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CONTROLLING 
THE PATCH 
Warm weather and patch disease problems go 
hand-in-hand. Accurate diagnosis is a must 
for effective treatment. 

by Dr. Houston Couch, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University 

Kentucky bluegrass afflicted with 
rhizoctonia blight. 

The fruiting structures of the 
pathogen of melanotus white patch. 

Editor's note: Last month, Dr. Couch ex-
amined several summer patch diseases, 
including fusarium blight, sclerotium 
blight, and pythium blight. This month, 
he examines three other summer patch 
diseases—rhizoctonia blight, melanotus 
white patch, and summer patch. He de-
scribes key diagnostic features of each 
disease, listing specific weather and man-
agement conditions that favor develop-
ment, and then gives control practices for 
each. 

Rhizoctonia blight 
Rhizoctonia blight (brown patch) is 
incited by the fungus Rhizoctonia so-
iani. This organism is pathogenic to 
over 1,800 plant species. Its grass hosts 
include all of the major warm season 
and cool season turfgrasses. 

Rhizoctonia blight ranks as one of 
the most important diseases of turf 
and lawn grasses in the humid sec-
tions of the continental U.S. 

In these areas, it is one of the more 
common diseases of bentgrass putting 
greens and bowling greens, and is 
often a cause of extensive blighting of 
Kentucky bluegrass lawns, athletic 
fields, and golf course fairways. In ad-
dition, from the Midwest to the East-
ern seaboard, rhizoctonia blight is 
usually the most serious disease prob-
lem of tall fescue during July and Au-
gust. During humid weather in the 
South, it can cause cause major dam-
age to stands of zoysia and St. Augus-
tinegrass. 

The overall symptom patterns of 
rhizoctonia blight vary somewhat de-
pending on the height of cut, the 
turfgrass type, and prevailing climatic 
conditions. 

On bentgrass putting greens and 
bowling greens, its symptom pattern is 
characterized by irregularly-shaped 

patches of blighted grass ranging from a 
few inches to two feet in diameter. The 
coloration of these patches is usually 
first a purplish green, which rapidly 
fades to light brown as the leaves wither 
and dry out. 

During warm, humid weather, 
dark, purplish "smoke rings," to 
two inches in diameter, may border 
the diseased areas. These "halos" are 
usually more prominent in the early 
morning hours and may disappear as 
the day progresses. 

On tall-cut grass maintained with 
grounds, golf course fairway, or home 
lawn management practices, the ini-
tial symptoms of rhizoctonia blight 
are irregularly blighted grass areas, 
ranging in size from a few inches to 
several feet in diameter. In the early 
development stages, the affected 
patches often develop as circular 
areas of dull tan to brown grass one to 
three feet in diameter with center 
areas of green, apparently unaffected 
plants—thus producing a "frog-eye" 
pattern. 

The individual leaf symptoms of 
rhizoctonia blight on tall-cut grass are 
distinctive. They first appear as small, 
dull tan lesions. As they enlarge, they 
develop reddish-brown margins. In-
dividual lesions may expand to en-
velop large sections of the leaf. 

When this happens, in contrast to 
the symptoms of pythium blight, the 
integrity of the affected leaf tissue re-
mains intact. In other words, instead 
of becoming softened, twisted, and 
matted together as in the case of 
pythium blight, leaves affected by rhi-
zoctonia blight tend to retain their 
original shape and take on a dull tan to 
light brown, "dried out" appearance. 

The infection of turfgrass leaves by 
Rhizoctonia solani begins when air 



Melanotus white patch is more severe on young tall fescue. 

temperatures reach the low 70s (de-
g r e e s F ) . W h e n t h e d a i l y a i r 
temperatures move into the mid 80s, 
infect ion rates increase significantly 
and the extent of colonization of the 
l eaves by the invading fungus be-
comes more pronounced. 

Free water on the surface of the 
leaves is an important factor in produc-
ing maximum infections. When the air 
temperatures are in the low-to-mid 70s, 
continuous leaf wetting for a period of 
36-48 hours is necessary in order for a 
high order of infections to occur. 

Dr. Houston Couch is professor of plant 
pathology in the Dept. of Plant Pathology, 
Physiology, and Weed Science at the Vir-
ginia Polytechnic Institute and State Univer-
sity in Blacksburg, Va. 

