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The majority of phone calls in the Master Gardener office last week were from people who had crabapples 
that had bloomed beautifully this spring, but were now dropping leaves.  Samples brought in to the office 
helped us identify the problem.  The main culprit was apple scab, a fungal disease which crabapples are 
prone to.  Apple scab is most serious in areas that have cool, wet spring weather.  Sound familiar? 
 
One of the most common apple diseases, apple scab is caused by 
the fungus Venturia inaequalis.  It will attack crabapple and apple 
trees that are not apple scab resistant.  Apple scab can also affect 
hawthorn (Crataegus), mountain ash (Sorbus), cotoneaster 
(Cotoneaster) and firethorn (Pyracantha).  One trait of this fungus 
is that there are several host specific strains.  This means it will 
cause scab on one plant genus but not on another.  For example, 
the strain that infects mountain ash trees will not infect 
crabapples or vice versa.  But the strain infecting crabapples can 
infect fruiting apples as both are in the same genus.  A related 
fungus, Venturia pirina, affects pears with nearly identical 
symptoms. 
 
Apple scab first appears on the foliage as darkened, sunken spots.  Initially spots are small, irregular lesions 
that are light brown to olive green in color.  As t he infection continues, lesions become more circular and 
velvety olive green to black in color.  Leaves may curl and scorch at the margins.  By mid-season the leaves 
turn yellow or brown and fall prematurely.  Fruit can also become infected with circular, slightly raised, 
black rough spots.  If trees are severely defoliated several years in a row, they are more susceptible to 
insects, other diseases and winter injury. 
 
The apple scab fungus overwinters on fallen leaves and fruit.  Good sanitation can help decrease the 
amount of inoculum present the following year.  Rake up and dispose of infected leaves and fruit as soon 
as possible.  Leaves can be chopped with a mulching lawn mower to break down infected leaves faster. 
 
Regularly prune trees to allow air movement and sunlight to penetrate the canopy.  This will help leaves 
and fruit dry more quickly after a rain.  Try to keep plants healthy by watering during drought and 
fertilizing periodically.  Do not overcrowd plants by planting too closely.  If you do not want to spray for 
apple scab every year, consider replacing disease-prone crabapples with resistant varieties. 
 
Managing apple scab on susceptible trees is focused on preventing infection in the spring.  Apple scab 
spores are released early in the growing season so fungicide sprays must begin as leaves emerge in spring.  
Early infection of trees will result in more inoculum being produced throughout the season.  Depending on 
the weather, sprays may need to be continued until fruit set.  Later sprays are often targeted at other 
fungal diseases but are also effective against secondary inoculum of the apple scab. 
 
Fungicides must be re-applied on a regular schedule to ensure coverage of newly emerging leaves and to 
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replace the chemical as it is lost to weathering.  Usually this consists of spraying every 5 to 7 days in the 
early part of the season and every 7 to 10 days later in the season.  The fungicide label will have the 
recommended spray interval.  There are several factors that affect what spray interval is most suitable.  If 
your tree had a severe infection last year, use the shortest interval.  If apple scab has not been a problem 
in the past, the longer interval may give acceptable protection.  Take the weather into account.  If the 
weather is dry, go with the longer interval, but go with the shorter interval for rainy weather.  Regardless 
good spray coverage is essential for control. 
 
Other variables that can affect how many times you will need to spray include the susceptibility of the 

plant to scab, how fast the tree grows, the fungicide used and 
the amount of fungal inoculum present. 
 
There are several fungicides labeled for apple scab control in 
crabapples.  Check fungicide labels when looking for a 
product to use.  The name of the plant (crabapple) being 
treated as well as the disease must be listed on the fungicide 
label or the product cannot be used.  Some products are 
registered for use on ornamental crabapples but cannot be 
used on crabapple or apple fruit intended for human 
consumption.  Always read and follow instructions on the 
fungicide label. 
 
Growing an apple scab resistant crabapple tree is the most 

effective strategy for managing scab.  Before purchasing a crabapple, find out its scab susceptibility rating.  
There are many crabapples resistant to apple scab including: Adams, Adirondack, Candymint, Coralburst®, 
Christmas Holly™, David, Donald Wyman, Firebird®, Harvest Gold®, Jewelberry, Molten Lava™, Prairiefire, 
Purple Prince, Red Jewel™, Sargent, Silver Moon, and Strawberry Parfait. 
 
Resources for this article:  The American Phytopathological Society, University of Minnesota, Penn State, 
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