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Azalea Petal Blight: Request for Research Proposals 
Hale Booth - Signal Mountain, Tennessee 

petal blight was first reported in 1931 on Indian and 
Kurume hybrids in South Carolina.' It can attack 

most azaleas, rhododendrons, and kalmias under favor-
able weather conditions. Infected flowers first exhibit 
small spots which appear water-soaked. The spots en-
large rapidly and cause petals to become slimy and limp 
within two to three days after initial infection. Infected 
flowers soon become tan or light brown and eventually 
collapse as shown by Figure 1, Petal Blight on 'Vision'. 
Infected flowers dry, turn prematurely brown and cling 
to the plant longer than uninfected flowers do. One to 
20 (commonly two to five) small, black sclerotia (a fun-
gal resting stage) form on an infected flower six to eight 
weeks later. The sclerotia appear as small white areas 
on the dried petals and slowly become dark as they ma-
ture. 

Caused by the Ovulinia azaleae fungus, the disease 
develops at flowering time. Early-flowering and late-
flowering cultivars or species tend to escape the dis-
ease. The fungus overwinters as sclerotia on diseased 
petals adhering to plants, on the soil surface, or in leaf 
mulch under the plants. At the beginning of the host's 
blooming period, the sclerotia germinate and in three to 
five days give rise to small stalked, cup-shaped fruiting 
bodies filled with spore sacs, which are discharged with 
enough force to strike the lower blooms above the scle-
rotia or be carried in air currents to blooms on adjacent 
plants. 

♦ Figure 1. Petal Blight on 'Vision' 

The rate of infection is higher when periods of fre-
quent precipitation and warm weather coincide with 
flowering. Heavy dew or extended periods of misty 
weather are particularly favorable. Low temperatures 
at the beginning of the flowering period and dry condi-
tions toward the end of it reduce the infection potential. 

Fungicides sprayed when the buds are just beginning 
to show some color have controlled the blight and in-
hibited formation of sclerotia. Making sure diseased 
or disease-carrying plants are not introduced into the 
growing area reduces the disease potential.2  

When we, as gardeners, wait a year to see an aza-
lea bloom it is highly disappointing to see the blooms 
quickly fall victim to azalea petal blight—contrast the 
beauty of Figure 2. 'Vision' with the infected 'Vision' 
shown in Figure 1. Even if you do not have this prob-
lem, as your azalea collection grows with new acquisi-
tions, the opportunity for accidentally introducing petal 
blight to an otherwise uninfected garden increases over 
time. Therefore this fungus is of concern to many Aza-
lea Society members, and the Azalea Research Foun-
dation has been requested by some members to seek 
proposals for research on petal blight. There are a num-
ber of aspects of petal blight which need investigation. 
Some broad but basic areas yet to be explored include: 

1) Determining the susceptibility of different species 
and hybrids; 

2) Best management practices for treating the symp-
toms of petal blight; and 

• Figure 2. 'Vision' 



The U.S. Post Office will not forward 
The Azalean nor deliver it to a bad mailing 
address. Please notify the Society of any 

errors or changes in your mailing address. 
E-mail: dnanney@cox.net  

mail address changes to: 
Leslie Nanney, ASA Secretary 

8646 Tuttle Road 
Springfield, VA 22152 

3) Research into methods and processes for eliminat-
ing azalea petal blight. 

Your Azalea Research Foundation funds small grants 
to leverage needed research on azaleas. We do not di-
rectly conduct research projects, so we are requesting 
proposals that address the desired research on azalea 
petal blight. We are also interested in any other aspects 
of the fungus on which we could leverage research. 

Azalea Society members can help with this research 
in two ways. Some of you may work with staff of re-
search groups or colleges and universities with students 
and professors who may be interested in researching as-
pects of azalea petal blight. Some of you may have the 
background and skills to directly initiate some of the 
research. A second way members can support this work 
is by a tax deductible donation to the Azalea Research 
Foundation. 

During the next few months, your Azalea Research 
Foundation will be mailing requests for proposals to 
university departments that we think would be interest-
ed in tackling this issue. We would appreciate any leads 
you may suggest to help this process succeed. 

For the research proposal application form and more 
information on your research foundation, please visit: 

the Azalea Society of America Website 
www.azaleas.org  

or contact the research foundation 

Hale Booth 
Committee Chairman 

hbooth(dBrightBridgeInc.org  

Azalea Research Foundation 
c/o Hale Booth 

7085 Sawyer Road 
Signal Mtn. TN 37377 

1-  Weiss, Freeman and Floyd F Smith, A Flower•-Spot Disease of Culti-

vated Azaleas, United States Department of Agriculture Circular No. 556, 

Issued July 1940, Revised July 1941, Washington DC. 

2.  Excerpted and summarized by permission from Compendium of Rho-

dodendron and Azalea Diseases, 1986, American Phvtopathological Soci-

ety, ISBN 0-89054-075-6. 
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