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Anthracnose and Cercosporiose are important fungal 
diseases in a number of olivegrowing districts in Australia. 
However, growers can find it difficult to correctly identify these 
diseases, as symptoms can look similar. While most growers 
have heard of anthracnose, fewer have heard of cercosporiose. 
This article aims to provide olivegrowers with the most up-to-
date information on these two important diseases.

Anthracnose
Anthracnose, caused by the fungi Colletotrichum acutatum 

and C.gloeosporiodes, is a widespread disease of olives 
occurring in most of the major olivegrowing countries of the 
world causing pre- and post-harvest problems. The disease 
is common in Australia. Anthracnose fruit rot in ripening 
olives can be a serious problem in growing regions throughout 
Australia.

The disease on fruits
The first record of C. gloeosporioides on olive fruit in 

Australia was in 1969 and for C. acutatum in 1989 both from 
New South Wales. The fungi can produce soft circular rots 
(Figure 1) or sunken spots (Figure 2) on olive fruits. Fruits 
usually become susceptible to the fungus when humidity is 
high, e.g. after rain and warm during summer as the fruit 
begins to develop and ripen. Under favourable conditions 
Colletotrichum spp. produce orange, slimy masses of spores on 
the fruit. These spores can be transmitted by wind or rain, to 
spread the infection. 

The disease on leaves
We recently (July 2007) recorded for the first time in Australia 

a leaf spot disease on olives, caused by C. cutatum and C. 
gloeosporioides. This was observed on varieties Barnea and 

Manzanillo with a case history of anthracnose disease. Brown 
spots carrying heavily sporulating colonies of anthracnose 
fungus were observed on the surface of leaves (Figure 3). The 
infected spots were observed mostly on the edge of the leaves 
but they also occurred near the midrib. The spots were light to 
dark brown in colour and the necrotic areas had irregular shapes 
and were 1-3cm in size. These symptoms were prominent on 
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infected leaves especially during humid weather. We suggest 
that spores from these leaf fungal colonies could be important 
sources for secondary infection of flowers or fruit.

The disease on flowers
Anthracnose is a latent disease. This means that the fungus 

can be present, but dormant, in plant tissue and but will become 
active when environmental conditions are suitable or when fruit 
begin to ripen. We have also recorded in 2007 for the first time 
the asymptomatic infection of olive flowers by C. acutatum 
and C. gloeosporioides. Flower infection is likely to result in 
symptomatic disease expression in mature fruits. 

We have observed infection by Colletotrichum from early 
stages of flowering until fruit set. The first external symptoms 
occurred after fruit set on immature berries when they were at 
peppercorn (2-4mm) and pea (5-10mm) sizes (Figure 4). Fruit 

infected at these stages can drop; and those that remain on the 
trees can exhibit sporulating colonies of C. acutatum and/or C. 
gloeosporioides. 

Colletotrichum may infect olive fruits at any time after 
commencement of flowering, but infections do not usually 
become visible until they begin to ripen. Infected, ripe fruit 
may be soft and leaky, or may have masses of fungal spores 
growing on them. These spores can spread to adjacent ripe 
and healthy fruit. We suggest that spores from these fungal 
colonies could be important sources for secondary infection of 
mature fruits. The infected fruit will rot and sometimes shrivel 
before prematurely dropping from tree. The main problem with 
fruit rot diseases is that most of them can remain dormant and 
disease symptoms do not show up until harvest time.

Figure 3. Figure 4.
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Economic importance
Infection of flowers leading to fruit rot is of economic 

importance as anthracnose results in significant losses in yield 
and reduced oil quality.

Cercosporiose
Cercosporiose leaf spot of olives is a serious, defoliating 

disease caused by the fungus Pseudocercospora cladosporioides, 
which is common and widely distributed in most olive growing 
regions in the world. It was first recorded on olives in Italy in 
1886. 

The disease on leaves
Cercosporiose have been recorded on olives in NSW Australia 

in 1953. The first signs of cercosporiose are grey blotches on the 
underside of the leaves which appear to be covered with black dust 
or black sooty mould-like symptoms even on green leaves without 
any lesions (Figure 5). The tops of the leaves yellow causing the 
leaves to appear to be slightly chlorotic (some varieties show more 
chlorosis than others) or produce brown spots (Figure 6). Infected 
leaves may fall, causing partial defoliation in some cases. 

Little information on dissemination of this disease is available. 
Infection starts in autumn after the first rains. Rain seems to 
play an important role in carrying conidia from infected leaves 
to healthy ones. The pathogen is most severe when moist 
weather conditions prevail. Wind can also carry conidia from 
infected leaves on the ground. High temperatures restrict spore 
germination and growth; thus, the disease is inactive during 
warm, dry summers. 

This disease is particularly important since cause leaf drop 
and partial defoliation of branches, which weaken the trees and 
reduce crop set. Olive trees store most of their energy in their 
leaves. Defoliation results in reduced shoot growth, decreased 
fruit set, and poor flower bud formation in the following year. 
With the high levels of inoculum in some groves resulting 
from these infections, the risk of higher disease incidence is 
increased if early rainfall occurs, spreading disease to the new 
year’s shoot growth. Outbreaks are sporadic, and the disease 
may take several years before it becomes serious enough in a 
particular locality to cause economic damage. 

The disease on fruits
We recorded P. cladosporioides on olive fruit for the first 

time in Australia in May 2006. It was isolated from fruit of the 
cultivar FS-17 at harvest, in a New South Wales olive grove. 

Figure 5.



34 • Australian & New Zealand Olivegrower & Processor • January/February 2009 • Issue 65

Olivegrowing

In autumn 2008, infected olive fruit of the varieties Frantoio, 
Manzanillo, Correggiola were observed in the Sydney basin, 
Mudgee and Hunter Valley regions, where infection reached 
between 40-70% in some groves. 

Symptoms of cercosporiose can vary with cultivar and fruit 
ripening stage. On ripening olives, the epidermis of infected 
tissues has an ash-grey appearance, and diseased fruit show 
slightly sunken, light-brown spots. The spots are regular in 
shape, and without a halo. However, in some cases, we have 
seen a distinct halo of light brown or green to pale yellow 
discoloration, in sharp contrast to the fruit colour, surrounding 
the infected sites (Figure 7 and Figure 8). Diseased spots may 
enlarge and coalesce, covering a large portion of the fruit 
surface. Green olives develop irregular, slightly sunken dark 
brown spots 4-10mm in diameter.

The severity of fruit infection appears to be related to the 
presence of mild, humid weather in the three months prior to 
harvest. Further work is needed to understand the epidemiology 

of this disease as well as to investigate strains of the fungus 
from different locations.

Economic importance
In Australia P. cladosporioides has been considered as a 

leaf pathogen of minor importance until now, although fruit 
is occasionally infected. Fruit damage may be as important as 
leaf infection. 

Copper sprays are currently the only registered or permitted 
chemicals for control of fungal diseases of olive fruit and 
leaves in Australia. However, our recent work on anthracnose 
and cercosporiose in olives has highlighted the need for 
further investigations into timing of these and other fungicide 
applications for effective and simultaneous control of these 
two diseases.. For example, there is a need to consider earlier 
applications of sprays, around flowering but also applications 
soon after harvest and before autumn/winter rains. As copper is 
a protectant fungicide, effective tree coverage is essential. This 
requires use of an effective sprayer with sufficient pressure to 
cover both sides of the leaves especially in the interior of the 
tree. 
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