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POTATO FACTS.

WHITE MOLD

Sclerotinia sclerotiorum (Lib.) de Bary

by Steven B. Johnson, PhD., Area Crops Specialist

HISTORY

Potato producers have noticed white mold dis-
ease in Maine since the early 1980s. The disease can
reduce yield by as much as 50 percent by causing the
death of the above-ground portion of the plant.

White mold is frequently found on beans, peas,
carrots and lettuce, in addition to potatoes. A cur-
rent host index lists 148 kinds of plants attacked by
the white mold pathogen.

LIFE CYCLE

White mold of potatoes is caused by the fungus
Sclerotinia sclerotiorum (Lib.) de Bary. This fungus
has a very wide host range. The fungus produces
white and fluffy mycelium and also produces hard,
black, irregularly shaped sclerotia. The sclerotia are
varied in size and range from very small to over 1/2
inch in diameter. The sclerotia are the resting stage.
The pathogen overseasons in this form.

Apothecia emerge from sclerotia and are about
1/4 inch in diameter. Apothecia are formed at the
soil surface and range from funnel-shaped to flat.
Their colors include pale orange, pink, light tan and
white. From the apothecia, wind-dispersed asco-
spores are released and initiate primary infections.

Most of the foliage in a field can be killed when
white mold is severe. A diagnostic characteristic of
white mold is the presence of small, black bodies
called sclerotia, which can be found in affected
stems. Tuber infection is rare and has not been re-
ported in Maine.

Photos, top to bottom: white mold lesions with mycellium;
white mold lesion; white mold lesions in advanced stage;
sclerotium with apothecium.




SYMPTOMS

The first symptoms of white mold are wilting of in-
dividual stems. Observation of the field wilt can be
difficult in the early stages. The white, cottony myce-
lium of the fungus may be observed on water-soaked
lesions on the stems. The lesions are most commonly
found at or near the soil line, but may appear on lat-
eral branches where soil contact has been made.

As the disease progresses, the mycelium may not
be apparent on the stems and lesions on the stem
often will turn a bleached white. Wilted stems may
have a rotted portion where the stem comes into con-
tact with the soil. Often, there is soft rot associated
with the diseased stems.

Sclerotinia sclerotiorum survives in the soil as dor-
mant sclerotia. These sclerotia are capable of remain-
ing viable for many years. The sclerotia germinate
apothecia in upper soil layers under conditions of
high soil moisture at temperatures above 60 degrees
F. With soil movement through cultivation, deeply
buried sclerotia can be induced to germinate. Free
moisture and high relative humidity are required for
ascospore germination and tissue colonization. For
this reason, the symptoms are rarely seen before row
closure when relative humidity in the crop canopy in-
creases. Sclerotinia sclerotiorum infections predomi-
nate where stems touch the soil.

Once infection is established, the pathogen pro-
duces characteristic white, cottony mycelium. The

mycelium is capable of spreading within the canopy
and inciting more disease. Sclerotia are formed as a
survival mechanism, so these are not often found
until the food source is exhausted in the local area of
infection or on the plant as a whole. The process of
harvesting the potatoes shatters the potato stems, re-
leasing the sclerotia from inside the infected stems.
Sclerotia left on the soil surface appear to survive as
well as those buried in the soil.

CONTROL

White mold has not been well controlled with
crop rotation. Usually four or more years of a non-
host must be grown to reduce inoculum levels. Cur-
rently, the most effective method of controlling white
mold on potatoes is timely application of fungicides.
Fungicides should be applied before the fungus at-
tacks the plant and before visible symptoms of the
disease. Present information suggests that the best
time to apply fungicides is from just before final hill-
ing until row closure, with a subsequent application
10 to 14 days later if rain and relative humidity re-
main high.

Varieties appear to differ in resistance to the
pathogen. “Superior” is the most susceptible variety
identified to date. Please consult with your local Co-
operative Extension office for more information on
white mold control.
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