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Potatoes are one of our staple vegetables. 
Sadly, they are susceptible to many diseases 
and pests, many of which mar or disfigure the 
tubers to differing degrees. One of the most 
common diseases that gardeners experience 
when growing potatoes is ?common scab.? 
Like many potato diseases, you don?t see 
common scab until harvest.

Spot t ing the Symptoms
Scab is aptly named, forming round, irregular, 
brown lesions (spots) on the surface of the 
tuber. Scab lesions are typically less than 1 cm 
in diameter, but you can get groupings of 
scabs, and large areas of the surface can be 
affected. The scabs themselves can vary a fair 
bit. They can be shallow and superficial, 
raised and erupted (meaning they burst 
upwards suddenly), or, in extreme cases, 
deep and pitted.

Generally, the scab is not much more than a 
nuisance to potato peelers, but higher levels 
of scab can increase moisture loss, which is 
undesirable. Scab only infects potato tubers 
while in the soil and does not spread after 
harvest in storage. Scab can also affect root 
vegetables, such as carrots and beets, but I?ve 
never seen it on a carrot as anything other 
than a spot here and there, and then only 
rarely.

Understanding and Thwar t ing the 
Pathogen
Scab is a disease caused by a fungus-like 
bacterium called Streptomyces scabies. Having 
an understanding of the nature of the scab 
pathogen and how it multiplies isn?t all that 
important, but there are several key points 
to take note of, particularly when you are 
looking at scab management.

The first thing to understand is how your 
tubers ?get? scab. Most of the time, scab is 
introduced to a soil on infected seed tubers. 
All it takes is for a tuber to have one or two 
scab lesions on it and your soil will be 

Common Scab of Potato

Common potato scab forms irregular brown spots 
on the surface of the tuber. (Pixabay)

infected. This means that the best way to 
avoid having scab is to use clean, scab-free 
seed. However, it should be noted that scab 
can also arrive in soil, in soil water, in manure 
from animals that have been fed scabby 
potatoes, or in potato debris. So, clean seed 
isn?t a guarantee you will have scab-free soil, 
but it is a visible cause to rule out. 

The second thing to understand is that the 
scab pathogen can persist in the soil for 
decades, even without potatoes being present. 
So, once you have scab, you can assume that 
you will be dealing with it for quite some time.

If you have scab, there are several factors that 
affect how severe scab will be on your tubers. 
Some of them fall into the ?nice to know? 
category, while others give us something to 
cling to when planning our management 
strategies.

Management  St rategies
If you grow potatoes year after year in the 
same area and scab is present, you run the 
risk that scab will increase the longer you 
grow there, assuming you change no other 
practices. If you can do so, move your 
potatoes around. Having three to five years 
between potato crops in an area will give the 
pathogen less to work with. Realistically, 
rotating within of a typical urban garden space 
can be futile, but you can try it and it won?t 
hurt anything.
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Another strategy that can be tried is growing 
things like mustard as a dense cover crop, 
which is then chopped in place before 
flowering. The chopped material is 
incorporated into moist soil, which releases 
some of the biologically active compounds, 
potentially knocking back soilborne 
pathogens.

Some characteristics of the soil in which 
potatoes are growing can also affect the 
ability of the scab to gain a foothold. These 
soil characteristics are pH (acidity or 
basicity/alkalinity) and organic matter.

Changing soil pH is often brought up when 
thinking about scab management. Sadly, I feel 
that this approach is largely ?chasing 
rainbows.? The scab pathogen thrives at a soil 
pH between 5.5 and 7.5, but the potato plant 
grows best in this same pH range. Soil pH is 
challenging to change, as mineral soils are 
strong buffers? meaning they don?t change 
quickly or easily. To move your soil pH even a 
small amount (for example, from 7.2 up to 
7.3 or 6.4 down to 6.3), requires the addition 
of a huge amount of material. You would have 
to add a whole bunch of lime to raise the pH, 
or a whole bunch of elemental sulfur to 
lower it, and it still might not change that 
much. Putting aside the logistical challenges of 
changing the soil pH, what is more important 
is that shifting the pH outside of the 
preferred range of the pathogen makes things 
less desirable for the potato itself. So, it is a 
bit of a lose/lose situation, in my opinion. 

Soil?s organic matter can be changed by 
incorporating cover crops or by adding 
compost, manure, or plant debris. Higher 
levels of organic matter will increase the 
moisture holding capacity of the soil, which is 
beneficial to fighting scab. However, if you add 
a great deal of manure, you may see an 
increase in scab, as it essentially feeds the 
pathogen. 

One of the most effective ways to combat 
scab is to manage your soil moisture levels. If 
your soil moisture levels tend to yo-yo during 
the growing season, or if the soil is quite dry, 
scab levels will be higher. This is because 

moist soils allow other soil microorganisms 
to compete against the scab pathogen, 
reducing its ability to infect. Ideally, you 
should ensure that there is a good amount of 
soil moisture from the time that tubers start 
to be initiated onwards. I generally use the 
flowers as a signal that tuber initiation is 
starting, but it might be a bit earlier than that 
depending on the year, ranging from four to 
six weeks after planting. Keep moisture levels 
up until tubers are 1?2 inches in diameter.

Potato Var iet ies to Consider
The susceptibility of potatoes to scab, varies 
according to variety, meaning that some 
potatoes are resistant to attack, while 
others are extremely sensitive and prone to 
developing scabs. Historically, I would say 
that all potatoes were at least somewhat 
susceptible to scab infection; however, there 
are a number of varieties that are now listed 
as resistant to some degree. It will mean you 
will have to shop around a bit to find a 
variety that both fits your potato quality 
needs and is resistant to scab, but at least 
you have choices. Varieties like 'Yukon Gold', 
'Red Pontiac', and 'Sangre' are susceptible, 
whereas, 'Norland', 'Cherokee', 'Chieftain', 
and some of the russets are listed as fairly 
resistant. There are some excellent reds, 
whites, buffs, and yellows to choose from, 
and the russets tend to be somewhat more 
resistant. Check for options on offer from 
your local seed potato farm.

When it comes down to it, potato scab is 
manageable if you are prepared to stay on 
top of your potato care, apply soil 
amendments as needed, and do a bit of 
research on resistant varieties up front.

Several varieties are promoted as being scab 
resistant (Pixabay)


