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Prevention 
Probably the best way to preventing the 
spread of fire blight is to encourage a 
diversity of plants in any area and reduce the 
tendency to plant many of the same species 
(monoculture). This practice will slow the 
spread of disease since the bacterium must 
travel longer distances to find a suitable host.   

Avoid the use of high nitrogen fertilizers that 
encourages luxuriant soft tissue growth that 
will allow easy entrance of the disease. 

During bloom periods, use biological control 
sprays (such as Pantoea agglomerans and 
Bacillus subtilis) or copper-based sprays on 
blossoms as this is the primary entrance 
point for fire blight bacteria.  Avoid excessive 
irrigation during bloom times.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Control Measures 
The best means of eradicating this disease involves 
manual removal and prompt culling out of any 
infested pieces. Pruning cuts should be made 20-30 
cm back into healthy wood. Significantly impacted 
and dying trees need to be removed. 

To prevent further transmission of the disease, all 
equipment used on infected parts of a tree should 
be properly sanitized between cuts. A solution of 
household bleach mixed with water in a 1:3 ratio 
may be used.  Soak tools for 5 minutes and rinse 
with clean water before proceeding.  

As proper pruning often involves cuts into healthy 
wood (back to the main stem or trunk), consider 
consulting with an ISA certified arborist for a 
project of any magnitude. 
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Fire Blight 
Fire Blight is a plant disease caused by the 
bacterium Erwinia amylovora. It affects many trees 
and shrubs in the Rosaceae family such as apples, 
crabapples, mountain ash, hawthorn, saskatoon 
berry and pear; less likely on cotoneaster and 
raspberry. It can spread very quickly, with one 
plant passing the infection along to others in the 
same city block. It is spread by insects during 
flowering, through the use of contaminated 
pruning tools and through bark that has been 
damaged or injured. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Infestation of a pear orchard with fire blight. 
(Photo: P.G. Psallidas, Benaki Institute, Athens, Bugwood.org) 
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Symptoms 
A plant that is infected shows leaves that 
appear scorched by fire—red or brown and 
dried out. They remain attached to the plant. 

A noticeable symptom is that new growth on 
the plant shows a dramatic curling of the 
branch with wilting at the tip.  This 
“shepherd’s hook” shows that the disease 
has infected the whole branch. 

As the disease progresses, a clear yellowish 
liquid might appear oozing from the plant.  
This liquid contains a high amount of the 
bacteria that can be passed from one plant to 
another through careless use of unsterile 
pruning tools. 

 

 
 

 

 

Bacterial ooze from fire blight cankers on Malus 
spp. 
(Photo: Penn State Department of Plant Pathology 
& Environmental Microbiology Archives, Penn 
State University, Bugwood.org) 

Life Cycle of Fire Blight 
 Winter: The fire blight bacterium overwinters 

within “holdover” cankers growing on the bark 
of infected plants.  

Spring: Bacteria spread by rain 
or insects when the host plant 
is blooming. The bacteria enter 
through the blossom and infect 
the branches of host plants. 
Bacteria multiply on the surface 
of the flower and are moved 
from flower to flower by 
pollinators such as bees. 

 

Summer: Cankers begin to grow on 
the surface of infected plants.  
These cankers can ooze a substance 
that can further infect other plants. 

Fall: Cankers continue to 
expand and will kill and 
entire branch if it is 
allowed to encircle the 
branch.  

 
 

Infected Pyrus calleryana Decne. Branch showing “shepherd’s 
hook”. 
(Photo: Rebekah D. Wallace, University of Georgia, 
Bugwood.org) 


