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Todays Topics:

A brief history of the UF/IFAS Plant Identification and 

Information Service, what we do, and who we serve

Understanding the process of plant identification

 Information that facilitates plant ID

 Submitting physical samples for ID

 Submitting digital samples for ID using DDIS

 Submitting photos for ID by email



A Brief History of the 

UF/IFAS Plant ID and Information Service

 Initiated at the University of Florida Herbarium in 1927 as a 

service to Florida Cooperative Extension personnel

 Identifications were provided by herbarium curatorial staff on 

an ad-hoc basis

 In 1981, the UF Herbarium was incorporated into the Florida 

Museum of Natural History

 In 1981, with funding from both IFAS and the Museum, Dr. David 

Hall was hired as a full-time extension botanist dedicated to 

providing IDs and outreach to IFAS extension

 Since Dr. Hall retired in 1990, the service has relied on hourly 

employees to provide identifications

 In July, 2016, Marc Frank was hired as full-time extension botanist 

and charged with revitalizing and expanding the service



What We Do

 Identify vascular plant samples

Vascular plants include ferns and their 

relatives, cycads, conifers, and flowering 

plants

Things that we do NOT identify include algae, 

lichens, fungi (mushrooms and toadstools), 

mosses, insects, or plant diseases

Our identifications always include the scientific 

name of the plant, the common name(s) of the 

plant (if available), and the plant family



What We Do

Answer questions about plant species, such as:

Where is the plant native to and what is its current 

distribution?

What is the currently accepted name for this 

plant?

Is this plant invasive?

Is this plant regulated (prohibited or protected) by 

law?

Is this plant toxic?

Is this plant edible?

Can this plant be grown in my zone?



What We Do

Refer clients to other IFAS specialists who 

may be able to help with their specific 

question or problem

Refer clients to publications and/or internet 

resources where they can obtain more 

information about  a specific plant or type of 

plants

Provide presentations/outreach on a variety 

of botanical and horticultural subjects



Who We Serve

IFAS Extension and Research faculty and staff

Master Gardeners  

UF faculty and staff, particularly those in 

departments that fall under the IFAS umbrella

The general public



My Goals

 To provide authoritative plant 

identifications and botanical 

information in a speedy, clear, and 

polite manner

 To insure that clients have access to 

accurate plant-related information 

that helps them to learn what they 

need to know

 To improve the quality of samples we 

receive so that more of them are 

suitable for addition to the UF 

Herbarium collection



The Process of Plant Identification

Recognition (visual memory)

vs.

Diagnosis  and verification 
(using plant characteristics 

to key out an unknown, and 

then comparing the 

unknown with known 

specimens in the herbarium 

collection to verify the ID)



The Process of Plant Identification

The process of diagnosis is 
much more challenging and 
time-consuming when the 
plant sample is very small, 
sterile, decomposed, or poorly 
pressed

When clients brings you a poor 
plant sample, please explain 
that they will get a more 
accurate and rapid ID if they 
can provide you with a better 
sample



How to get plants identified?  

You have options!

1) Submit a physical sample

Fresh or dried/pressed

2) Submit a digital sample via the 
Distance Diagnostic and Identification 
System (DDIS)

3) Send photos via email



Information that facilitates (and ideally should 

accompany) all identification requests

 Where is the plant growing (county)? Detailed locality data is 

essential if we decide to press your sample to add to the herbarium.

 What is the context (residential landscape, commercial landscape, 

nursery, orchard, natural area, parking lot, roadside, etc.)?

 Is the plant cultivated, growing in the wild, a weed, or are you 

unsure?

 What is the habit of the plant (tree, shrub, vine, herb, other)?

 Is there any sap when the stem is cut (milky, clear, yellow, red)?

 If flowers or fruit are present, what color are they?

 What is the approximate size and shape of the fruit?

 Are the leaves, flowers, or fruit fragrant? Is the fragrance sweet, 

musky, spicy, resinous, minty, fecal, like rotted meat?



Providing information about the sample

 Feel free to include any other information describing 

the location, context, or appearance of the plant 

that seems distinctive or potentially useful

 If it is a cultivated plant, providing the origin of the 

plant can be helpful—especially if country of origin is 

known

Remember that characteristics like color and 

fragrance may not hold up once the sample is dried 

or shipped, so we are dependent on you to report 

those features to us



Collecting Plant Samples

 Flowering/fruiting samples are most 

diagnostic

 At the very least we need to see several 

whole leaves attached to a stem

 If the plant is badly infested or damaged 

by insects or disease, please try to find a 

relatively undamaged piece to send as a 

sample



Collecting Plant Samples

 To minimize wilting and defoliation, once 

you’ve collected the plant sample put it in a 

sealed plastic bag, and keep it out of the 

heat and direct sunlight until you are able to 

send it or press and dry it

 Bagged samples may be refrigerated until 

they can be shipped,  but refrigerated 

samples that are subsequently subjected to 

high heat seem to rot very quickly!



You can help us to provide you with more 

accurate and timely IDs!

