Newsletter Editors: 




Media Contact:

A digital copy of this article and images are

Felicia Gillham, Gillham & Associates

Available at the PACE Newsroom at


619-482-8820; Fax: 619-482-8825

www.paceturf.org. You space in your 

Cell: 619-341-3054; fgillham@cox.net

newsletter is limited, you may wish to 

publish the first paragraph only.

SUPERINTENDENT ROLE ESSENTIAL IN DISCOVERY OF NEW TURF DISEASE
Discovery of Rapid Blight was Spearheaded by a Coalition of Superintendents, Researchers and Consultants

In the winter of 1995, the golf course superintendent of Santa Ana Country Club in Santa Ana, CA was worried. Dave Zahrte was concerned about the patches of dead turf that suddenly appeared on his Poa annua greens over a single weekend. Dr. Larry Stowell of the PACE Turfgrass Research Institute (PACE) was called in, but the only problem Stowell could find were some curious, microscopic cells living within the damaged turf foliage. When the problem spread to Poa annua greens throughout California, it was clear a new turf pest had emerged. Thus began a unique scientific collaboration—among golf course superintendents, consultants and researchers—that eventually resulted in the discovery of “rapid blight” disease and the strategies for its control. This fascinating detective story and the prominent role played by superintendents in the research project is detailed in an article outlining the history and incidence of rapid blight. It is posted at the American Phytopathological Society website at www.apsnet.org or you may access it direct at http://www.apsnet.org/online/feature/rapid/.
Soon after Zahrte and Stowell first saw the symptoms of rapid blight, others joined the investigation to identify and stop the disease that to-date has caused problems on golf courses in eleven U.S. states and in the United Kingdom. More than 60 golf course superintendents offered observations and funding. Dr. Mary Olsen, Dr. Robert Gilbertson and their colleagues at the University of Arizona became involved in the search. Dr. Bruce Martin of Clemson University also became an integral part of the team. 
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In the end, the discovery of the causal agent of rapid blight was as spooky as it was a surprise. The greens at Santa Ana CC were infested with a very unique and previously undescribed pathogen known as Labyrinthula terrestris. It is neither a fungus nor a bacterium nor a virus. The only organisms similar to Labyrinthula that are known in Nature are a small group of unusual pathogens of ocean-dwelling plants known as net slime molds. The organism destroys turf foliage by invading the leaf mesophyll cells, filling them with hundreds of small spindle-shaped cells. Martin of Clemson and Stowell of PACE gave the odd disease the name rapid blight. 

For most superintendents, the identity of the pathogen or the bestowal of a moniker is moot unless the disease can be brought under control. The involvement of legendary turf researcher Dr. Houston Couch of Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University (VPI) gave the project the first clue for developing a management strategy. Upon learning of the pathogen’s general features, he suggested that it might be controlled by mancozeb. Couch’s guess was correct, and shortly afterwards, mancozeb became the first recognized treatment for the prevention of rapid blight and to limit spread of the disease. 

To help develop additional management strategies for rapid blight, in 2001 PACE’s Stowell set up The Rapid Blight Working Group, an organization of more than 60 golf courses to fund rapid blight research. The golf course superintendents at the 60 courses also provided critical input as the research progressed. Kurt Desiderio, a working group member from Saticoy Country Club in Somis, CA, was the first to note that trifloxystrobin (Compass) was effective at stopping the disease on his course. This was a surprise, since repeated tests with the closely related azoxystrobin (Heritage) had yielded no positive results. Desiderio’s observations have since been confirmed in replicated trials conducted by Martin at Clemson, who also showed that pyraclostrobin (Insignia) was highly effective against rapid blight. As a result of these efforts, the labels of Compass, Insignia and many mancozeb products have now been adapted to include rapid blight use recommendations.
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Thanks to the efforts of superintendents around the country who submitted samples over the years, it is now known what turf types are most susceptible to rapid blight—Poa annua, Poa trivialis and ryegrass. Rapid blight has also been found to infect bentgrass, but the symptoms are much less severe. The labs of Drs. Olsen and Martin have also identified the varieties that resist damage from rapid blight. These include slender creeping red fescues, certain creeping bentgrasses and some alkaligrasses.

Further research has shown that high soil salinity plays a role in the development of rapid blight. The data shows that in the Carolinas, rapid blight outbreaks occurred more frequently during drought and when applications of high salinity irrigation water (>2.5 dS/m) were made. However, on some western golf course sites, the disease may also occur at lower salinity levels, (0.5 – 1.5 dS/m).

A critical question to the rapid blight investigation is whether or not the disease is spreading. Researchers and superintendents are keeping watch; it appears that the disease is on the increase. Originally identified in California, rapid blight has now caused significant turf damage in 11 states in the U.S. Recently the disease was also identified from colonial bentgrass and Poa annua greens in England.

There are many more questions to answer concerning rapid blight and the pathogen, Labyrinthula, that causes it. But, because of the joint efforts of superintendents, university researchers and a private consultant, rapid blight is no longer a complete mystery. 

We know that rapid blight affects a broad range of cool season turfgrasses that show an increased severity of symptoms as soil salinities increase. Soil salinity problems are likely to increase in the future as competition for high quality water, increased use of recycled water on golf courses, and drought conditions occur. As a result, we know that superintendents will need to develop management strategies that cope with the potential for increased rapid blight attacks. In the meantime, an integrated approach that has proven successful has been identified that relies on a combination of cultural practices and chemical control.

We know a lot about rapid blight, and we have a lot more to learn.

Additional information about rapid blight is available at the PACE Turfgrass Research Institute website at www.paceturf.org.
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