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Is One Week In The Year Worth Worrying About?
The Answer - Yes!

The Scourge of Pythium Blight

By Steve Abler and Dr. Geunhwa Jung, Turfgrass Diagnostic Lab,
Department of Plant Pathology, University of Wisconsin-Madison

Pythium Blight. Two words
that will strike fear in the heart of
even the most experienced turi-
grass manager. If there is one
disease that will cause a turf
professional to sprint to his/her
sprayer, Pythium blight is that
disease. Why is Pythium blight
so feared? | was talking with Dr.
John Stier and he stated that
Pythium blight weather usually
only occurs for one week in a
typical summer in Wisconsin.
Why is there so much concern
over a disease that is only active
for 1/52nd of a year? The reason
far the concern is that Pythium
blight can devastate a stand of
turf literally overnight.

Pythium blight is caused by
several Domycetes in the genus
Pythium. Although Oomycetes
have been traditionally studied
by mycologist (fungus experts),
they are not true fungi. These
organisms  have  different
zoospore morphology, reproduc-
tive characteristics, cellular
compaonents, and biochemical
pathways than true fungi
(Moore-Landecker, 1996). These
differences are the main reasons
why broad spectrum fungicides
generally are not effective at
controlling Oomycetes and
Oomycete fungicides rarely con-
trol true funai.

Optimum weather conditions
for outbreaks of Pythium blight

are prolonged periods of high
humidity with daytime tempera-
tures above 85°F and night-time
temperatures  above  68°F
Contrary to popular perception,
work with highland bentgrass
has shown that plants grown
under low soil moisture condi-
tions are more susceptible to the
pathogen than plants maintained
at field capacity. Severity of the
disease is increased by high
nitragen fertilization and low cal-
cium levels. Most cool-season
turfgrasses are susceptible to
Pythium blight, and newly-seed-
ed plants are particularly vulner-
able to infection and colonization
(Couch 1995).

Initial symptoms of the dis-
gase appear as water-soaked
patches a few inches in diame-
ter. The patches rapidly enlarge
and affected plants turn brown in
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color, mat together, and are
greasy in texture. The greasy
texture of the plants is due to
multiple pectolytic enzymes of
the pathogen that break down







