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Late Blight and the Landscape/Lawn Care Professional
M. Bess Dicklow, UMass Extenstion Plant Pathologist

As a landscaper and/or lawn care company, you might ask 
yourself what does Late Blight of Tomatoes and Potatoes 
have to do with me? As somebody seen by your clients 
as an expert, knowledge of the basic facts about this 
devastating plant disease may well burnish your image 
and, hence, your bottom line. 

Late Blight, caused by the fungus Phytophthora infestans, 
is perhaps the most famous plant pathogen in history 
and was certainly the focus of media attention in 2009 
as unusual circumstances converged to make the public 
aware of this plant disease. Phytophthora infestans (from 
the Greek meaning ‘plant destroyer’) was the cause of the 
Irish Potato Famine in the 1840s, which resulted in much 
misery, starvation, and immigration of the Irish people to 
America. In 2009, early introduction of the pathogen via 
infected tomato transplants sold through large retailers 
combined with unusually cool and rainy weather in June 
and July and resulted in an epidemic throughout the 
Northeast that affected backyard gardeners and farmers 
alike.

Late Blight is not new to Massachusetts; it has probably 
been here as long as potatoes and tomatoes have been 
grown here. It does not occur every year and, when it 
does, it usually appears in mid to late September (hence 
the common name, Late Blight). The organism is an 
obligate pathogen and does not survive in the absence 
of living plant tissue; in northern regions, P. infestans 
is killed by the freezing temperatures which kills its 
hosts. The pathogen can produce long lived spores 
where there are two mating types, but in the Connecticut 
Valley only one mating type is present.  P. infestans 
overwinters in more southern or western regions where 

both mating types occur or where its hosts (members of 
the Nightshade family including potato, tomato, petunia, 
nightshade and other wild relatives) persist year round. 
The pathogen is extremely well adapted to movement on 
wind driven rain and moves with weather systems from 
these areas, arriving here late in summer or after harvest.

P. infestans does not overwinter in garden soil like many 
plant pathogens except where unharvested tubers fail to 
freeze. It does not persist on garden stakes and tools or 
affect other hosts like trees, shrubs, or grasses. These 
landscape plants are subject to their own Phytophthora 
diseases, like P. ramorum, the cause of Sudden Oak 
Death, a federally quarantined pathogen species.  The 
disease does not develop well in more normal warm and 
dry conditions of June and July; it is highly favored by 
cool, wet weather. The disease is not likely to occur again 
in backyard gardens where infected plant debris was 
removed and destroyed or where the soil has frozen. 

Not every brown to black spot on tomato leaves, stems, 
and fruit is caused by Late Blight; many other pathogens 
of tomatoes are common every year and, although 
not attractive, have little effect on backyard tomatoes’ 
abundance or quality. 

What should you tell clients concerned about Late Blight 
in their home gardens? First and most importantly, they 
should start their own transplants or buy them from a 
trusted source, such as a local farmer or garden center. 
Scouting and monitoring is the backbone of Integrated 
Pest Management (IPM) and homeowners should inspect 
plants carefully before purchase and periodically after 
planting. Fungicides available to the general public are 
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protective only; they DO 
NOT cure infected plants 
and must be in place before 
the pathogens arrive to 
be effective. Finally, they 
should be more vigilant when 
environmental conditions 
favor the development of plant 
disease (prolonged cloudy, 
rainy, drizzly and foggy 
weather).  

A good source of information 
for home gardeners is the 
UMass Extension Vegetable 
Team’s website, www.
umassvegetable.org and the 
publication Vegetable Notes 
(available online).

Garden Retailers and Late Blight
Tina Smith, UMass Extension Greenhouse Crops and Floriculture Program

Late Blight caused by Phytophthora infestans – a very 
destructive and very infectious disease – killed tomato 
and potato plants in gardens and on commercial farms 
throughout the eastern U.S. during 2009. As a result, 
many farmers across Massachusetts lost their tomato 
crops and incurred extra fungicide and labor expenses. 
While late blight is a problem on farms each year, the 
occurrence of late blight in 2009 was different compared 
to most seasons. In 2009, it was the earliest the disease 
was reported over such a broad region of the country. 
More problematic for the Northeast was that infected 
plants were distributed through large local retail stores 
throughout the region (Ohio to Maine). Never before 
has such an extensive distribution of infected plants 
occurred. This distribution, the exceptionally contagious 
nature of the disease and the cool, wet growing season all 
contributed to a disastrous year for farmers. 

Garden retailers can help prevent the spread of late 
blight in gardens and on farms this growing season and 
provide customers with the facts about this disease. 

