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Insect pests and diseases in the 
olive grove have significant 
impacts on production and 

overall tree health, which if not 
managed with sound horticultural 
practices can result in significant 
economic loss to the grower.
Olive trees are susceptible to a wide 
range of pests and diseases, including 
black scale, olive lace bug, peacock 
spot, cercosporiose and anthracnose.
A high density canopy, such as 
that found on olive trees, often 
contains a significantly higher 
incidence of pests and diseases. 

Integrated pest management practices 
will help to control these pests and 
diseases with pruning being an 
essential component for effective 
control.
Next to harvesting, pruning is the 
most expensive labour input in an 
olive grove and has far-reaching 
impacts on all aspects of tree crop 
production when done properly. 
Such production aspects include the 
management of crop load, alternate 
bearing, fertilizer inputs, tree size 
relevant to grove layout, harvesting 
methods, access for machinery and 
personnel, and importantly, pest 
and disease control. The intensity of 
pruning should be adjusted by taking 
into account all these factors and 
those affecting plant vigor, including 
age, cultivar, water availability, 
and length of growing season.
The main goal of pruning olive 
trees is to improve the canopy’s 
efficiency – or to gain the optimal 
amount of fruit. The improvement 
of light penetration, air ventilation 
and circulation through the canopy 
is favored for pollination and the 

distribution of flowering wood 
throughout the canopy. This not 
only aids eventual crop load but 
also has a substantial effect on the 
management of pests and diseases.
A well pruned tree will be a less 
hospitable environment for insect 
pests and diseases for a number of 
reasons. Firstly, the environment 
within a pruned canopy has 
conditions that are not favorable 
to the establishment of a pest 
population, such as reduced shelter 
from the elements and increased 
exposure to predators. Also, the 
efficacy of insecticides and fungicides 
applied by misting or air-blast 
equipment is being greatly enhanced, 
as there is an improved coverage 
through the tree’s canopy and an even 
distribution of the spray droplets. It 
is also much easier for a grower to 
find and identify pest populations 
simply because more of the tree 
can be seen while monitoring. 
Disease control in the grove is 
enhanced during adverse weather 
with a reduction of leaf wetness. 
The longer the duration of leaf 
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wetness the higher the likelihood 
of inoculation. Therefore, an open, 
airy (i.e. well pruned) tree is much 
quicker to recover from adverse 
weather conditions that favor 
the establishment of diseases.
The risk of contracting foliar 
pathogenic infections such as those 
caused by Fusicladium oleagineum 
and Pseudocercospora cladosporioides 
is hence greatly reduced. The conidia 
are picked up and spread by moving 
water, which is why the lower parts of 
the tree are most commonly infected.
Pruning of the lower branches 
of the tree where weeds, soil and 
pathogens can be splashed up during 
heavy rain and the removal of any 
mummified fruit on the tree will 
also assist by reducing the level of 
inoculation by these fungi. Similarly, 
all diseased / infected or infested 
prunings should be removed from 
the grove and burnt, or buried to 

prevent exposure to infected limbs. 
Reinfestation can occur from this 
material being kept in the grove.
The fresh cuts made whilst pruning 
are made doubly vulnerable to 
infection by fungal and bacterial 
pathogens if done in the rain, with 
the cut being an ideal entry point for 
pathogens. Infection to these points 
is greatly increased with water acting 
as a vector, picking up pathogens as 
it drips over the tree’s surfaces and 
transferring them to fresh cuts.
Attention to detail with careful cuts 
while pruning can also decrease 
the risk of infection. For example, 
leaving a long stub or cutting too 
close to the limb with open wounds 
left for long periods of time makes 
infection more likely. Jagged cuts left 
by mechanical pruning should be 
removed by hand pruning leaving a 
neat cut to avoid infection and die 
back. Normally a tree will “wall off ” 

or compartmentalize the decaying 
tissues, but few trees can defend the 
multiple severe wounds caused by 
topping. In such circumstances, decay 
organisms are given a free path to 
move down through the branches.
Additionally, the maintenance of 
pruning equipment decreases the 
likelihood of infection. Sterilisation 
of the pruning gear between trees is 
strongly recommended, as equipment 
is a potential vector, aiding in the 
spread of pathogens. Disinfection 
using 70% ethanol, methylated spirits 
or “Dettol” as well as the periodic 
cleaning of blades to remove wood 
particles are simple and effective 
ways that this can be done. 
Following pruning, it is best to apply 
a copper fungicide to ensure that 
pruning cuts are treated to aid the 
prevention of pathogens entering 
the tree via these wounds. 
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