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Late blight has been confirmed (as of early July) in potato fields in Livingston and Wyoming counties 
according to Carol MacNeil, of the Cornell Vegetable Team.  The frequent rainfall has been favorable for 
late blight development and all of Western New York is now at high risk of late blight infection.  If you grow 
tomatoes or potatoes you know how devastating this disease can be to your crop, whether in a home 
garden or farm field. 
 
Late blight of potato and tomato is caused by the water mold Phytophthora infestans.  It was the cause of 
the Irish potato famine in 1845.  Under favorable weather conditions, tomato and potato crops can be 
destroyed within days.  This disease can spread rapidly during cool, rainy weather, killing plants within a 
few days.  Daytime temperatures between 60 to 70 degrees F, night temperatures between 50 to 60 
degrees F and relative humidity near 100 percent create ideal conditions.  During dry periods the fungus 
becomes inactive. 
 
Late blight is a ‘community disease’ because it is very 
destructive and is highly contagious among plants in the 
Solanaceae (tomato) family.  It is important for everyone who 
grows tomatoes and potatoes to be able to identify late blight 
and know how to control it so that you can help prevent it. 
  
The fungus produces many spores which are easily dispersed 
by wind.  During cloudy weather spores moving on winds can 
cause infections up to 30 miles away.  Spores can also be 
carried on the wind from milder southern climates.  Late 
blight requires living plant tissue to overwinter in the 
Northeast.  Potato tubers are living plant tissue so infected 
potatoes are frequently the main source of the pathogen in 
the Northeast. 
 
There are some steps home gardeners can take to help manage late blight.  When possible plant resistant 
tomato varieties such as Defiant, Mountain Merit, Iron Lady, Mountain Magic, Plum Regal, Jasper and 
Matt's Wild Cherry.  Keep in mind that resistant does not mean immune.  Inspect transplants carefully 
before buying to ensure none have late blight symptoms.  Use certified seed potatoes.  While ‘certified’ 
means less chance of infection, no seed is guaranteed to be pathogen-free.  Examine your seed carefully 
before you plant and only use blemish-free tubers.  Questionable tubers should be bagged and put in the 
garbage. 
 
Control volunteer tomato and potato plants as well as solanaceous weeds, especially hairy and bittersweet 
nightshade.  These weeds can serve as a place where the fungus can multiple.  It is important to destroy 
any volunteer potato plants as soon as they sprout.  Do not wait until symptoms are seen because by then 
spores may have developed and spread. 

Light blight on potato  
The white growth on the leaf underside contains hundreds 
of spores of the pathogen that could be dispersed by wind 
to other leaves in this field or beyond. Source: 
longislandhort.cornell.edu 



 
Be vigilant by checking your tomato and potato plants at least 
twice a week.  Late blight initially appears as irregularly shaped, 
dark green, water-soaked lesions on the lower leaves.  During 
periods of high humidity, a white cottony growth may be visible on 
the underside of the leaf, near the edge of the lesion.  Spores 
produced on leaves continue to infect other parts of the plant such 
as petioles, stems and fruit.  As the disease progresses, lesions 
enlarge causing leaves to brown, shrivel and die.  Eventually the 
entire plant will collapse.  Tomato fruit infected by late blight 
develop brown to dark brown greasy spots.  Infected potato tubers 
develop irregular shaped, firm, sunken, dull brown to purple 
lesions around the eyes.  The infection can penetrate into the 

tuber, creating a reddish-brown dry rot. 
 

Late blight cannot be cured once a plant is infected.  As a preventive measure apply fungicides weekly.  
Fungicides must be on the foliage before spores land on the plant and start an infection.  Thorough spray 
coverage is crucial.  Copper sulfate is a good choice for organically produced plants while chlorothalonil is 
the most effective conventional fungicide available to home gardeners.  Read the entire label and 
understand the safety information before using any fungicide.  If you choose not to use fungicides it is 
important to check your plants frequently. 
 
If you find suspicious symptoms on your tomatoes and potatoes, take a plant sample (put it in a plastic 
bag) to the local extension office for confirmation.  The sample should consist of a minimum of 5 leaflets 
with lesions.  It is best to have fresh foliage with smaller lesions.  Destroy affected plants if late blight is 
positively identified so that it does not spread to your neighbors.  This is best done on a dry, sunny day so 
that the spores die quickly.  But if the weather stays wet, it is better to destroy plants rather than wait for a 
dry day.  Do not leave plants in the garden where spores will continue to be produced until the plant tissue 
dies.  Put infected plants in garbage bags or pile them up and cover with a tarp.  Sunlight hitting the tarp 
will help kill the plant tissue and the fungus.  Leave garbage bags in the sun for a few days before throwing 
them out for the same reason.  Never compost plants with late blight.  Notify your neighbors so that they 
can check and protect their plants. 
 
Late blight is not like other plant diseases because of its potential devastating impact.  This disease is 
capable of wiping out entire tomato and potato gardens or commercial fields within a week if the 
conditions are right.  Farmers who grow tomatoes and potatoes are at serious risk of losing their entire 
income for the season.  To learn more about late blight, its symptoms, management and for current 
outbreak information visit http://usablight.org. 
 
Resources for this article include Cornell University, Cornell Vegetable Team, New York State IPM Program, 
University of Minnesota and USAblight.org. 
 
 

Leaf lesions on tomato due to late blight  
Source: longislandhort.cornell.edu 
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