H o w e v e r , w h e n t h e a i r t e m -
peratures are in the mid to high 80s, a 
high inc idence of infect ions can occur 
within eight to 12 hours. T h e severity 
of rhizoctonia blight is much greater 
on grass grown under high nitrogen 
fertil ization. 

Soil moisture stress in the readily 
available range (field capacity to per-
manent wilting percentage) does not 
affect disease development. Market-
available fungicides labeled for rhi-
zoctonia blight control include Acti-
d i o n e T h i r a m , C h i p c o 2 6 0 1 9 , and 
Daconil 2787. 

In areas where outbreaks are a re-
curring problem, a preventive spray 
program is n e c e s s a r y if cons i s tent 
c o n t r o l o f t h e d i s e a s e is to b e 
accomplished. 

As a g e n e r a l r u l e , t h e i n i t i a l 
fungicide application should be made 
i m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r t h e f i rs t n i g h t 
where air temperatures do not drop 
below 70 degrees F. 

Melanotus white patch 
Melanotus white patch is caused by 
the fungus Melanotus phillipsii. T o 
date, the disease has been observed 
only on tall fescue. 

O u t b r e a k s of w h i t e patch h a v e 
been reported in Virginia, Georgia, 
N o r t h C a r o l i n a , K e n t u c k y , T e n -
nessee, and Alabama. However, it is 
highly probable that this disease is 
more widespread but has not yet been 
identified in other areas. 

In the early stages of development, 
me lanotus white patch is seen as cir-
c u l a r pa tches of b l ighted turfgrass 
three to five inches in diameter but 

may enlarge to eight to 14 inches . 
T h e s e initial sites of disease develop-
ment often coalesce to involve large 
areas of turfgrass. 

In o v e r a l l v i e w , t h e s e a f f e c t e d 
areas h a v e a d i s t i n c t i v e o f f -whi te 
color . Also, the individual patches 
may be surrounded by a salmon-pink 
border. T h e grass leaves within the 
patches may mat together and become 
closely pressed to the soil surface. 

T h e disease is restricted to the leaf 
blades, with the crowns of the plants 
unaffected. This means that with the 
r e t u r n o f c o o l e r g r o w i n g t e m -
peratures , total recovery of the af-
fected plants usually occurs. 

Beginning first at the tip and then 
progress ing d o w n w a r d toward the 
sheath, the individual grass leaves as-
sume a light tan to bleached white 
color . Both the m y c e l i u m and the 
fruiting bodies of the causal fungus 
occur commonly on the surfaces of 
the affected leaves. T h e mycel ium is 
seen as a g r a y i s h - w h i t e c o b w e b b y 
growth on the leaves. 

T h e frui t ing s t ruc tures are very 
distinctive and therefore, serve as a 
valuable aid in diagnosis. These are 
small grayish- white mushroom-l ike 
bodies, Vie-to-5/16 inch in diameter . 
T h e y develop initially as small round 
balls. Eventually, they open and the 
familiar gills found on mushrooms are 
apparent on their lower sides. 

Melanotus white patch is more se-
vere on tall fescue stands that are less 
than a year old. Also, heavily seeded 
grass is usually more severely affected 
by the disease than grass seeded at a 
normal rate. 

T h e development of white patch is 
favored by hot, humid weather. Dam-
age from the disease is greatest when 
the daytime air temperatures exceed 
85 d e g r e e s F and t h e night t e m -
peratures do not fall below 70. 

In a given stand of grass, the most 
severe level of disease development 
occurs in the areas exposed to full 
sunlight rather than shaded areas. 

Outbreaks of white patch are heav-
iest u n d e r c o n d i t i o n s of low soil 
moisture content. In field trials, com-
merc ia l ly avai lable fungicides have 
failed to control melanotus white patch. 

C e r t a i n c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e s a r e 
helpful , h o w e v e r , in reducing dis-
ease sever i ty . S i n c e whi te patch is 
favored by hot, dry w e a t h e r condi-
t ions , w a t e r i n g the s tand of grass 
during these t imes to promote ade-
quate plant growth will a l l ev ia te the 
problem to some e x t e n t . 

