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Early bloom disease management when it is extremely wet, warm & humid.
 
As we approach bloom (Erie County) or progress through bloom (Southern PA), your number one priority is the fungicidal protection of developing clusters from all fungal diseases (Phomopsis, Black rot, Downy mildew, Powdery mildew, and even Botrytis). In general, fruit are most susceptible during the first two or three weeks after capfall. During this period, apply your best materials, full rates, spray every row, ensure best coverage, and shorten intervals, especially if conditions are wet (unfortunately, the wetter conditions become, the more difficult it is to shorten intervals). Berries are rapidly expanding shortly after bloom and will need a regular refreshing of fungicide residue (at least every 10 days), even if conditions are dry (powdery mildew does not need rainfall to spread and infect). Anything less and you will likely pay a price later (trying to play catch up, which never works) in all but the driest of seasons. Here are some brief reminders for each major fungal disease at this point in the season. 
 
Black rot: Determine your risk by scouting your vineyard for evidence of inoculum sources. Inoculum for this disease during bloom can come from over-wintering sources such as old fruit mummies, either left in the trellis or on the ground, or wood-borne infections (old cane lesions). If you haven’t done so already, make sure you have removed all old clusters from the trellis (this can help for Phomopsis and Botrytis control as well). Current season leaf and shoot infections are also potent sources of inoculum for this disease. Inoculation experiments at Erie have shown that pre bloom leaf and shoot infections can provide an abundance of spores for fruit infections during bloom and often indicate the presence of an over-wintering inoculum source in the trellis. The fruit susceptibility period varies with variety, but generally natives like Concord are susceptible from capfall through 4-6 weeks after bloom. Vitis vinifera cultivars, representing the other extreme, may be susceptible for a week or two longer. Sterol biosynthesis inhibitors (Rally, Elite) and stroblilurins are the most effective materials against this disease and are very rain-fast. Mancozeb based fungicides are also effective, but more subject to wash off by rain.
 
Phomopsis:  Phomopsis is often thought of as primarily an early season threat to shoots and leaves, but the fruit rot phase can cause serious economic losses. As with the other major fungal diseases, fruit will need protection from Phomopsis during bloom and early development stages. Fruit can be susceptible to Phomopsis most of the season, but Phomopsis usually loses its teeth within a few weeks after bloom, as over-wintering spore sources run dry. The old standards like Captan, Mancozeb, and Ziram have been quite effective against this pathogen, with the strobilurins being somewhat less effective. 
 
Powdery mildew: The mother of all grape diseases! The good news is that the fruit susceptibility period for powdery mildew is limited. Fruit of all varieties are most susceptible from capfall to fruit set. Concord fruit remain susceptible through about 2 weeks after fruit set, with vinifera being susceptible for about an additional two weeks. Quintec, strobilurins, and sterol biosynthesis inhibitors are all effective against this disease, but carry a high risk of the development of resistance. If you suspect you have resistance to powdery mildew fungicides in your vineyard, a tank mix with sulfur will provide an extra measure of control and insurance against crop loss. Remember, the immediate pre bloom, immediate post bloom period is the most critical period for fruit ($$$) protection. A loss of disease control during this period will haunt you for the rest of the season. Make use of the best disease management tools and strategies during this period.  
 
Downy mildew: Fruit of susceptible varieties will require fungicidal protection for 4 weeks after the start of bloom. Ridimil is highly effective against this disease. Old standards like copper, Captan and Mancozeb are also very effective but more subject to wash off. The strobilurins differ widely in their effectiveness against this disease, with Abound and Pristine being highly effective, Sovran being less effective, and Flint being least effective. Phosphonates (Prophyt, Phostrol, Topaz, and others) are also very effective against downy mildew and will provide a good deal of curative (post infection) activity against this disease. However, they will not generally provide as long a protective interval as the strobilurins. Phosphonate intervals should not be stretched past 10 days on susceptible varieties, especially during the fruit protection period if conditions are wet.
 
Bunch rot prevention and control: With all the other diseases developing in the vineyard, Botrytis bunch rot prevention may be near the bottom of the list of priorities. However, there are some important steps wine grape growers can take NOW and in the coming weeks to prevent problems with bunch rots later, especially if you are growing the more susceptible varieties (Pinot Noir, Chardonnay, Riesling, Vignoles, etc). During bloom, Botrytis can establish latent infections in clusters that remain symptomless until ripening, when they may activate and form a focus of rot in the cluster. The vast majority of these infections appear to remain latent (or dormant) and never cause a problem. However, in varieties with compact clusters, one small center of rot can spread quickly throughout the cluster, even in relatively dry weather. So, a Botrytis spray during bloom can be a prudent decision on these varieties, particularly if weather is wet during bloom. All the Botrytis specific fungicides are prone to development of resistance, so use each one sparingly in any given season. Fortunately, we have many to choose from allowing us ample room to rotate materials throughout the season. 
 
The effectiveness and consistency of Botrytis bunch rot control is directly related to the level of integration of chemical AND cultural methods, and the production of healthy grapes regardless of the weather is key to strengthening the reputation of Pennsylvania wines. A solid bunch rot control program would not be complete without the removal of leaves in the fruit zone about 2 weeks after bloom. Fruit zone leaf removal exposes clusters to better aeration and sunlight and reduces conditions for fungal pathogen development. It also opens the cluster zone to better fungicide penetration and may therefore increase the effectiveness of your fungicide sprays for control of Botrytis and other diseases during the fruit susceptibility period. We cannot control the weather during ripening, but we can greatly reduce the effects of wet, humid weather on bunch rot development (and the development of other diseases) with leaf removal. Consider it insurance against the uncertainty of the weather in Pennsylvania.


