distances via 
windborne spores from infected plants in nearby 
areas. In some cases it is believed that healthy plants 

may become infected from oospores that have 
survived overwinter in the soil.

Rainy periods will encourage disease development 
and spread, as will overhead irrigation, high 
humidity, crowded plant spacing, or shade. Plants 
with limited exposure to these conditions will have 
a better chance of remaining healthy, but will not 
be completely free of risk. The disease sometimes 
appears only late in the growing season, but may 
develop earlier if conditions are favorable.

Once an impatiens plant is infected in the garden it 
will not recover. Gardeners are encouraged to use 
alternative plants in high-risk areas, or at least to 
understand that there is a risk that their impatiens 
plants may become infected and need to be replaced.

We’ve seen less downy mildew in the landscape over 
the past two years, in part because fewer impatiens 
are being used in landscapes and protective fungicides 
are being used in production. Weather variations 
from year to year will of course affect when disease 
happens and how dramatic the symptoms will be.

Downy mildew 
on impatiens 

causes leaf 
yellowing, 

leaf drop and 
eventually plant 

collapse.

Sporulation 
of the downy 
mildew 
pathogen on the 
leaf underside.
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