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Distance

Diagnostics

County agents

now can deliver

speedier answers

tofarmers' questions

in the field.

BYCECILH.YANCYJR.
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BenHill County, Ga., Extension
agent Tim Hall used to wait up
to a week to give a farmer a
diagnosis of a problem in the
field. In the past if he had a

question he couldn't readily answer about a
disease, pest or weed, he'd either get on the
phone and describe the problem, hand
deliver the symptoms or mail the plant to
Athens for diagnosis.

Today, he takes a picture of the problem
and sends it via e-mail to a cadre of

University of Georgia experts who can get
him an answer in a matter of minutes. "It's

very important to the farmer that a problem
gets identified in a timely manner," Hall
says. "The longer you delay control, the
more yield you can lose."

Digital technology has come to the field
full-force. Only in its third year of
operation, the University of Georgia's
Distance Diagnostics is already changing
the way county agents go about the
business of helping farmers and other
residents.

Don Hamilton, coordinator of UGA's

College of Agriculture and Environmental
Sciences Office of InformationTechnology,
says the system has already cut expenses
and decreased response time to questions.
Hamilton and Ed Brown, plant pathology

Extension coordinator, became interested in

the agricultural applications of digital
diagnostics based on Brown's exposure to
telemedicine in the early 1990s. In several
cases, the agricultural application of
Distance Diagnostics has meant the
difference between life and death.

Agents in the loop
Digital diagnostics puts technology

within fingertip reach of agents like Hall.
He takes a digital camera and a

microscope to the field with him, shoots as
many as five photos of the problem and
sends the images over the Internet. On the
other end of the line sit 250 of UGA's

faculty, trained in disciplines ranging from
plant pathology to horticulture to
entomology. The agent has only to fill out a
form and attach the images, and the
information is routed to the appropriate
plant pathologist, entomologist, weed
scientist or other expert, Hamilton says.
'The system is very user-friendly," Hall
says. "Acaially, the longest part about it

IONLINE

Distance Diagnostics
www.ces.uga.edu/distance_

diagnosticsHndex.html
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