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Bromeliads are not subject to many pests and diseases but heart rot and root rot can cause considerable 
losses. These two conditions are caused by the same organism, Phtytophthora cinnamomi, depending on 
the origin of the attack. This organism is a fungus with swimming spores which thrive in oxygen deficient 
conditions. The spores have a long survival time estimated at 12-15 years !  It is highly invasive particularly 
when some form of mechanical damage has occurred. The mode of dispersal is not known but 
contaminated surface water is a possibility; and rain water has been suspected. 
 
This fungus is a normal inhabitant of some soils, particularly those which are waterlogged, or otherwise 
have  oxygen deficient conditions. In a normal well aerated soil (or compost), any phtytophthora  is kept in 
check by a parasitic fungus, Trichoderma.  Trichoderma thrives only under well aerated conditions, so that 
any tendency to water-logging or compost break down, kills off the natural enemy of phtytophthora  and 
allows its proliferation. This can lead to root rot and its associated problems. Any transfer of this material 
into the crown of another plant may lead to invasion of the white tissue and subsequent top rot. 
 
The organism is widely spread in soils where it has caused appreciable losses in avocado plantations 
attacking the roots. It is also reported as a problem in durian, oak, cotton and cacao trees and numerous 
ornamental shrubs in other parts of the world; and is a problem in Queensland pineapple fields. I have a 
copy of a newspaper article from the 1890's which describes in recognisable detail crown rot in pineapples 
at Nundah. The fungus gets its specific name from the cinnamon tree. The organism, previously unnamed, 
was identified as the cause of substantial losses in cinnamon tree plantations in Java about 1915. 
 
Bromeliads infected by heart rot may not show obvious symptoms until the problem is well advanced. A 
quick test is to gently wriggle one of the centre leaves. Worst case; the leaf is easily removed. The infection 
is readily identified, as it has a foul odour, and the leaves show a characteristic blue/black line marking the 
advance of the infection in the white tissue. This is not to be confused with fertilizer burn which usually 
appears as a scorched line or spot on the leaf with sound tissue below the burn area. However, fertilizer 
burn might provide the means of entry into the tissue by the fungus. 

 
The pineapple industry has developed a simple 'baiting' test for 
detecting phtytophthora in soil and water, and is suitable for 
screening potting mixtures. The procedure depends on the ready 
attack by the organism on the white tissue at the base of a bromeliad 
leaf. The original test used a young leaf from a pineapple top; but any 
immature bromeliad leaf with about 20 mm of white basal tissue is 
satisfactory. 
 
Fill a glass jar to about 100 mm with the water to be tested and place 
the test leaf in the water so that about 25 mm of the leaf is 
submerged. Use a thin skewer  or wire to pin the leaf at the required 
depth. Al1ow to stand for 10 days. Phytophthora is indicated by the 
development on the white tissue of a blue/black line of attack and a 
foul smell. A less invasive organism, Pythium, is indicated by a cotton 
wool like growth around the leaf. 
 
For soil or potting mixture, boil and cool some water. Place 3 or 4 
teaspoons of soil or potting mixture in the bottom of a glass jar and 
gently pour in the boiled and cooled water without stirring; and set 
the leaf so that the tissue is 30-35 mm above the soil. Incubate as 
above. 



 
These fungicides have been used in the local pineapple industry: Difolitan, Captan and Ridomil (Fongarid).  
Aliette is a recommendation from the WWW.  A local development is Phosforpine which is a phosphorous 
acid preparation neutralized to pH 5.7. This compound appears to act by inhibiting germination of the 
spores. These preparations may not be available for non-commercial use. 
 
 Bromeliad plants which are infected with heart rot can sometimes be saved if the invasion is not too 
advanced. The best procedure is to remove as much of the affected tissue as possible back to white tissue. 
Treat with fungicide and allow the damaged tissue to dry and callous over. A serviceable fungicide for this 
purpose can be made from two parts slaked lime (calcium hydroxide not agricultural lime) and one part 
sulphur. 
 
 The heart rot problems of 2007 that I am aware of seem to be associated with the use of chemical sprays; 
one for mosquito control and the other for scale control. A possible explanation is that the chemical was too 
strong and caused damage to the meristem -the growing point of the plant- allowing invasion by the fungus. 
 
Root rot from this organism is an indication of a poor quality or broken down potting mixture which has 
become anaerobic. The best response here is to remove the plant from the pot and trim off all dead roots. 
Check the basal stem to see if the infection has proceeded. Carefully trim off any rotted areas back to sound 
tissue. Dust the cut surfaces with fungicide and allow to dry. If you have caught the problem in time, you 
may get some new roots; or have to rely on offset development. 
 
 Sterilise any implements used to trim infected plants with boiling water to avoid contaminating other 
plants. 
 

          
 


