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     This year it seems to be more widespread than last.  When I initially inform people of its 

name, they are usually stunned.  It’s important that I then clearly restate its name and explain to 

them that although it sounds similar to another dreaded disease, this particular fungal disease is 

considerably less threatening.  The name is anthracnose, not anthrax.     

 

     Anthracnose is a common fungal foliage disease of shade trees in Nebraska.  The disease is 

often called leaf blight or leaf spot.   Anthracnose is most serious on sycamore, ash, maple, white 

oaks and walnut.   Other deciduous trees also are susceptible to anthracnose, but, for them, it is 

less common. 

 

     All fungi that cause anthracnose have similar life cycles and require water from rain, dew, or 

fog to infect a tree.  Because of this, with 

extended periods of cold, rainy weather in the 

spring, anthracnose is then usually most 

severe.  In addition to affecting leaf tissue, 

anthracnose can also involve terminal twig 

buds and seeds of certain shade trees. 

 

      Anthracnose symptoms vary with tree 

species.  Recognizing anthracnose symptoms 

and understanding how the disease develops 

should help home owners. 

 

     Rita and I have two large sycamore trees in 

our front lawn, and almost every year they 

experience symptoms of anthracnose.   This year was no exception.  Failure of sycamore trees to 

leaf out in the spring is due to the death of buds and young shoots. Severe bud and shoot blight 

produces sparsely foliated trees.  Leaf symptoms appear as reddish brown splotches usually 

centered on or directly adjacent to leaf veins.  Repeated infection of shoot tips results in 

irregularly shaped and gnarled branch growth.  

 

     Ash leaves develop irregular water 

soaked, brownish-green blotches that 

eventually turn black.  The blotches 

develop from the margin inward and are 

usually limited to the mid-vein area. 

Leaflets curl toward the blighted area. Ash 

anthracnose symptoms develop in mid-

spring followed by premature drop of 

affected leaflets. 

 

     In mid-to-late spring, large brown areas 

of leaf tissue on maple trees develop 

covering a good share of the leaf surface.  

Death of leaf tissue is usually limited to 
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areas near the major leaf veins.    Infected 

tissue becomes papery and leaves may tatter 

and shred later in the growing season. 

 

     In white oaks large, irregular, brown-to- 

light tan areas develop, concentrating around 

the leaf veins.  A significant amount of the 

leaf surface may be killed when the disease 

is severe.  Dead, necrotic leaf tissue becomes 

lighter colored and papery later in the 

season. 

 

     Damage to a tree’s health caused by anthracnose is 

usually minimal; however, repeated annual defoliation 

from this disease may weaken the tree causing it to be 

attacked by insect borers, canker fungi, or winter injury.  

Healthy, established shade trees are usually capable of 

surviving anthracnose attacks.  

  

     The best control for the disease is to clean up and 

destroy as many of the fallen leaves as possible in the 

fall. This will help reduce the over-wintering population 

of anthracnose spores that serve as an inoculum for re-

infection.   Maintain the tree’s vigor with proper 

watering and fertilization.   The use of fungicides is rarely recommended.  When hot weather 

arrives, anthracnose symptoms disappear.   

 

     Chances are your shade tree may have anthracnose― but not anthrax.  Although it can cause 

severe leaf blighting and deformation, the good news is anthracnose is rarely fatal to the tree.   
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