In a d d i t i o n , w h i l e e s t a b l i s h i n g 
new stands of grass, or w h e n over-
seeding with tall f escue , one should 
take care to stay wi thin the recom-
m e n d e d seeding rate. 



Summer Patch 
To date, a dying-out of turfgrass re-
ferred to as " s u m m e r p a t c h " has been 
reported on K e n t u c k y b luegrass in 
New York. It also has been suggested 
that a similar disease pattern may be 
occurring in other northeastern states 
and in certain midwest states. 

Outbreaks of summer patch repor-
tedly develop in July and August during 
prolonged periods of hot weather. The 
symptoms reported include irregular 
patches of dull tan to brown grass. The 
individual areas may be more or less 
circular in outline and extend up to sev-
eral feet in diameter. 

Within the diseased stand of grass, 
there may be areas that show the basic 
frog-eye pattern of patches of blighted 
grass with center tufts of apparently 

Rhizoctonia blight 
ranks as one of the most 
important diseases of 
turf and lawn grasses in 
the hum id sections of 
the continental U.S. 

h e a l t h y plants . R e c e n t research at 
Cornell University indicates that the 
s u m m e r p a t c h c o n d i t i o n m a y b e 
brought on by periods of temperature 
stress combined with close mowing or 
other management- induced stresses, 
and t h e n t h e c o l o n i z a t i o n of t h e 
weakened plants by the fungus Phi-
alophora graminicola. 

T h i s part icular fungus species is 
commonly found in association with 
the root systems of grasses. Its poten-
tial for affecting the health of grass 
plants has been the subject of consid-
erable research by plant pathologists 
in England. 

English research has demonstrated 
that Phialophora graminicola is a very 
weak plant pathogen. Furthermore , it 
has been found that when this fungus 
is placed in the soil, not only does it 
not harm the turfgrass, but it protects 
the plants from infection by the take-
all pathogen Gaeumannomyces gram-
inis. 

Also, when the soil of stands of fes-
cue and bentgrass is infested with Phi-
alophora graminicola, the growth 
rates of the plants increase signifi-
cantly, perhaps due to the fact that the 
fungus enhances nutrient uptake by 
the root systems. 

T h e inocu la t ion t e c h n i q u e s that 
have been used in the Cornell patho-
genicity tests with Phialophora gram-
inicola h a v e i n v o l v e d g r o w i n g 

condit ions that placed the plants un-
der e x t r e m e stress. 

For e x a m p l e , one set of e x p e r i -
ments was conducted on seven-year-
old Kentucky bluegrass f ield-grown 
sod cut at a depth of 3/4-inch and then 
placed over a 3/8-inch layer of soil in 
plastic containers . 

T h e s e plants w e r e then held in 
growth chambers under a cont inuous 
day-night air temperature of 85 de-
grees F for 15 weeks . Under these con-
ditions, the mortality rate among the 
test plants was high. 

T h e s e var ious research f indings 
place s u m m e r patch in the category of 
symptoms known as senescence syn-
dromes. 

T h e s y m p t o m p a t t e r n s in t h i s 
grouping are caused by a combinat ion 
of acute plant stress from w e a t h e r 
a n d / o r m a n a g e m e n t p r a c t i c e s fol-
lowed by colonization of the weak-
ened plant t issue by various micro-
organisms. Examples of other senes-
c e n c e s y n d r o m e p a t t e r n s i n 
turfgrasses are Curvularia blight and 
anthracnose. 

T h e senescence syndromes some-
t imes place the diagnostician in a di-
lemma. For the question that must be 
answered is whether or not the invad-
ing fungi or bacteria are actually com-
pounding the stress- induced problem 
by introducing an added measure of 
tissue degradation, or if the initial en-
v i r o n m e n t a l p r e s s u r e w a s s e v e r e 
enough in itself to lead to the ult imate 
death of the affected leaf, crown, or 
root system. 

If the m i c r o - o r g a n i s m s that are 
found in the diseased plant are indeed 
c o m p o u n d i n g t h e s t r e s s - i n d u c e d 
phase of the problem by introducing 
an added m e a s u r e of t issue break-
down, then the use of a pes t ic ide 
might be in order. 

However, if the initial stress that 
has been placed on the plant is severe 
enough in its own right to bring about 
death , then the e s t a b l i s h m e n t of a 
spray program to control the micro-
organisms would be a waste of t ime 
and money. 

