Conifer Diseases

23. Snow Blight of Conifers

Darroll D. Skilling

Hosts

Snow blight, caused by the fungi
Phacidium abietis, Lophophacidium
hyperboreum, Sarcotrochila piniperda,
S. balsameae, and Hemiphacidium
planum, affects Norway, white, black,
blue, red, and Engelmann spruces;
Douglas-fir, ponderosa, western white,
and limber pines; and balsam, white,
grand, and subalpine firs.

Distribution

Snow blight occurs wherever deep
snow covers nursery beds for long
periods in the North Central and
Western United States and in Canada.

The fungi causing this disease
complex are apparently native to North
America and are widely distributed in
natural stands of spruce and fir.

Damage

Mild fungus infections kill only the
foliage below the snow line, but severe
infections kill large numbers of
seedlings.

Diagnosis

In the spring, look for snow
blight-infected needles to turn brown
after snowmelt (fig. 23-1). Infection
frequently occurs in patches and is
usually most severe in nursery beds
where snowmelt is delayed. Following
snowmelt, a covering of white mycelium
is present on the discolored needles.

In late summer, small, brownish-black
fruiting bodies appear on the underside
of discolored needles. Morphology of
these fruiting bodies varies with the
fungus species involved.

Biology

Windborne spores, produced on
infected needles, are discharged from
the fruiting bodies during moist weather
from late summer until winter. Tiny,
drought-resistant microsclerotia are also
produced on the surface of infected
needles. The windborne spores and
probably also the microsclerotia are the
most important sources of new
infections.

The spores germinate on the needle
surface as soon as the needles become
embedded in snow. Needles of all ages
are susceptible.

Because the fungi can grow under a
snow cover, seedlings that appear
healthy in the fall may show severe
browning or mortality the following
spring. The fungus mycelium may also
spread under the snow to adjacent
foliage and enter healthy needles.

Fignre 23- 1 —Seedlings of white spruce showing symptoms of snow blight.
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Control

Prevention—Snow blight may occur
inconspicuously on the low branches of
trees up to pole size and on spruces that
are larger than pole size; therefore, such
sources of inoculum near or within the
nursery should be removed.

Use northern seed sources, which are
usually more resistant to these fungi than
seed from southern areas.

If possible, avoid nursery sites
where snowmelt is delayed.

Cultural—Avoid growing susceptible
tree species in nursery beds where snow
accumulates in drifts. Remove infected
seedlings and adjacent, apparently
healthy ones to reduce the spread of the
disease from localized infections.

Increase potassium fertilizer ap-
plication where potassium is deficient
because low potassium increases the
severity of snow blight.
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Chemical—No fungicides are registered
for control of snow blight.
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