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Don’t Get Burned by 

Fire Blight 
By Kim Leonberger, Plant Pathology Extension 

Associate, and Nicole Gauthier, Plant Pathology 

Extension Specialist  

Fire blight is an important disease of apple, crabapple, 

pear, and flowering pear in Kentucky. Symptoms are 

often not observed until late spring or early summer; 

however, initial infections occur at bloom. The pathogen 

survives winter in dead, dying, and diseased wood and 

in cankers. Removal of these pathogen sources can 

reduce spread of fire blight and should be completed in 

late winter while the pathogen is dormant.  

Fire Blight Facts 

• Early symptoms include wilt of flower cluster and 

blossom death (Figure 1). Disease spreads to shoots or 

branches where tips wilt and rapidly die (blight) to form a 

characteristic ‘shepherd’s crook’ (Figure 2). Dark brown, 

sunken cankers (stem lesions) develop and expand to 

girdle branches, resulting in 

branch death (Figure 3). 
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• Potential hosts include apples, pears, and 

several landscape woody ornamentals in the 

rose family. 

• Primary infection occurs at bloom and 

may continue through petal fall or until shoot 

elongation ends. 

• Rainy conditions, periods of high humidity, 

and temperatures between 65°F and 70°F 

favor disease development. 

• Caused by the bacterium Erwinia 

amylovora. 

• Bacterial cells overwinter in dead, dying, 

and diseased wood. 

 

 

Management Options 

• Select cultivars that are tolerant or 

resistant to fire blight. 

• Maintain plant health with proper nutrition 

and irrigation practices. 

• Prune to increase air flow through the 

plant canopy. 

• Remove infected plant tissues during 

winter when plants and pathogens are 

dormant. Do not prune when trees are wet. 

Burn, bury, or otherwise dispose of diseased 

material. 

• Bactericides should be applied 

preventatively. Once infection occurs, sprays 

are not effective. Homeowners can apply 

copper during dormancy to reduce 

overwintering inoculum. Additional 

bactericides available for commercial growers 

are presented in the Commercial Fruit Pest 

Management Guide (ID-232). Always follow 

label directions when utilizing bactericides. 

• Fire blight risk throughout the season can 

be determined by the disease development 

models available through the UK Ag Weather 

Center website. 

(Continued from pg. 1, Don’t’ Get Burned 
By Fire Blight ) 

Figure 2: Rapid shoot death from fire blight may result in a 

‘shepherd’s crook’ appearance. (Photo: Nicole Gauthier, UK)  

Figure 3: Dark 

brown, 

shrunken 

cankers 

develop and 

expand to 

girdle 

branches. 

(Photo: Nicole 

Gauthier, UK)  

Figure 1: Apple flower clusters infected with fire 

blight. (Photo: Nicole Gauthier, UK)  

https://ag.purdue.edu/department/hla/extension/_docs/id-465.pdf
http://weather.uky.edu/php/fire_blight.php
http://weather.uky.edu/php/fire_blight.php
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Effective Strategies to 
Prevent Plant Diseases 
in Your Garden                    
Source: Rick Durham, Extension Professor, 
Department of Horticulture  

In the unseen sphere of our vegetable 

gardens, plant pathogens including fungi, 

bacteria, nematodes and viruses are ever-

present threats. However, with proactive 

measures, gardeners can successfully 

manage these threats and maintain healthy 

vegetable gardens.  

Selecting the right location for your garden is 

the first step in prevention. Opt for a sunny 

area with well-drained soil to discourage the 

growth of pathogens. Raised beds can be an 

effective solution for improving drainage and 

air circulation around plants. It's also crucial 

to clear out old plant debris, which can harbor 

diseases from the previous season.  

When choosing plants, prioritize disease-

resistant varieties and inspect any 

transplants for signs of disease before 

introducing them to your garden. For seeds, 

consider those that have been treated with 

fungicide to give them a better chance of 

thriving. Planting in warm soil and ensuring 

proper spacing between plants are additional 

measures that can minimize stress and 

disease susceptibility.  

Crop rotation is an invaluable strategy, 

especially in smaller gardens. Changing 

what's planted in a specific area every few 

years can prevent the buildup of soil-borne 

diseases. For crops that are particularly 

disease-prone, consider skipping their 

cultivation for a few years or growing them in 

containers separate from the garden.  

Maintaining a weed-free garden throughout 

the growing season is essential. Weeds can 

serve as hosts for pests and diseases, 

transferring them to your vegetable plants. 

Proper watering techniques can also make a 

significant difference; water at the base of 

plants to avoid wetting foliage, and if 

overhead watering is necessary, do so early 

in the day to allow leaves to dry.  

Avoiding mechanical injury to plants, such as 

from gardening tools or rough handling, can 

prevent openings for pathogens. 

Furthermore, refraining from working in the 

garden when plants are wet can reduce the 

spread of diseases.  

By taking these steps gardeners can 

effectively manage plant diseases. This 

approach not only protects the garden from 

the myriad of pathogens waiting to attack but 

also leads to a bountiful and healthy harvest.  
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Navigate Stormwater 

Challenges This Summer  
Source: Brad Lee, Department of Plant and 

Soil Sciences Professor  

Stormwater management is a significant 

environmental challenge, especially in 

regions with extensive urban development 

like Kentucky. In response, Municipal 

Separate Storm Sewer Systems (MS4s) have 

been implemented in over 100 communities 

in 34 counties to manage and treat 

stormwater runoff before it reaches natural 

water bodies.  

The University of Kentucky Martin-Gatton 

College of Agriculture, Food and Environment 

offers comprehensive educational materials 

to improve stormwater management within 

MS4-regulated communities. These 

resources are organized by both topic and 

season, ensuring they are relevant and easily 

accessible year-round. Just some of the 

many topics covered include:  

•Lawn Care and Pollution Prevention: 

Instructions on proper lawn care to prevent 

nutrient runoff and advice on managing lawn 

debris and litter.  

•Water Conservation Techniques: Strategies 

for conserving water at home, including using 

rain barrels and rain gardens, which also help 

reduce stormwater runoff.  

•Native Plants and Biodiversity: Guidance on 

using native plants to enhance biodiversity 

and improve the absorption of rainwater.  

•DIY Rain Barrel Projects: Instructional 

videos and factsheets, such as "Building a 

Rain Barrel from a Pickle Barrel," teach 

residents how to construct their own rain 

barrels, reducing runoff and promoting water 

reuse.  

•Rain Garden Design and Maintenance: 

Publications like "Residential Rain Garden: 

Design, Construction, and Maintenance" 

provide step-by-step guides on creating 

effective rain gardens, which are essential for 

absorbing rainwater and reducing runoff.  

For those seeking more hands-on 

involvement, the university facilitates 

workshops offering additional information and 

assistance on setting up rain barrels and 

gardens. These workshops provide practical 

skills and empower participants to take active 

roles in their community's stormwater 

management efforts.  

Beyond educational outreach, UK is 

researching and developing advanced 

stormwater management technologies. For 

instance, studies on permeable pavements 

and low-impact development techniques are 

part of the university’s efforts to discover 

more efficient ways to manage stormwater in 

urban settings.  

To access these materials, visit https://

water.ca.uky.edu/MS4.  

https://water.ca.uky.edu/MS4
https://water.ca.uky.edu/MS4
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To register, scan the QR 

code or enter the link 

below. 

https://

tinyurl.com/33sat2j3 
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@ 6PM 
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