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Botrytis (Grey Mould)
Botrytis is a very common disease 
of many different plants. It is a fluffy 
grey mould that can cover all parts of 
the plant – leaves, stems, buds, and 
flowers – and causes a soft decay of 
plant tissue. Look out for soft, squishy 
and fluffy fruit on strawberry  
or gooseberry plants!  

Powdery mildew 
This is a white fluffy fungus that 
can infect many different species of 
plants. It grows on the plant surface 
and causes a dusty white coating on 
leaves, stems and flowers. 

Be your own plant doctor! 
Just like humans, plants can get 
infected with bacteria, fungi or 
viruses that can make them sick.  
At The Sainsbury Laboratory, 
we study how this happens and 
how we can help plants defend 
themselves to make themselves 
immune to disease. 
Plant diseases are caused by other 
living organisms that attack plants – 
using them to get nutrients to grow 
and develop. Examples of pathogens 
are bacteria, fungi, viruses or 
nematodes. Infection occurs when a 
pathogen enters the plant and grows 
and spreads within it. 

Visible effects of disease on plants 
are called symptoms, and are any 
detectable changes in the plant colour, 
shape or growth in response to the 
disease-causing pathogen. Signs 
of plant disease can be physical 
evidence of the pathogen such as 
bacterial ooze or fungal fruiting bodies. 

Use this helpful plant disease 
identification sheet to get you  
started and give you some ideas of 
how leaves and plants can look when 
they are infected with some common 
diseases. Have a close look at  
the plants in your garden or when 
you’re on a walk outside to see  
what you can find!

Phytophthora (Blight)
Phytophthora species are like fungi 
but are water molds (oomycetes). 
Many Phytophthora species are plant 
pathogens of important crops like 
tomato and potato. Phytophthora 
infestans was of the potato blight  
that caused the Great Irish Famine  
in the 1800s!

Infected plants have a rapid decay of 
leaves which shrivel and turn brown. 
Brown patches may appear on tomato 
fruits and potato tubers in the soil. 

Phytophthora root rot causes a decay 
in the base of the stem and the roots 
of many trees and shrubs too. As the 
roots are destroyed, the plant  
cannot take up water or nutrients, 
so symptoms include wilting of  
the leaves. 
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Rust 
The rusts are a group of fungal 
diseases affecting the above-ground 
parts of a plant. The most common 
part of the plant to be infected by rust 
are the leaves, but rust can also be 
found on the stems or even flowers 
too. Rusts are most commonly a 
brown or orange colour – this varies 
due to the species or the type of 
spores being produced. Here is a 
photo of rust on a pear leaf!  

Leaf spot
Many plants can get brown moist 
spots on their leaves. Both bacteria 
and fungi can cause this symptom. 

The Septoria species of fungi can 
cause leaf spot diseases on crops  
in fields and many vegetables 
including tomatoes. 

Pseudomonas syringae is a species  
of bacteria that can infect a wide 
variety of fruits, vegetables and 
ornamental plants. Infection can cause 
many different types of symptoms 
such as leaf spots, spots and blisters 
on fruits, and stem cankers. Bacterial 
cankers on stems are dead areas of 
bark that often ooze! 

Virus
Different viruses cause many different 
types of symptoms. Infected plants 
might have stunted or unusual growth. 
Leaves or flowers can have white or 
discoloured streaks or patches. There 
are over 20 viruses that can infect 
tomatoes, such as Tomato mosaic 
virus and Tobacco mosaic virus, which 
cause mosaic patterns of lighter green 
on the leaves. 

Some viruses are desirable! The  
Tulip breaking virus causes streaks  
on tulip flowers – ‘breaking up’ the 
block of colour – and was highly 
sought-after during the 17th century 
Dutch ‘tulip mania’. 

But it’s not 
all bad! 
Lots of organisms can be good 
for plants! These are called 
beneficial organisms, and they 
can help the plant get nutrients 
or stop other pathogens from 
causing disease.
Rhizobia are bacteria that 
live inside plant roots of some 
legume species, such as beans 
and peas. These bacteria take 
nitrogen from the air and turn  
it into a more useful form  
for plants! 


