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How many of you have trees in your yard that look like they’ve been torched with a flame thrower in 
spots? The leaves start to turn black along with the bark, and then the infected twigs and branches start 
to bend down. This is known as a shepherd's crook and is the classic symptom of the disease fire blight. 
I’ve started to notice these dying branches around Stewart County and Webster County, so I thought I 
would share some information about this disease of trees. 
 
Fire blight is a destructive, highly infectious, and widespread disease caused by the bacterium Erwinia 
amylovora that attacks blossoms, leaves, shoots, branches, fruits, and roots. The disease affects plants 
in the Rosaceae family, which includes serviceberry, flowering quince, cotoneaster, hawthorn, loquat, 
apple and crabapple, photinia, flowering almond, plum and cherry, pyracantha, pear, rose, and spirea. 
So you see it attacks a lot of different ornamentals used in 
southern landscapes. 
 
Initially the disease often enters the tree through natural 
openings, especially flowers and wounds in the spring. 
Once established, it spreads quickly to the new growth 
and from diseased to healthy plants by rain, wind, and 
pruning tools. The bacteria spread rapidly through the 
plant tissue in warm temperatures (65 degrees F or 
higher) and humid weather. That’s one reason we start to 
see cases of fire blight increase dramatically once spring is 
here.  
 
If you notice infected branches, you can prune them out 8 inches below the damage. Avoid pruning 
when the plants are wet. Dip pruning tools in 70 percent isopropyl alcohol (rubbing alcohol) or 10 
percent bleach solution (1 part bleach to 9 parts water solution) between each cut. And we mean 
BETWEEN EACH CUT. Wash and oil shears when you are finished. These practices avoid spreading the 
pathogen. 
 
In years when warm, humid, wet weather overlaps with flowering and leaf emergence, spraying plants 
with a fungicide containing basic copper sulfate (Kocide) or an antibiotic (Agrimycin) might reduce 
infection. However, you will need to begin spraying these controls at bloom and reapply every 3 – 4 or 7 
days during the bloom period. And they still may not work. One final alternative is to plant resistant 
varieties. 

 
I’ve seen more fire blight than I would care to see, 
because by the time I get a call about a problem, the 
fire blight has spread and may be difficult to control, 
short of cutting the tree down. Hopefully this 
information helps you notice diseased areas and 
potentially save the tree before it gets completely 
infested. For information on this topic or any other 
agricultural topic, please call your local County 
Extension Office or me at the Webster County 
Extension Office at 229.828.2325. 


