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ALTERNARIA LATE BLIGHT of PISTACHIOS 

 

 Worldwide, Alternaria species are important pathogens of 
annual and perennial crops.  The fungi may casually 
survive on dead tissue, be weak pathogens of some hosts 
and/or aggressive pathogens causing leaf spots, stem 
blights, fruit spots and rots.    

 

How do I identify late blight in my 
pistachio trees? 
Australian male and female pistachio scions are susceptible 
to A. alternata.  To monitor for ‘late blight’ look high in 
trees, from mid-season onwards.  Older leaves on male 
trees and fruit-bearing shoots generally display the earliest 
signs of disease mid-season.  Petiole and fruit lesions 
develop later than leaf blade lesions.  Premature defoliation 
(and subsequent infection of sunburnt fruit) results from 
high disease pressure.  

 Symptoms on leaves 
Small, dark brown-black, round or angular lesions, form on 
older leaves and progress toward the mid vein.  These 
lesions are not distinctive and cannot easily be 
distinguished from those caused by Botryosphaeria or 
Colletotrichum spp.  The Alternaria lesions merge, forming 
large blighted areas at the margins.  These later turn black 
and are defined by a halo that becomes reddish-purple  
(Figures 1-3).  The dark spores are visible with a hand lens 
(Figure 3) and may be ‘rubbed off’ turning the finger black, 
unlike black lesions caused by Botryosphaeria sp.   

 On fruit 
On immature fruit the lesions are small (approx 1mm), 
dark and often clustered around hull splits and lenticels.  
Red halos around lenticels are indicative of infection.  
Hull lesions also have purple margins.  Fruit, like leaves, 
are more susceptible as they mature.  Fungal growth on 
and inside shells may stain them, and lead to kernel 
infection and off-flavours. 

What causes late blight in 
pistachios? 
In Californian orchards, three Alternaria 
species (A. alternata, A. tenuissima and A. 
arborescens) cause pistachio ‘late blight’ in 
summer.  Stressed and injured trees and 
older leaves are most susceptible to attack, 
and the disease is often more severe and 
extensive in “on” years.  Pre- and post-
harvest losses may be economically 
significant. 

While ‘late blight’ has not been specifically 
investigated in Australian pistachio orchards, 
we know that A. alternata is ubiquitous in our 
orchards.  This fungus and several others 
contribute to nut damage in pistachios, 
especially in humid seasons and those that 
experience late rains.   

Alternaria lesions at margins of older leaves.   
The black spores are obvious in the lower lesion. 

Alternaria lesions 
at margins of 
older leaves 

Alternaria late blight on pistachios 
(Source: New Mexico State University, 2005) 
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Figure 1: Alternaria lesions at margins of 
older leaves

Figure 2: Alternaria late blight on pistachios
(Source: New Mexico State University, 2005)

Figure 3: Alternaria lesions at margins of 
older leaves. The black spores are obvious  
in the lower lesion.



What promotes pistachio infections by  
Alternaria species?
Pistachio crop residues in all forms are overwintering sites and 
the source of new spores each season. This is a summer disease, 
and spore production increases from mid-summer. Wind,  
irrigation and rain spread the spores.

Warm-hot, humid periods later in the season are conducive to 
the development of ‘late blight’. Humidity, from dew, irrigation 
or rain, promotes infection by Alternaria spp. Alternaria spp. 
can grow rapidly at 27-30◦C. These temperatures are higher 
than those that promote ‘Anthracnose’ of pistachios.

What should I be doing to protect my trees 
from late blight?
Alternaria spp. cannot be eliminated from your orchards.  
An integrated approach is needed to manage this disease.  
It should include efforts to reduce humidity, increase sanitation 
and the use of appropriate crop protection products. Of the 
most effective ‘late blight’ protection products used in California, 
the pre-mix pyraclostrobin+boscalid (Pristine®) is registered  
for use on Australian pistachios. Switch® and Mancozeb may  
be effective in rotations but require more specific testing 
against Alternaria spp.

In the winter:

 Prune to open canopies and increase air movement.

 Clean up crop debris under and around trees

 Re-shake trees to remove carryover sites (mummies, racemes)

In the growing season, minimise high humidity periods by:

 Manipulating late summer irrigation frequency, duration,  
 timing and method (Note - California reports sub-surface   
 irrigated orchards have fewer problems than flood-irrigated   
 orchards.)

 Improving drainage and increasing infiltration rates

In the growing season, minimise infection and fungal  
population build-up by:

 Applying registered, effective fungicides from mid-summer  
 (December, January). (Note - Bloom sprays of no benefit for   
 this disease.)

 Minimising fungal resistance by alternating chemical   
 groups in spray programs. Monitor fungicide performance  
 each season.

 Harvest on time.
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Figure 5: A. alternata has distinctive spores 
in chains. © Keith Seifert