M u c h more field and laboratory re-
search is needed before the cause and 
nature of the condition being referred 
to as " s u m m e r p a t c h " is adequately 
understood and a positive determina-
tion can be made as to whether the use 
of fungicides to control the disease is 
feasable. 

In the m e a n t i m e , in s i t u a t i o n s 
w h e r e it has b e e n dec ided that the 
problem at hand is s u m m e r patch, 
the best advice on fungic idal control 
that can be given is that if these at-
tempts are made , one should k e e p 
the e x p e c t a t i o n s for the i r s u c c e s s to 
a m i n i m u m . WT&T 
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E A S T 
ALLEGHENY LAWN PRODUCTS 
Wexford, PA (412) 935-2290 
FARM & GOLF COURSE SUPPLY CO.. INC. 
Philadelphia, PA • (215) 483-5000 
FISHER & SON COMPANY, INC. 
Malvern, PA • (215) 644-3300 
CHARLES C. HART SEED CO. 
Wethersfield, CT • (203) 529-2537 
HISTAND SUPPLY 
Wycombe, PA • (215) 598-3102 
LOFT'S/MARYLAND. INC. 
Beltsville, MD • (301) 937-9292 
NORTHAMPTON COUNTY SEED CO. 
Bath. PA • (215) 837-6311 
ROCKLAND CHEMICAL CO.. INC. 
W. Caldwell. NJ • (201) 575-1322 
TURF SPECIALTY, INC 
Hooksett, NH • (603) 485-7866 
WILSON FEED AND SEED 
Richmond, VA • (804) 232-6791 

MID-WEST_ 
BUNTON SEED COMPANY 
Louisville, KY • (502) 583-9040 
CORY ORCHARD SUPPLY 
Indianapolis, IN • (317) 634-7963 
1-800-0RCHARD (Indiana only) 
1-800-634-7963 (OH, KY, Ml, IL) 
LETHERMANS, INC. 
Canton, OH • (216) 452-8866 
1-800-362-0487 (inside Ohio) 
1-800-542-7333 (outside Ohio)' 
C.O. LOWE SALES 
Columbus, OH • (614) 771-0486 
PROFESSIONAL TURF SPECIALTIES 
Champaign, IL • (217) 352-0591 
TENNESSEE OUTDOOR POWER, INC. 
LaVergne, TN • (615) 793-6052 
1-800-854-4851 
THORNTON-WILSON, INC. 
Maineville, OH • (513) 683-2141 
TOLEDO TURF EQUIPMENT 
Toledo, OH • (419) 473-2503 
TURF AND TREE SUPPLIES 
Rockton, IL • (815) 624-7578 
TURF PRODUCTS LTD 
W. Chicago, IL • (312) 668-5537 
TURF SPECIALTIES CORP. 
Fort Wayne, IN • (219) 484-6338 
1-800-552-1989 (Indiana only) 
TURFGRASS, INC. 
South Lyon, Ml • (313) 437-1427 
1-800-521-8873 (Ml only) 

W E S T 
BIG BEAR EQUIPMENT, INC. 
Omaha, NE • (402) 331-0200 
BIG BEAR TURF EQUIPMENT CO. 
Eldridge, IA • (319) 285-4440 
DAKOTA TURF SUPPLY, INC. 
Sioux Falls, SD • (605) 336-1873 
R.L. GOULD 
St. Paul, MN • (612) 484-8411 
OUTDOOR EQUIPMENT CO. 
Maryland Heights, MO • (314) 569-3232 
ROBISON S LAWN AND GOLF, INC. 
Wichita, KS • (316) 942-2224 
ROBISON'S LAWN AND GOLF, INC. 
Grandview, MO • (816) 765-3333 
TURF MANAGEMENT SUPPLY 
Sun Prairie, Wl • (608) 837-5598 
WISCONSIN TURF EQUIPMENT CORP. 
Janesville, Wl • (608) 752-8766 
WISCONSIN TURF EQUIPMENT CORP. 
New Berlin, Wl • (414) 544-6421 

'Outside Ohio only applies to these states 
Pennsylvania, West Virginia, New York, 
Kentucky, Indiana, Michigan 


