5. Tar Spot of Maple
Edward M. Sharon and Jerry W. Riffle

Tar spot on maples is caused by the fungus Rhytisma
acerinum and related species. Other species of Rhytisma
cause tar spot of other hosts.

Hosts and Distribution

Tar spot is a foliage disease common to red and silver
maples; it has also been reported on bigleaf, Norway,
sugar, and sycamore maples. The disease occurs on
maples throughout the eastern and Great Lakes states,
in Oregon and Washington, and in Manitoba. Tar spot
occurs on maple in Nebraska, but its distribution in other
states of the Great Plains is uncertain.

Symptoms and Signs

One or more small greenish-yellow spots on the up-
per leaf surface indicates early infection. These spots ap-
pear from mid to late July. By late summer, conspicuous
black tar-like structures, up to one-half inch in diameter,
form within the chlorotic areas (fig. 5-1). The lower leaf
surface opposite the tar-like structures is cupped and less
black. By mid-fall the tar spots appear ridged and are
sometimes referred to as “wrinkled scab” (figs. 5-2, 5-3).
The tar spots are stromata, which contain two types of
fruiting bodies, spermogonia and apothecia.
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Figures 5-1 and 5-2. Tarspots on maple leaves infected with Rhytisma acerinum.
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Figure 5-3. Close-up of tar-like structures (stromata) of R. acerinum
on maple leaf.

Disease Cycle

Ascospores of R. acerinum develop in the stromata
after leaves are cast, and these spores mature in the
spring (fig. 5-4). In the spring ascospores are forcibly
ejected from apothecia on fallen leaves. The spores are
ejected a limited distance and are carried upward on air
currents, where they make contact with expanding
foliage of susceptible trees. The fungus enters leaves
through stomates, and produces a black gummy
substance within the tissues. This substance binds host
and fungus together to form a stroma beneath the upper
epidermis of the leaf. At this time the infected spot ap-
pears as a definite blackened area fringed with a
yellowish-green border. First spermogonia, and later
apothecia, develop within this tissue before the leaves
drop.

Numerous spermogonia develop in a group at the
center of the stroma. They look like small pimples with
a minute hole in the center, and represent the:imperfect
stage Melasmia acerina. Simple or branched con-
idiophores are formed within the spermogonia. The
single-celled spermatia are hyaline or subhyaline, rod-
shaped, 6 by 1 um and are not infectious.

The stromata continue to expand and develop radi-
ating wrinkles in which apothecia form. During the
winter, asci develop slowly; by early spring their develop-
ment is completed. Each ascus contains eight needle-like
ascospores, approximately 130 by 10 pum. Ascospores are
forcibly ejected when the stroma splits along the
radiating wrinkles. Air currents carry the spores to new
foliage, and new infections develop.

Damage
Tar spot seldom severely impacts the health of trees.

It is not known to kill trees. Open-grown trees are seldom
infected. In sheltered situations, such as in the forest,
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Figure 5-4. Disease cycle of R. acerinum on maple.

trees can be heavily infected and defoliate prematurely.
Successive years of defoliation may predispose trees to
other pests. Premature defoliation of infected leaves
gives an appearance of crown thinning.

Control

The disease can be controlled in shade trees by raking
and burning fallen leaves to destroy overwintering in-
oculum. If spraying is warranted, Bordeaux mixture is
considered satisfactory. Apply fungicide at 2-3 week in-
tervals during leaf emergence.
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