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Southern blight and Sclerotinia blight are the two most
important soilborne diseases of peanuts in Oklahoma. These
diseases have the potential to cause severe economic losses,
because they cause rapid wilting and death of peanut plants
prior to maturity. The disease cycles and symptom progression
of the two diseases are similar, but the chemicals and many
of the cultural practices used to manage them are different.
Sclerotinia blight can also be potentially more destructive,
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that appropriate controls can be implemented.

Southern Blight

Southern blightis caused by the fungus Sclerotium rolfsii
and is a widespread disease of peanut and other crops in
Oklahoma. Southern blight causes the greatest yield losses
in peanut of any disease in the United States. Disease devel-
opment is favored by hot and moist conditions in the peanut
canopy. Therefore, the disease occurs mainly in mid- to late-
season in Oklahoma. The fungus primarily attacks the base
of stems near the soil line, but any plant part in contact with
soil may be damaged. Infected plants are generally killed
prior to maturity. Peg and pod infections are common and
result in pod loss at harvest. Populations of S. rolfsii increase
irirjiwxih Aiphw gusttih xs tieryxyriww gsrysy giewyviw
are taken. High populations of the pathogen combined with
favorable conditions for southern blight can result in yield
losses of 25 percent or more.

Symptoms
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rapid yellowing and wilting of limbs or entire plants (Figure 1).
Affected limbs and plants then turn brown and die as a result
of decay of the lower stem. Advanced symptoms of southern
blight are very similar to those of Sclerotinia blight. The base
of diseased plants must be closely examined for signs of
the fungus to distinguish between the two diseases. Early
detection of the disease is also possible if lower stems are
examined prior to development of advanced symptoms.

Southern blight infection is characterized by a white
or cream-colored moldy growth (mycelium) covering lower
stems and imparting a white-washed appearance to the base
of affected plants (Figure 2). The mycelium of the southern
blightfungusis coarse, rope-like, closely appressed to stems,
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and may radiate out over the soil surface (Figure 3). This is
best observed when the soil surface is moist. Mycelium may
also be seen growing from decaying plant matter on the soil
surface. Lesions (dead areas) on infected stems and pegs
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symptoms develop when lesions coalesce to girdle the lower
stem. Small, round, mustard seed-like structures soon de-
velop on the mycelium (Figure 4). These structures are called
sclerotia and serve as reproductive and survival structures
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Sclerotiaare uniformly round, about 1/16 inch in diameter, and
are produced in large quantities on dead peanut tissue.

Disease Cycle

Initial southern blight infections arise from sclerotia
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similar to seeds of a plant in that they remain dormant until
conditions become favorable for germination. Conditions that
favor germination and infection are high moisture, warm to hot
temperatures, and the presence of dead plant litter on the soil
surface. Moisture requirements can be met from irrigation or
rainfall. Conditions that favor growth of the fungus normally
begin to develop at pegging when limbs grow rapidly along
the soil surface and the canopy becomes dense. Leaf litter
arising from leafspot infections, natural leaf aging, and weed
or old crop residues stimulate germination of sclerotia and
serve as a food base for the fungus. The fungus then grows
outward from the food sources and infects any part of the
peanutin contact with the soil surface. Plant tissues are killed
by an acid produced by the fungus. Disease development
below the soil surface can be extensive in sandy, well-aerated
soils resulting in severe peg and pod rot.

When plants are killed and the food supply of the fungus
becomes limiting, numerous sclerotia develop that easily
dislodge and fall to the soil surface. Sclerotia survive well at
the soil surface but survive poorly when buried deep because
the fungus has a high demand for oxygen. Sclerotia at or near
the soil surface can survive three to four years, while survival
is a year or less when sclerotia are buried deeply.

The southern blight fungus does not produce spores
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numerous where high numbers of sclerotia reside near the
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