Tomatoes: 
Late blight is not seedborne (however, it is tuber-borne in 
potato), so tomato plants started from seed locally (in the 
Northeast) would be free of the disease. Growing your 
own transplants from seed or purchasing from a reputable 

local grower will ensure a healthy start to the season 
for your customers and local farms. Disease-resistant 
or tolerant varieties of tomatoes exist, however seed is 
in limited supply this year. ‘Mountain Magic’, ‘Plum 
Regal’, and ‘Legend’ are three varieties with resistance 
or tolerance to late blight. Note that the variety ‘Legend’ 
has been grown primarily in the western US, where 
conditions are different than here. In addition to late 
blight, each year tomatoes become infected with early 
blight and Septoria leaf spot, which look very similar. 
If possible, also provide tomato plant varieties that are 
resistant or tolerant to early blight for your customers 
which includes the varieties ‘Mountain Fresh’, ‘Mountain 
Supreme’, ‘Plum Dandy’ and others.

If you purchase plants to sell, inspect all transplants for 
stem cankers, petiole cankers or leaf blight as long as 
plants are on the shelf. Teach your staff what to look for, 
using the web-links at the end of this article. 

Potatoes: 
Purchase certifi ed, disease-free seed potato from a 
reputable source, and ask your supplier about their source 
of seed and if it was inspected in the fi eld for late blight. 
Seed potato from the northeast is less likely to carry the 
disease.

Community Tree Conference

Tree Invasives – What’s Next?
Tuesday, March 9

Stockbridge Hall, UMass Amherst, 9 am - 4 pm

For arborists, tree wardens, municipal managers, city planners, foresters, 
sugar bush owners and landscape architects involved with the manage-
ment of property, both private and public. Cosponsored by UMass Exten-
sion, Mass. Dept. of Agricultural Resources, and the USDA Forest Service. 
   

Four pesti cide contact hours for categories 29, 36, and Applicator’s Li-
cense;  6 ISA, 5 SAF, 6 CFE, 1 MCA and MCH, and 2 MCLP credits available.
   

For more details and a registrati on form, go to UMassGreenInfo.org or call 
(413) 545-0895.
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Know the FACTS for Staff and Customers 
Train employees about this important disease and provide 
information to your home gardening customers. 

Potatoes that freeze or fully decompose will not carry the 
pathogen over winter. Tomatoes will not carry late blight 
over the winter, because freezing kills the whole plant. 
Tomato seed, even from fruit that was infected with late 
blight, will not carry the pathogen, so no need to worry 
about the tomatoes left behind in the garden or compost 
pile. Certain perennial weeds can become infected with 
late blight, but none of their above-ground tissues live 
through the winter. Late blight will not survive on tomato 
stakes and cages. 

The biggest threat for overwintered disease is on 
potatoes. In the spring, advise home gardeners to inspect 
last year’s potato plot and any compost or cull piles for 
volunteer potato plants that might come up. If they fi nd 
potato plants, pull them out and put them in the trash 
or destroy them. If tubers were infected and survive, 
then the late blight could grow upward from the tuber, 
infecting the stem and producing spores when weather 
conditions are favorable. These spores could then 
disperse to other tomato and potato plants. 

During the growing season, pay attention to pest alerts to 
learn about whether late blight has been observed in New 
England, and what actions you need to advise customers 
to take.

Photo gallery of what to look for:
www.hort.cornell.edu/department/Facilities/lihrec/• 
vegpath/photos/lateblight_tomato.htm 

blogs.cornell.edu/hort/2009/06/26/late-blight-a-serious-• 
disease-killing-tomatoes-and-potatoes-this-year/

If you or a customer suspect a problem, or need 
to confi rm a diagnosis, contact the University of 
Massachusetts Plant Diagnostic Laboratory, (413) 545-
3208, or go to www.umass.edu/agland/diagnostics. 

Employee Training for
Garden Retailers

Green, Organic and Sustainable 
Soluti ons

Date:  March 23
Time:  9:30 - 3:30
Place:  Publick House, Sturbridge, MA

The University of Massachusett s Extension 
Agriculture and Landscape Program is holding 
training for garden center employees, horti -
culture retailers and others interested in help-
ing their customers with questi ons about pest 
control products that provide green, orgainic and 
sustainable soluti ons. Learn about products for 
home gardens, trees, shrubs and lawns and how 
they work to bett er assist customers to make 
proper choices for pest management.