Our ability to quickly and 
confidently identify a plant 
sample is dependent on:

the type and quantity of 
plant material provided 
(more is better!)

the quality of the sample 
(fresh & fertile is better!)

information provided on 
the sample submission 
form 



Sending Fresh Plant Samples

Wrap in dry paper towels

Put in a sealed plastic bag
Attach the completed 

sample submission form to 
the bag with a rubber band, 
paper clip, or staple

Mail promptly (overnight, next 
day, or priority)

Time, air, light, temperature 
extremes, and excessive 
moisture all contribute to 
sample decomposition



Drying and Pressing Plant Samples to Submit for ID

 The objective is to spread out the 

plant and flatten it to reveal 

features that will help with ID

 If you don’t have a plant press, you 

can spread out, arrange, and 

flatten the plant inside a folded 

piece of newspaper and then put 

a couple of heavy books on top

 Keep the pressed plant in a low 

humidity environment until it is dry

 Then secure the edges of the 

newspaper, and attach the sample 

submission form before shipping



If you’re not able to collect/obtain a 

good plant sample…

Try to provide all of the requested info on the 

sample submission form in as much detail as 

possible

Take some photos and send them along with the 

physical sample (or ask client to provide photos)

Wait until the plant is larger and/or fertile



Address for 

submitting 

samples

Remarks field 

can be used for 

providing 

information not 

included 

elsewhere

A completed 

sample 

submission form 

must accompany 

each physical 

plant sample

You can find this form at:

http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/pdffiles/sr/sr02400.pdf

The Sample 

Submission Form



Fern Samples

Should include an entire 
frond, from the base of the 
stipe (frond stalk) to the tip 

Fold as needed to fit into 
plant press or bag

Try to select a frond with sori
(clusters of spores) on the 
underside whenever 
possible—the shape and 
position of sori are very 
diagnostic!



Palm Samples
 Should include:

Leaf tips

A section of the petiole (leaf stalk)

Hastula (area where the leaf 
blade and leaf stalk intersect)

Cut up and fold as needed to fit into 
bag!

 Since palms can be challenging to 
press and are quite durable in 
shipment, fresh samples are 
generally preferable



Grass and Sedge Samples

 Send a whole plant whenever possible

 Flowering/fruiting samples are almost always 

necessary for a genus- or species-level identification



Aquatic Plant Samples

Aquatic plants tend to 

degrade very quickly when 

removed from the water, so 

put in a ziploc or vial of water 

(double bag to prevent 

leakage in shipment!)

Be sure to note:

 submerged or emergent

 free-floating or rooted 

type of water body (still or 

moving?)



Distance Diagnostic & Identification System

http://ddis.ifas.ufl.edu/

DDIS is a web-based system 

for submitting and 

identifying digital images of 

plants, insects, and plant 

problems.

Master Gardeners should 

check with their county 

agent to see if it’s OK for 

them to register as a DDIS 

user.



DDIS The sample data 

requested by DDIS is 

very similar to the 

info required on the 

sample submission 

form that 

accompanies 

physical samples, 

but instead of a 

physical sample you 

attach digital 

images of the plant 

(or pest or disease) 

to be identified 



DDIS When you 

submit a sample, 

it will go to your 

county agent, 

who determines 

which clinic or 

specialist to send 

it to. 

The appropriate 

diagnostic 

specialist 

receives an 

email telling him 

or her that a 

sample is waiting 

for them in DDIS



DDIS
When the sample 

has been identified 

both you and your 

county agent will 

receive emails 

letting you know 

that you have a 

diagnosis to view 

on DDIS

You then log onto 

DDIS to see the 

diagnosis



Submitting photos by email

Identifying plants from photos is challenging, so it 

is especially helpful if you include the same 

location, context, and plant description 

information that you would provide on a sample 

submission form or in DDIS

Please be sure to tell us what county the plant is 

growing in. If the plant was photographed out of 

state or out of country, it is very useful if you tell 

us where!



Submitting photos by email

Generally a single photo is not sufficient 
for confident identification. Try to take:

a photo of the entire plant

a close-up of the stem with leaves (so 
we can see leaf arrangement)

a close-up of flowers or fruit

Include a ruler or coin in the photo for 
scale if possible



Examples of photos showing diagnostic characteristics:



Examples of photos of limited diagnostic value:



Submitting photos by email: 

photo quality is very important!

Make sure your photos are in focus and 

the plant you want identified is clear and 

obvious, not obscured by glaring sunlight 

or shade

Photos need to be  high enough resolution 

that we can zoom in and see plant details 

without the image become pixilated



Submitting photos by email—

just doesn’t work for certain types of plants

Generally, we are not able to provide 

genus- or species-level IDs on grasses or 

sedges based on photos. For grasses and 

sedges, we need to look at a physical 

sample under a microscope



Contact us if you have questions about submitting 

a sample or have not received a diagnosis on a 

sample you submitted 

Marc Frank

(352) 273-1994

mfrank@flmnh.ufl.edu or

plantid@flmnh.ufl.edu

When Marc is out of town or 
unavailable:

Kent Perkins

(352) 273-1990

kperkins@flmnh.ufl.edu

mailto:mfrank@flmnh.ufl.edu
mailto:plantid@flmnh.ufl.edu
mailto:kperkins@flmnh.ufl.edu


QUESTIONS?


