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Prevention 
Keep plants healthy, ensuring adequate water, air 
circulation, sunlight and fertilizer (if required).  

Don’t overwater trees. Aid in healing any bark 
damaged by deer, porcupines or through injury. 

Plant varieties that are more resistant to black 
knot; do not plant susceptible varieties in areas 
where black knot is prevalent. Consider the 
following species and cultivars: 

Most susceptible:  

• American Plum (Prunus Americana), Canadian 
Plum (P. nigra ‘Princess Kay’, Chokecherry (P. 
virginiana, including “Shubert” and ‘Canada Red’, 
Mayday or Bird Cherry (P. padus), European 
plum (P. domestica including ‘Stanley’), Japanese 
plum (P. salicina) and Purple-leafed plum (P. 
cerasifera). 

Less Susceptible:  

• Nanking cherry (P. tomentosa), Pin cherry (P. 
pensylvanica), Sand cherry (P. pumila including var. 
besseyi), Sour cherry (P. cerasus including ‘Evans’, 
‘SK Carmine Jewel’ and the “Romance” series). 

Most Resistant:  

• Amur chokecherry (P. maacki), Apricot (P. 
armeniaca), Flowering almond (P. triloba).  

 

 

 

 

 

Control Measures 
Prune out the diseased branches to control mild 
infestations of the fungus. Pruning should be done 
from late fall to early spring. Make sure that pruning 
cuts are made 10-15 cm back from infected wood; 
ensure that tools are cleaned with a bleach-water 
(1:3) solution between cuts. 

Infected wood should be burned or disposed of in 
the garbage destined for the landfill. Do not shred 
or compost infected wood as this risks the spread 
of the disease. 

In some instances, the use of fungicides such as 
captan or chlorothalonil might be warranted. Care 
should be taken since these chemicals have low 
effectiveness and high toxicity. Prune out any 
existing galls before applying a fungicide. Consult a 
qualified pesticide application specialist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Black Knot Disease 
Black knot is a disease that infects plants of the 
Prunus genus that includes cherries, plums and 
related plants. It is caused by the fungus 
Apiosporina morbosa and is characterized by the 
appearance of black tumor-like growths (galls) that 
surround the stem. Many Prunus trees tolerate 
black knot and suffer only cosmetic damage 
whereas other of that genus are severely affected 
when leaves wilt and branches die back. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prunus virginiana with black knot disease on a branch. 
(Photo: David Hall) 
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Symptoms 
The most obvious sign of black knot disease is 
the appearance of gnarled, swollen black 
growths that grow along the length of stems 
and branches. Galls are more obvious in 
winter after the leaves are shed. 
 
Galls begin as small olive-green growths the 
develop at a growing point or fruit spur 
where the fungal spores have entered the 
plant. 
 
In trees that are tolerant of the disease, 
leaves will remain green and healthy 
throughout the summer. In species that are 
more susceptible, leaves on branches infected 
with galls will wilt, turn brown and die. 
 
Branches infected with galls will often bend to 
one side. 
 
There can very few galls on an infected tree 
or perhaps as many as hundreds. Galls mature 
after 2-3 years and can rupture and release 
thousands of spores that can in turn spread 
the infection to other trees. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Prunus virginiana with black knot disease on a branch. 
(Photo: David Hall) 

Life Cycle of Black Knot Disease 
 

Winter: The black knot fungus is inactive in the 
winter. This is the best time to prune out the 
infected wood. 

 

Spring: Young galls or new 
areas of growth on the edges 
of older galls are covered with 
velvety olive-green spores. 
Spores are released and 
transported by wind. Infection 
occurs if the spores enter a 
new host plant at the site of a 
flower or leaf bud or where 
there is an injury to the bark. 

Summer: Galls turn black and hard by 
the end of the summer.  Over a period 
of several years, the gall reaches 
mature size. It encircles the branch 
inside and out, killing the leaves and 
twigs that grow beyond it. 

 

Fall: In uncommonly wet 
autumns, additional spores 
can be released from the 
gall. 

 


