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Southern Blight: A challenge this year 

This summer was exceptionally tough with higher-than-normal temperatures, and it 

may be the most important factor affecting the vegetable crop production in the central 

valley. Among other challenges, it was also a big year for southern blight in vegetable crops 

especially in tomatoes.  

Southern blight caused by a soil borne fungus, Athelia rolfsii (previously known as 

Sclerotium rolfsii) becomes an issue every year during summer and has major impacts on 

vegetable crop production in Kern County. It is a very destructive disease with a wide host 

range (>500 species) that includes carrots, tomatoes, potato, garlic, melons, beans, peppers, 

onions, etc. It becomes an issue when the weather gets hot (temperatures above 850 F) in the 

Central Valley of California and is favored by high soil moisture and frequent irrigation. 

Lately and unusually, this disease is also emerging as a concern in many northern counties 

of San Joaquin and Sacramento Valleys, where it was not typically a problem in the past. 

Although this is not a new disease in California, expansion in its range could lead to bigger 

problems if the environment is conducive and the disease is not managed properly.  

Southern blight is often not recognized in the field until the plants begin to wilt and it is 

widespread in a field. The fungus primarily attacks a plant at the soil line where a brown to 

black water-soaked lesion develops. The lesion develops rapidly and girdles the stem 

leading to wilting of plants (Fig.1 & 2). 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Depending on environmental conditions, white fungal mycelium may be seen 

growing at the crown/ base of the plant (Fig 3 & 4). Later on, the fungus produces 

numerous tan to reddish-brown colored alfalfa seed sized sclerotia at the base of the plant 

and the surrounding soil (Fig 5 & 6). 

 

 

 

 

Fig 1. A wilted tomato plant Fig 2. Wilted plants in a tomato field. 

Fig 3. White mycelium on the soil surface near a carrot plant 
Fig 4. Mycelium and sclerotia on a tomato stem and adjacent soil 



 

The fungus can also infect fruit that is in contact with infested soil. Each infected 

plant can produce hundreds of sclerotia. The disease becomes widespread with successive 

field operations and can cause significant losses within one or two seasons. It progresses 

rapidly under warm conditions. The fungus can survive and overwinter in the soil as 

sclerotia for years. 

Management 

Managing southern blight can be difficult especially with high levels of inoculum in 

the soil and conducive weather conditions. However, scouting the fields during summer 

months will be helpful in timely and accurate diagnosis of the disease and explore 

management options before the sclerotia levels become too numerous to cause considerable 

damage. Rotation with non-host or narrow-canopy crops can be a viable option, but its 

utility is often limited due to the pathogen’s wide host range. Rotations with non-host plants 

such as small grains will help to significantly reduce sclerotia levels in the field. Some 

fungicides can be used at planting to help manage the disease but when the plants have 

dense canopies, getting fungicides to the base of the stem or drenching the soil is extremely 

difficult, especially with a buried drip irrigation system. Deep plowing to turn under the 

sclerotia may be helpful in reducing the sclerotia levels at the soil line but it is not an option 

in production systems with buried drip tape for irrigation especially in processing tomatoes. 

Fig 5. Southern Blight on a carrot root Fig 6. Tan, brown sclerotia 



Once the sclerotia levels become too numerous in a field, then fumigation using metam 

sodium will do an excellent job of controlling southern blight but the costs of fumigation 

and regulations may limit its use in many situations. Field trials are underway to evaluate 

the efficacy of some new chemistries, but it may be a while before we can assess the results 

and effectiveness of these products.  

Going Forward: As this was a problematic year for southern blight, the inoculum levels 

have increased and depending on the weather it could emerge as a serious threat to 

vegetable production next year. Therefore, careful planning on the early planting, 

fumigation (depending on the crop and economics) and some cultural practice may help in 

reducing the impact of this disease.  
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In accordance with Federal law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and policies, the University of California, Division of 
Agriculture and Natural Resources (UC ANR) is prohibited from discriminating on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender, gender 
expression, gender identity, pregnancy (which includes pregnancy, childbirth, and medical conditions related to pregnancy or childbirth), physical or 
mental disability, medical condition (cancer-related or genetic characteristics), genetic information (including family medical history), ancestry, marital 
status, family/parental status, income derived from a public assistance program, political beliefs, age, sexual orientation, citizenship, or status as a U.S. 
veteran, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity. Program information may be made available in languages other than English. Persons with 
disabilities who require alternative means of communication to obtain program information (e.g., Braille, large print, audiotape, American Sign Language) 
should contact the UC ANR ADA Coordinator, phone: 530-750-1317, email: daritz@ucanr.edu or USDA’s TARGET Center at (202) 720- 2600 (voice 
and TTY) or contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339. To file a program discrimination complaint with the USDA, a 
complainant should complete a Form AD-3027, USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, which can be obtained online at 
https://www.ocio.usda.gov/document/ad-3027, from any USDA office, by calling (866) 632- 9992, or by writing a letter addressed to USDA. The letter 
must contain the complainant’s name, address, telephone number, and a written description of the alleged discriminatory action in sufficient detail to 
inform the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights (ASCR) about the nature and date of an alleged civil rights violation. The completed AD-3027 form or 
letter must be submitted to USDA by: (1) Mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights 1400 Independence 
Avenue, SW Washington, D.C. 20250- 9410; or (2) Fax: (833) 256-1665 or (202) 690-7442; or (3) Email: program.intake@usda.gov . 
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