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Powdery Mildew on Woody Plants in the Landscape

Powdery mildew is one of the most common and recognizable plant diseases affecting woody ornamentals in residential and commercial
landscapes. While it rarely kills mature trees and shrubs, it can significantly reduce aesthetic value, weaken plant vigor, and predispose
plants to other stresses if left unmanaged.

What Is Powdery Mildew?

Powdery mildew is a fungal disease caused by several closely related fungi, most commonly species in the genera Erysiphe, Podosphaera,
and Oidium. Unlike many other fungal pathogens, powdery mildew does not require free water on plant surfaces to infect. In fact, it
thrives in moderate temperatures with high humidity but dry leaf surfaces — conditions commonly found in shaded landscapes with poor
air circulation.

Common Hosts in the Landscape
Many woody plants are susceptible to powdery mildew. Frequently affected landscape species include:

e Roses (Rosa spp.)

e Flowering dogwood (Cornus florida)

e Ninebark (Physocarpus opulifolius) Particularly the cultivar “Diablo”

e Lilac (Syringa spp.)

e Serviceberry (Amelanchier spp.)

e Oak (Quercus spp.)

e Maple (Acer spp.)
Some cultivars are highly susceptible, while others have been bred for resistance. Selecting resistant varieties is often the most effective
long-term management strategy.

Symptoms and Signs
The hallmark symptom is a white to gray powdery coating on leaves, stems, buds, or flowers. Early sighs may appear as small circular
white spots that expand and coalesce.
Other symptoms include:
e Leaf curling or distortion
e  Stunted shoots
e Chlorosis (yellowing)
e Premature leaf drop
e Reduced flowering
In severe infections, repeated defoliation can weaken shrubs and young trees, reducing growth and winter hardiness.

Disease Cycle
Powdery mildew fungi overwinter as resting structures (chasmothecia) on fallen leaves, bark crevices, or infected buds. In spring, spores
are released and spread primarily by wind.
Unlike many fungal diseases, powdery mildew spores germinate without free- standlng water Dense canopies, shaded sites, and over-
crowded plantings create ideal microclimates for infection. : »
Disease development is most active when:

e Temperatures range between 60-80°F (15-27°C)

e  Humidity is high

e  Air circulation is poor

e Plants are under stress
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Impact on Landscape Plants

While powdery mildew is typically not fatal to established woody plants, it can:
e Reduce photosynthetic capacity

Slow growth

Decrease ornamental value

Weaken young or newly planted specimens

Increase susceptibility to other pests and diseases

Repeated annual infections can gradually reduce plant vigor.

Integrated Management Strategies

Effective management combines cultural practices, resistant plant selection, and — when necessary — fungicide applications.

1. Cultural Controls
Improve Air Circulation

e Prune to open dense canopies.

e  Space plants appropriately.

e Avoid overcrowded foundation plantings.
Increase Sunlight Exposure

e  Many powdery mildews thrive in shade.

e Select planting sites with adequate light for the species.
Avoid Excessive Nitrogen

e Over-fertilization promotes lush, susceptible growth.
Sanitation

e Remove heavily infected plant material.

e Clean up fallen leaves where the pathogen may overwinter.

2. Resistant Cultivars
Many modern varieties of roses, and lilac have been bred for powdery mildew resistance. When designing or renovating land-
scapes, prioritizing resistant selections reduces long-term maintenance costs and chemical inputs.

3. Chemical Control
Fungicides are most effective when applied preventively or at the earliest sign of infection. Once heavy infection is established,
control becomes more difficult.

Special Considerations for Woody Plants

e Young transplants are more vulnerable than established plants.

e Repeated infections can reduce winter hardiness in some species.

e Trees often tolerate infection better than shrubs due to larger carbohydrate reserves.
e Powdery mildew severity can vary year to year depending on weather conditions.

Conclusion

Powdery mildew is a common but
manageable disease of woody land-
scape plants. Although rarely life-
threatening, it can significantly re-
duce aesthetic quality and plant vig-
or if ignored. | routinely start
treating for Powdery mildew with
the first Insect & disease treatment
for susceptible plants and continue
through early fall. Some species like
common lilac and ‘Diablo’ Ninebark &
are exceedingly susceptible and B
pruning to improve air circulation
and light penetration are very bene- 33
ficial for these plants.




