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Phoma stem rot of peppermint and Scotch spearmint, also called black stem rot, is caused by the fungus, Phoma strasseri. The disease develops over a broad range of temperatures, but is most active in young plant tissues at temperatures of 68 to 77 F. Moisture is required for infection and disease increase is favored by cool, wet weather encountered in the spring and fall in central Washington. The disease occurs on mint in the Pacific Northwest and Japan, the fungus has been reported in Europe. Phoma stem rot can be especially severe in the greenhouse when plants are propagated by shoot tip cuttings. Losses as high as 90% have occurred in the greenhouse.
Disease Symptoms – Phoma stem rot is characterized by black to dark brown lesions and cankers on stems and rhizomes. Cankers may girdle the stem, causing plant parts above the infection to wilt and die. Foliage of infected plants in the field becomes red, stunted, wilted, and eventually dies as a result of cankers girdling the stem at or near the soil line. Black, watery lesions develop on rhizomes. Lesions on rhizomes coalesce and progress to cause a general necrosis and rot; infections often progress from rhizomes into the developing new shoots. Infections may progress rapidly on very young shoots causing them to rapidly wilt and die. On mature stems, infection is usually confined to the soft tissues external to the vascular ring, and takes the form of distinct surface cankers. Roots can also be infected and result in stunting and reddening of foliage.

Rhizome rot is the most serious aspect of the disease, and losses of 50% in rhizome production have been reported in the field in Oregon by C.E. Horner. However, rhizome losses were not related to a later yield reduction. Evidently, health rhizomes were able to compensate for the losses of infected rhizomes.

Disease Development - Young tissues are susceptible to infections and stems become more resistant as they mature. Young rhizome tips are especially prone to infection and rot rapidly and often completely. Disease development is more rapid in wounded than in non-wounded stems and can be quite severe when stems are massively wounded. During greenhouse propagation of mint shoot tips cuttings, infections will often occur at the cut ends or where leaves are removed.  
Spread of the disease from field to field is by the movement of infected rhizomes, and infected mint stems and debris. The fungus is spread short distances of several yards within fields by splashing rain and sprinkler irrigation. Spores of the fungus could also move in furrow irrigation water. Time of survival of the fungus in the soil is not know. 
Potential Damage - Phoma stem rot is prevalent in central Washington, but the effects of the disease on rhizome growth, stand establishment, stand survival over severe winters, and on yield is not fully known. Damage from the rhizome phase of the disease may be more prevalent than currently recognized.
Disease Management –Specific controls have not been developed for the disease. However, obtaining and planting healthy rhizomes is a first step in managing the disease in the field.  Promoting plant growth through plant nutrition and cultural practices would help infected plants “outgrowth” infections. Over irrigation favors the disease and should be avoided especially on young plants. Also avoid bruising rhizomes before and during planting and wounding stems during cultivation. 
In the greenhouse, clean propagation techniques, and management of humidity and watering would help reduce disease incidence. Avoid over-watering and wetting foliage. Benomyl as a soak treatment for mint shoot tips cuttings had activity against the fungus in a greenhouse research trial, but research has not been done in the field. No fungicide is registered for control of Phoma stem rot either in the greenhouse or the field.
