
ATTRA Identif ication Sheet

There are several key diseases that aff ect cherry production. Use this handy guide to help identify some diseases 
and to learn more about causes and solutions. For more specifi c information about these diseases, or to learn 
about cherry diseases not addressed here, see ATTRA’s Cherries: Organic Production publication.

— Symptoms —

Powdery Mildew
•  Powdery mildew (causal organism Podosphaera clandestine) attacks leaves and twigs, 

producing whitish, felt-like patches on leaves and young twigs and distorting the leaves.
• Trees can become severely stunted and defoliation is possible.

Ph
ot

o:
 u

ta
hp

es
ts

.u
su

.e
du

Bacterial Canker
•  Bacterial cranker (causal organism Pseudomonas syringae) infects young trees at a higher rate 

than older trees. Symptoms include sunken, darker-than-normal bark, often around pruning 
wounds or cracks from winter injury. 

•  Every part of the tree can be aff ected: leaf, fruit, twig, branch, trunk, and root.
•  Gummy, amber-colored exudates are common at infection sites. As the disease progresses, 

cankers expand and cracks appear. Leaves on shoots near the infection site turn yellow 
and droop.  

•  Cutting into the cambium in the suspected area will reveal orange-brown streaks extending 
into adjacent white, healthy wood.
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Black Knot
•  Black knot (causal organism Apiosporina morbosum), is a fungal disease that produces 

distorted, gall-like growths on branches.
•  Infection sites are on new growth, usually at the base of the leaf petiole or on a fruit spur.Ph
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Phytophthora Root Rot
•  Phytophthora root rot can be a serious obstacle wherever the soil remains saturated or very 

wet for any appreciable period of time.
•  The main symptom is often an indistinct unhealthiness or lack of vigor.
•  If phytophthora is suspected, diagnose by pulling back the soil from around the crown 

and shallow roots and, using a knife to cut away the bark, looking for a reddish-brown 
discoloration of the cambium.
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Brown Rot
•  Brown rot (causal organisms Monilinia fructicola and M. laxa) is foremost among fungal 

diseases of stone fruit, infesting blossoms, twigs, and fruit in all stages.
•  Two to three weeks before harvest, earlier infection of the fruit becomes apparent as the fruit 

softens approaching ripeness, causing rot both at harvest and in storage. 
•  Often occurs in warm, humid climates. 
•  More prevalent in the eastern United States than in the West. 
•  Blossom blight during bloom is an indicator for extensive brown rot later in the season. 
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Cherry Diseases

https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/summaries/summary.php?pub=460
www.ncat.org


Key Low-Spray and 
Organic Solutions

Bacterial Canker
One of the few eff ective pesticides, copper, can itself be toxic, and overuse leads to resistant bacteria. There is some genetic resistance 
among cherry cultivars and rootstocks, but not enough to rely on it alone. In fact, multiple strategies will almost certainly have to be 
brought to bear to manage this devastating disease. Recommended strategies include not interplanting new trees with old, practicing 
orchard sanitation, avoiding summer pruning, and avoiding tree injury and irrigation water contact with leaves.

Black Knot
The knots are the primary source of inoculum for spread of the disease. In the spring, spores are released from infected areas and are moved 
by blowing rain. Trees should be checked several times throughout the season, and the knots pruned out by making cuts three to four inches 
below the knot. Pruners should be sterilized between cuts. A single lime-sulfur spray before budswell will reduce black knot problems.

Phytophthora Root Rot
The major controls are good site selection or site modifi cation. Pick sites with light, well-drained soils and/or ditch and berm to ensure 
good drainage. Cherry roots are especially susceptible; thus, the oft-repeated warning, “Cherries don’t like wet feet.” Though there is no 
high level of resistance among the various cherry rootstocks, some are especially susceptible and others are moderately resistant.

Brown Rot
Organic control of brown rot involves the integration of several tactics. Although not adequate for brown rot control by themselves, 
cultural practices and orchard sanitation are the fi rst lines of defense. Planting-site selection and pruning are critical to providing suffi  -
cient air circulation and sunlight penetration within the canopy. Pruning to open the tree to sunlight penetration and good air circulation 
facilitates rapid drying of the foliage and fl owers after rain or overhead irrigation. Organic growers have traditionally relied on sulfur or 
sulfur-containing fungicides to control brown rot, and nothing better has yet been developed. When the weather is hot and dry, the need 
to spray is not as great.

Powdery Mildew
Cultural practices to reduce mildew include pruning to facilitate drying of fruit and foliage. More open training systems inhibit mildew. 
Organic control is possible with sprays of sulfur, but the “softest” organic control is probably with frequent applications of baking-soda 
based eradicant products like Kaligreen™ and Milstop™.

ATTRA was developed and is managed by the National Center for Appropriate 
Technology (NCAT). The project is funded through a cooperative agreement with 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Rural Business-Cooperative Service.  

For more information on a wide range of topics related to sustainable agriculture, 
visit the ATTRA website at www.attra.ncat.org. You’ll fi nd hundreds of publications, 
webinars and videos, news, databases and other tools, and more!
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This publication focuses on organic pest and disease control and other topics relevant to organic 

production of both tart and sweet cherries. It introduces the Canadian bush cherry and discusses climatic 

considerations for cherry production. Information on marketing is included, as are further resources and 

sources of trees and pest-control materials.

Introduction Commercial organic cherry production 
presents many challenges. Th e cherry 
fruit fl y, bacterial canker, phytophthora 

root rot, leaf spot, fruit cracking, late frosts, and 
brown rot of the blossom and fruit are all seri-
ous obstacles to the orchardist hoping to make a 
profi t with cherries, particularly for the organic 
grower. Yet, despite these and other hurdles, 
organic cherry production is a profi table option 
for U.S. growers in much of the Northwest, and 
in the East, light can be seen at the end of the 
(high) tunnel. 

Sweet and tart cherries belong to diff erent species, 
and the diff erences between these species drive 

management choices. Compared to tart cherries 
(Prunus cerasus), sweet cherries (P. avium) are 
taller (30 to 40 feet unpruned on standard root-
stocks), produce larger fruits, are somewhat more 
susceptible to diseases, require cross-pollination, 
are less cold hardy, and are usually hand-harvested 
for the fresh market. 
Tart cherries are short (18 to 20 feet unpruned 
on standard rootstocks), are cold hardy, have fruit 
more resistant to cracking and brown rot (relative 
to sweet cherries), are self-pollinating, and most 
are machine harvested for the processing market. A third and new type of cherry, the Canadian bush 

cherry (see photo above), resulting from controlled 
crosses between P. cerasus and P. fruticosa (the Mon-
golian bush cherry), seems to be poised for successful 

Carmine Jewel bush cherry. Photo: Bob Bors, University of Saskatchewan

Visit www.attra.ncat.org 
to see ATTRA’s Cherries: Organic Production 
publication for more information.
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