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White Mold of Jerusalem Artichoke
This fact sheet provides information on white mold of 
Jerusalem artichoke for commercial growers and home 
gardeners. Jerusalem artichoke (sunchoke, Helianthus 
tuberosus) is a Native American food plant closely related to 
the common sunflower (Helianthus annuus). The edible tubers 
contain inulin, which converts to fructose with cooking, a 
sweetener preferable to sucrose for diabetics (Kays and 
Nottingham 2008; Yang et al. 2015). The tubers of Jerusalem 
artichoke are gaining popularity as an alternative to other 
carbohydrate foods and are therefore increasing in availability 
in retail grocery outlets. Essentials of cultivation are provided 
in Cosgrove et al. (2013) and, specifically for Washington 
state, in Miles et al. (2013).

Identification

White mold is a major disease of both Jerusalem artichoke and 
sunflower. Sometimes called Sclerotinia stem rot, it is caused 
by the fungus Sclerotinia sclerotiorum. Initial symptoms of 
white mold on Jerusalem artichoke typically appear in late 
summer and first appear as wilting tops. Eventually, tops form 
a curled and drooped “shepherd’s crook” as leaves darken and 
become dry (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Wilting symptoms of white mold on Jerusalem artichoke in a home 
garden.

These wilting symptoms are accompanied by dense white 
mycelium (fungus threads) at the base of plants and on roots 
(Figs. 2 and 3). Observed on close inspection are dark sclerotia 
(compact survival structures usually about 1/16 to 1/8 inch in 
diameter, sometimes larger) with a whitish interior (Figs. 3 and 
4). Wilting, white mycelium, and the sclerotia are, in 
combination, diagnostic for white mold. Sclerotia (Fig. 4), 
along with mycelium, may occur on tubers in the soil or in 
storage.

Life cycle

Microscopic ascospores are a key inoculum of white mold on 
Jerusalem artichoke. During cool, moist conditions, these 
spores are released from small (often less than a quarter-inch 
wide), cup-shaped, brown apothecia. These spores germinate 
under high humidity. Subsequent growth on a food base of 
senescent or dead plant material is required in order to infect 
the living host. These conditions are usually found in the 
shaded lower canopy of the plant.

Fig. 2. Dense white mycelium on lower stalk and upper root of Jerusalem 
artichoke.
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