
Black Spot and Leaf Spot in the Landscape 
Fungal diseases are among the most common problems in ornamental landscapes. Two of the most frequently encountered issues are 
black spot and leaf spot. While they may appear similar at first glance, understanding their causes, symptoms, and management strate-
gies is essential for maintaining healthy trees, shrubs, and flowers. 

What Is Black Spot? 
Black spot is a fungal disease best known for affecting roses, particularly caused by the fungus Diplocarpon rosae. It is especially preva-
lent in humid climates and during extended periods of wet weather. 

Commonly Affected Plants 
• Rosa (roses) 

• Other ornamental shrubs in moist environments 

Symptoms 
• Circular black spots with fringed or feathery edges on leaves 

• Yellowing around the spots 

• Premature leaf drop 

• Reduced flowering and plant vigor 
If left unmanaged, black spot can severely weaken plants, making them more susceptible to other stresses such as drought or winter 
injury. 

What Is Leaf Spot? 
Leaf spot is a broad term referring to a group of fungal (and sometimes bacterial) diseases that cause spots on plant foliage. Different 
pathogens cause leaf spots on different plant species. 

Commonly Affected Landscape Plants 
• Acer (maples) 

• Hydrangea 

• Cherry 

• Quercus (oaks) 

• Magnolia 

Symptoms 
• Brown, tan, black, or reddish spots on leaves 

• Spots may have defined margins or concentric rings 

• In severe cases, leaves yellow and drop early 

• Some spots may merge, creating large dead areas 
Unlike black spot on roses, leaf spot diseases vary widely depending on the host plant and pathogen involved.  

Conditions That Promote Disease 
Both black spot and leaf spot thrive under similar environmental conditions: 

• Extended leaf wetness 

• High humidity 

• Poor air circulation 

• Overhead irrigation 

• Crowded plant spacing 
Fungal spores spread through splashing water, wind, tools, and infected plant debris. 

 

 



Management and Control Strategies 

1. Cultural Practices (First Line of Defense) 
• Improve air circulation: Prune dense growth and space plants properly. 

• Avoid overhead watering: Use drip irrigation when possible. 

• Water early in the day: Allow foliage to dry quickly. 

• Remove infected leaves: Rake and dispose of fallen debris. 

• Select resistant varieties: Many modern rose cultivars show improved resistance to black spot. 

2. Sanitation 
Good landscape hygiene reduces overwintering spores: 

• Remove and discard infected plant material (do not compost if heavily infected). 

• Clean pruning tools between plants. 

3. Chemical Control 
Fungicides may be necessary in severe cases, particularly for high-value ornamentals such as roses. 

• Apply preventatively during periods of favorable weather. 

• Follow label instructions carefully. 

• Rotate fungicide classes to prevent resistance. 

Long-Term Landscape Health 
A healthy landscape is the best defense against disease. Focus on: 

• Proper soil preparation 

• Balanced fertilization 

• Mulching to reduce soil splash 

• Stress reduction (adequate watering, avoiding root damage) 
Remember, occasional leaf spotting is often cosmetic and does not threaten plant survival. The goal is management—not complete 
eradication. 

Conclusion 

Black spot and leaf spot are common but manageable landscape diseases. Early identification, proper cultural 
practices, and preventative care significantly reduce their impact. Diseases like blackspot require more treat-
ments than my service can provide. I recommend fungicide applications in between my visits, especially for 
susceptible cultivars. Other leaf spots like maple tar spot are predominantly cosmetic and fungicide applica-
tions, in general, are not recommended. 
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