
This article is part of a weekly series 
published in the Batavia Daily News by 
Jan Beglinger, Agriculture Outreach 
Coordinator for CCE of Genesee County. 

 
 
 

Master Gardener Corner:  Late Blight – A Community Disease 
Originally run week of May 23, 2017 
This edition of Master Gardener Corner written by Sue Eick, Genesee Master Gardener  
 

 
Late blight is best known as the cause of the 1840s Irish potato 
famine, which culminated in the death or emigration of over 2 million 
people.  Late blight became a topic of conversation in the eastern US 
during the tomato late blight pandemic of 2009. Prior to that, most 
late blight outbreaks occurred in commercial fields where fungicide 
applications had been uneven.  However, by June of 2009 the disease 
was widespread on tomato plants.  What happened?  The late blight 
pathogen had over-wintered in an Alabama nursery, which then 

distributed infected plants to Northeastern ‘big box’ stores.  
Because many of their employees did not recognize the disease or 
understand the community-wide implication of selling late blight 
infected plants, they were sold to home gardeners from Ohio to 

Maine.  Finally, June and July’s cool, wet weather provided the perfect environment to produce thousands 
of air-borne sporangia that rapidly spread to uninfected gardens and commercial fields as far away as 30 
miles. 
 

Late blight is caused by the oomycete Phytophthora infestans.  Oomycetes are fungus-like organisms also 
called ‘water molds’ because, unlike true fungi, they create two different types of spores – one suitable for 
air dispersal and the other capable of swimming in water films on leaf surfaces.  They include some of the 
most devastating pathogens of plants.  The late blight oomycete is well named, as Phytophthora is literally 
translated “plant-destroyer.”  Like the human flu, there are many different strains of P. infestans.  These 
are referred to as genotypes and are designated by a number code (i.e., US-23).  Many genotypes infect 
both tomato and potato, but some are specific to one or the other.  P. infestans has also been known to 
infect other members of the Solanaceae plant family, most notably, hairy nightshade. 
 

Late blight symptoms are very obvious to the naked eye and can 
develop on tomato and potato leaves, stems, branches, and on both 
green and ripe fruit and tubers.  Pale green to brown spots appear on 
the upper leaf surface and their margins are often pale green or water 
soaked.  In moist conditions, a downy white growth usually develops 
near the leaf spot margins on the underside of the leaf (contains the 
wind-borne sporangia).  Petiole and stem lesions appear as irregular 
brown strips running along the stem, and are often first found at leaf 
and stem junctions where moisture collects.  In wet and cool weather, 
these lesions can expand rapidly resulting in the plant appearing to 
‘melt’ in a matter of days.  In dry weather, infected leaves may appear 
dry and shriveled; while stem lesions are often brown to black in 
color. 
 

Tomato fruit blight lesions appear greenish-brown and greasy and often appear first on the ‘shoulder’ of 
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the fruit.  Tissue remains firm at first with variable depths of discoloration.  In moist weather, white downy 
sporulation may appear on the lesion surface.  Potato tuber lesions are shallow, purplish-brown and its 
interior tissue is reddish-brown and granular.  Tomatoes and potatoes can also become infected with 
secondary pathogens which will cause a soft rot. 
 

Integrated management practices are necessary for suppressing potato and tomato blight.  In the absence 
of sexual reproduction, P. infestans requires living tissue to survive our winters.  Eliminating infected plant 
parts is a critical first step.  Always do a complete fall cleanup, particularly when you’ve had any plant 
diseases during the growing season.  Do not create potato cull piles and never compost diseased plant 
debris – home compost piles do not sustain temperatures hot enough to kill pathogens.  In the spring, 
scout out and destroy every potato and tomato volunteer.  This is critical as potato tubers and tomato 
seeds can overwinter late blight. 
 
Your next management strategy is proper site selection.  Choose well-drained soils in full sun as vegetables 
require 8-10 hours of sun per day.  Use wide rows oriented with the prevailing wind and trellis tomatoes 
for good air circulation and sun penetration.  Control weeds, because they deplete water and nutrients 
better used by your vegetables.  They may also harbor insect pests and plant diseases.  Healthy plants can 
better resist P. infestans.  Avoid overhead watering. 
 

‘Scout’ your plants frequently.  Become familiar with the symptoms of their most common diseases, in 
addition to late blight.  Remember that Master Gardeners are always available to help you correctly 
identify and treat plant diseases and insect pests. 
 

Plant late blight resistant cultivars.  Purchase only certified seed potatoes and source your tomato seeds 
and plants from reputable nurseries.  Iron Lady, Defiant PHR, Mountain Merit, Mountain Magic, and Matt’s 
Wild Cherry are tomatoes that perform well against several late blight genotypes.  New York 121, Alamo, 
Kennebec, Reliance and Trent are just some of the potato cultivars listed as resistant.  Remember that no 
resistant plant variety is immune.  Even the most resistant cultivar will develop symptoms when the 
disease pressure is high.  Sign up at www.usablight.org and monitor this site during the growing season to 
find out if late blight has been confirmed near you.  Learn whether the identified genotypes will be 
controlled by the resistant varieties that you chose.  If not, then you must be prepared to rely heavily on a 
fungicide program during the remainder of the growing season.  Scout your plants daily.  Always start with 
the lower stems and leaves as these remain wet longer after a rain or dew and are most likely to present 
with late blight symptoms first. 
 

It is important to understand that the fungicides available to the home gardener are only protectants 
against P. infestans.  They must be correctly applied before infection.  They will not cure a diseased plant.  
Chlorothalanil, a chemical fungicide, has well documented efficacy as a protectant against this pathogen.  
It is not systemic and must be reapplied as directed by its label.  The well-known organic copper fungicides 
have not performed well in field tests.  Agri-Fos and Serenade are two organic and systemic fungicides that 
are labeled for late blight protection.  Field tests suggest that Agri-Fos performed as well as Chlorothalanil.  
Serenade did not.  Regardless of your choice, always read the product label and apply exactly as instructed. 
 
So what do you do when, despite all your best efforts, you discover likely late blight symptoms during your 
daily scouting?  Do not try to ‘save’ your plants.  If it is P. infestans, you risk infecting neighboring gardens 
and commercial fields.  Instead, act quickly to carefully remove and bag the entire plant and bring it to 
your local CCE office for confirmation.  If late blight is confirmed, then a sample may be submitted to 
Cornell for genotyping. 
 

Resources for this article:  Cornell University (CALS, Vegetable MD Online, Extension), McGill University, and 
University of Minnesota Extension. 

 


