
Botryotinia (Botrytis) porri is the fungal pathogen that 
causes neck rot in garlic. This is a relatively new pest 
in Maine, but because it is readily spread through the 
planting of infected garlic cloves, it has the potential 
to become a long-term problem. The pathogen can 
cause severe damage to garlic grown in backyard 
gardens as well as on commercial farms. 

Botrytis porri is limited to the onion family and also 
causes neck rot of leek. The disease can cause 
considerably more damage to garlic under wet 
conditions than in dryer years. Pathogens that infect 
garlic bulbs are a threat to seed crops as well as to the 
commercial garlic industry in Maine, and Botrytis 
neck rot has damaged garlic and caused losses in 
recent years. Understanding how the Botrytis neck 
rot pathogen spreads will help to minimize the serious 
and long-lasting effects of this harmful crop pest. 

Biology 

Mold caused by Botrytis porri generally develops on 
the neck of the garlic plant, later forming sclerotia 
(rough black masses of hardened fungal mycelium) 
as large as ¾ inch but typically ¼ inch in diameter. 
Sclerotia are fungal resting structures that allow 
Botrytis porri long-term survival as well as survival 
under periods of unfavorable environmental 
conditions. Botrytis porri survives the winter as 
sclerotia in the soil or as sclerotia on infected bulbs. 

Moist, cool weather favors sclerotia germination, in 
which small mushroom-like structures are produced. 
These structures release tens of thousands of spores 
that are windcarried to susceptible plants in the 
onion family and start the disease cycle anew each 
season. These spores may enter through a wound or 
directly penetrate the neck (pseudostem); therefore, 
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initial symptoms of the disease may appear near the 
soil line on garlic necks. Botrytis porri moves rapidly 
along the neck region of garlic plants, often causing a 
water-soaked appearance. Warm, wet conditions 
favor infection and subsequent disease 
development—excessive water from irrigation or 
rain is highly conducive to the disease. 

Symptoms 

In the field, plants infected with Botrytis neck rot are 
stunted, with dead or dying outer leaves. Symptoms 
of the infection are often first seen at the soil line on 
the neck as water-soaked lesions. Under warm and 
wet conditions, the disease progresses quickly, 
spreading up the leaves and down the neck. At this 
time, the large, distinct sclerotia may be present 
around the rotting neck. 

Extensive lesion development can lead to wilting or 
entire plant death and stand reduction. Plants 
affected early in the growing season may die 
completely and be unharvestable. Plants may die 
mid-season or recover, depending on weather 
conditions. Infected bulbs that die and decay may 
have other pathogens attacking them, masking the 
true cause of the problem. At harvest, alive but badly 
infected bulbs can be culled. Bulbs that died and 

remain in the field will be quite likely crusted with 
sclerotia. These sclerotia serve as initial inoculum for 
following seasons. 

Under dry conditions, disease progress slows or 
stops and the lesions may dry out and turn brown. 
Infected bulbs that do not die may have the pathogen 
present without noticeable symptoms. For this 
reason, healthy-appearing bulbs from an infected 
crop should not be used as seed. The disease may 
develop in storage or in a subsequent crop planted 
from bulbs that are asymptomatic but infected. 

Management 

High humidity and wet foliage with prolonged soil 
wetness will promote Botrytis porri infection and 
subsequent disease development. Weed control and 
adequate plant spacing, both in-row, and between-
row, will allow air movement, deterring pathogen 
infection. Botrytis porri sclerotia can survive in the 
soil for a length of time, so crop rotations in both time 
and space are crucial in maintaining a Botrytis neck 
rot-free crop of garlic. 
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Practices to avoid Botrytis neck rot infestation: 

Use disease-free seed stock. •

Use adequate plant spacing and good weed •
control to encourage air movement. 

Remove infected plants from the area and do not •
compost. 

Try to harvest mature plants with a minimum of •
injury. 

Properly cure garlic bulbs with good air •
movement. 

Practice proper crop rotation. Do not plant garlic •
or other alliums in a field where the pathogen is 
present. 
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