Potato blight
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Most vegetable gardens will be affected by potato blight at some stage. Fortunately, there
are measures you can take to treat and prevent it.

Q What is potato blight?

A Potato blight (Phytophthora
infestans) or ‘late blight’ is a
devastating fungus disease which
spreads rapidly in wet weather.
Like a mildew disease, to which it
is related, it attacks the foliage
but can get washed down to
damage the tubers. Blight also
attacks tomatoes, and has been
recorded on aubergines. Related
plants like peppers seem
immune.

Q How do | recognise potato
blight?

A The first signs are small, dark
spots, often on the edges of
leaves. If the weather is wet, a
white mould surrounds these
spots, usually on the underside of
the leaf. This shows that spores
are being produced. The spots
grow, covering the whole leaf.
They also spread on to stems.
Infected tubers have brown
and purple skin blotches that go
into the flesh of the tuber. The
flesh is brown/red and granular.
Infected tubers may shrivel and
dry, but are often infected by
rotting organisms and liquefy in
storage, smelling strongly and
contaminating other tubers.

Q Could | mistake it for
anything else?

A ‘Early blight” also blackens
leaves, but with concentric rings

of darkened leaf. It usually
attacks older leaves and does
little damage. Viral diseases can
also speckle leaves with black
spots and stunt growth.

Tubers can be infected with
scab, spots, rots and gangrene.
The spots and rots can be difficult
to tell apart from blight as the
end result, a liquefied potato, is
the same. Fortunately, the same
counter-measures apply.

Q When should | expect an
attack?

A Blight can develop if the
temperature is 10°C plus for two
days with high humidity. In these
conditions, the disease spreads
rapidly. In hot, dry weather it
temporarily “dries up’, but breaks
out again if conditions become
favourable. This typically happens
during early summer in the west
and late summer in the east. At
these times, be ready to apply
preventative sprays.

Q How can | avoid it?

A Dig out as many tubers as you
can when you gather the
potatoes. At the end of the
season, remove all potato tubers
even tiny ones and destroy them.
Digging over the plot so frost can
kill any remaining tubers will

help. Throw away, burn or bury
deeply any leftover or rotting
tubers from storage, so they
can’t grow the following year.
Protect new crops by earthing up
well. A layer of soil will protect
tubers from spores falling from
infected foliage.

Q Can potato blight be sprayed?

A Spraying every 10-14 days
using protective fungicides such
as Dithane will prevent the
disease from spreading. Since
these sprays prevent but do not
cure blight, you need to cover all
the foliage, every time you spray.
As blight is a problem most years,
it is worth starting to spray
regularly from early July.

In bad years you can only
expect spraying to prevent blight
partially, but aim to keep the
foliage going long enough for
tubers to swell.

Q Can | rescue infected plants?

A Cutting off infected foliage can
prevent spores from reaching the
tubers. Leave at least two weeks
between removing the foliage
and lifting the tubers, so viable
spores lurking on the soil surface
don’t contaminate the tubers as
you lift them. Store the tubers in
dry, cool conditions to reduce the
disease’s activity and subsequent
rotting. Check the potatoes every



month; get rid of rotting ones. foliage. To avoid the worst of
blight outbreaks you could also
grow early or second-early

Q can potato blight be varieties and lift before August.

prevented?

A Using certified disease-free

Q Are there any resistant
seed potatoes and good garden

hygiene will help to prevent varieties?

blight, but the spores of the A Sarpo Axona and Sarpo Mira are
disease are carried on the both extremely resistant

breeze, so few gardens will

escape. You could try covering Supplier of resistant varieties:
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polythene tent to keep the 0844 2485383

foliage dry. Avoid high-nitrogen
fertilizer, as this stimulates
growth of soft, blight-susceptible
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What else does Which? Gardening offer?

Which? Gardening is the only truly independent gardening magazine. We don’t accept advertising, free
product samples from manufacturers or free plants from nurseries. This gives us the freedom we need to
report the facts about the products, plants and companies we put to the test.

In each issue you’ll find:

+» News stories to keep you up to date with developments in gardening and horticulture

Our thoroughly researched testing reports which reveal the Best Buy tools, chemicals and equipment
Details of the best new plants and products

Plant trials which highlight the best value plants for your garden

Design ideas to inspire you

Plant profiles packed with detailed information about popular plants

New growing techniques to save you time, money and effort

Membership benefits - including offers, competitions, give-aways and much more.
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Nationwide trials

No-one works harder than Which? Gardening to find the best plants, products and techniques for your
garden. We carry out tests and trials throughout Britain, including government test sites, universities and
the state-of-the-art Consumer Research and Testing Centre at Milton Keynes. Many trials take place behind
closed doors, but you can visit our Trial Gardens at Capel Manor College in north London.

Member benefits and services

Free expert advice during our regular phone-ins

Over 180 factsheets available online and on request

Members’ trials that give thousands of our members the opportunity to test new plants and techniques
A soil analysis service to help you get the most from your plot

Much more on our Which? Gardening website www.which.co.uk/gardening
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