Topics include:
• Organic Products for Insects, Mites, Slugs  

and Snails  
 Bob Childs, UMass Extension Entomologist

• Organic Ferti lizers for Home Vegetable and 
Flower Gardens 

 Doug Cox, Dept. of Plant, Soil and Insect 
 Sciences, University of Massachusett s

Organic Weed Control for Lawns• 
 Randy Prostak, UMass Extension Weed 
 Specialist

Organic Ferti lizers for Lawns• 
 Mary Owen, UMass Extension Turf Specialist

Organic Pest Control for Lawns• 
 Pat Vitt um, Dept. of Plant, Soil and Insect 
 Sciences, University of Massachusett s

3 pesti cide recerti fi cati on credits available for 
categories 29, 36, 37, and Applicator’s License.

For more details and a registrati on form, go to 
www.umass.edu/umext/fl oriculture

Questi ons? Contact Tina Smith at (413) 545-5306 
or tsmith@umext.umass.edu

HORT NOTES is a monthly horti cultural newslett er by UMass 
Extension. Subscripti ons are $20.00 (12 issues) per year. Make 
check or money order payable to University of Massachusett s, 
and mail it to HORT NOTES, French Hall, 230 Stockbridge Rd., 
UMass, Amherst, MA 01003-9316. When writi ng to request a 
change of address or to renew a subscripti on, please include the 
mailing  label. For subscripti on questi ons, call (413) 545-0895.

Kathleen M. Carroll, UMass Extension Educator
Landscape, Nursery and Urban Forestry Program Coordinator
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Upcoming Events
For more details and a registration form, go to www.UMassGreenInfo.org under Conferences and Workshops.

March 9 - Community Tree Conference: 
Tree Invasives – What’s Next?
Stockbridge Hall, UMass Amherst, 9 am to 4 pm
For arborists, tree wardens, municipal managers, city 
planners, foresters, sugar bush owners and landscape 
architects who are involved with the management of 
property, both private and public. Cosponsored by UMass 
Extension, MDAR and the USDA Forest Service. 
Four pesticide contact hours for categories 29, 36, and 
Applicator’s License; 6 ISA, 5 SAF, 6 CFE, 1 MCA and 
MCH, and 2 MCLP credits available.
   

March 23 - Garden Center Employee Training
Publick House, Sturbridge, MA, 9:30 am to 3:30 pm 
See box on page 3. Three pesticide contact hours for 
categories 29, 36, 37, and Applicator’s License
   
April 1 - Weed Management for Garden Retailers
Doubletree Hotel, 11 Beaver St., Milford, MA
8:30 am to 12:30 pm
Customers commonly ask garden retailers questions 
about weed identifi cation and the control of weeds in 
lawns, landscapes and gardens. This program with help 
retailers answer many of these common questions. 
Four pesticide contact hours for categories 29, 36, 37, 
and Applicator’s License; 1/2 MCA, and 1 MCLP and 
MCH credits available.
     

April 15 - Insect Laboratory: Hands-on Identifi -
cation and Management Strategies, UMass 
Cranberry Station, E. Wareham, MA, 9 am to 3:30 pm
Hands-on workshop where participants will examine 

actual specimens in a teaching lab with the use of micro-
scopes. This is an opportunity to hone your IPM monitor-
ing skills and to become a better IPM and Plant Health 
Care practitioner.  Pre-registration is required, as space 
is limited to 30 participants. Cosponsored by UMass  
Extension, Plymouth County Cooperative Extension, and 
Barnstable County Cooperative Extension. 
Five pesticide contact hours for categories 29, 36, and 
Applicator’s License; 5 ISA, 5 1/2 SAF, 5 1/2 CFE, 1 
MCA and MCH, and 2 MCLP credits available.
     

Scouting for Pests and Problems of Woody 
Ornamentals Walkabouts
April 29 - Diseases and Weeds, 5 to 7 pm
 Arnold Arboretum, Jamaica Plain, MA
June 3 - Insects, Weeds and Cultural Problems
 Bridgewater State College, 5 to 7 pm
September 30 - Diseases and Weeds, 4 to 6 pm
 Holy Cross College, Worcester, MA
Two pesticide contact hours each for categories 29, 36, 
and Applicator’s License; 2 ISA, 2 SAF, 2 CFE, 1/2 MCA, 
and 1 MCLP and MCH credits available.
    

May 27 - Inland Wetland Plant Identifi cation
June 3  -  Identifying Inland Wetland Soils
UMass Amherst, 9 am to 3:30 pm
    

Weed Identifi cation Workshops, 9 am to 3:30 pm
June 22 - Broadleaf Weeds, Arnold Arboretum
June 25 - Broadleaf Weeds, UMass Amherst
August 24 - Grassy Weeds, UMass Amherst


