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Introduction

Palms are found throughout Florida in both 
natural and landscaped settings.  One of the lethal 
diseases of palms is Ganoderma butt rot.  In general, a 
plant disease has three requirements – the susceptible 
host, the virulent pathogen and an environment that is 
conducive for disease development.  With Ganoderma 
butt rot, we consider all palms (with a few exceptions) 
as hosts for the pathogen, Ganoderma zonatum.  
However, we do not know what environmental or 
management factors are associated with disease 
development.  While research has been initiated on this 
disease, obtaining results will be very slow, especially 
for those associated with control.

This bulletin provides the information known to 
date about Ganoderma butt rot.  The distribution of G. 
zonatum in Florida is shown in Figure 1.  While the 
disease is more prevalent in the southern half of the 
state where palms are in greatest abundance, it is 
certainly not restricted to that area.  Although some 
counties are shown as Ganoderma-free, we suspect 
that the disease probably has occurred in virtually all 
counties of Florida, but may not have been reported.  It 
is also known to occur in Georgia and South Carolina.

Figure 1. This map illustrates those Florida counties where 
Ganoderma Butt Rot, caused by Ganoderma zonatum, has 
been reported on palms.  Information was obtained from the 
Florida Department of Plant Industry, University of Florida's 
IFAS Plant Disease Clinics and County Extension faculty. 
M. L. Elliott

The Fungus

The fungal genus Ganoderma is a group of 
wood-decaying fungi that are found throughout the 
world on all types of wood — gymnosperms, hard- and 
softwood dicots, and palms.  There are many different 
species of this fungus, but only one is a pathogen of 
palms in Florida.  That fungus is Ganoderma 
zonatum.  Another fungal name that was associated 
with this disease in the first half of the 20th century 
was Ganoderma sulcatum.  Recently, these two 
species have been grouped together as one, G. 
zonatum.  The Ganoderma species often associated 
with live oaks in Florida is G. lucidum.
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The basidiocarp or conk is the most easily 
identifiable structure associated with the fungus.  The 
conk originates from fungal growth inside the palm 
trunk.  Figure 2 illustrates different stages in the 
development of the conk.  When the conk first starts to 
form on the side of a palm trunk or palm stump, it is a 
solid white mass that is relatively soft when touched.  
It will have an irregular to circular shape and is 
relatively flat on the trunk or stump.

Figure 2. Three phases of basidiocarp (conk) development 
of Ganoderma zonatum.  The white "button" near the top of 
the picture is the beginning stage of the conk.  The 
lower-right structure is a mature conk.  The lower-left 
structure is also a mature conk, but it is an old one;  the 
underside of this conk is no longer white. M. L. Elliott

Figure 3. Basidiocarp (conk) of Ganoderma zonatum.  Note 
glazed reddish-brown top surface and white undersurface.  
The "straight" side of the conk is directly attached to the 
trunk.  There is no "stem" or "stalk" that attaches the conk to 
the trunk. M. L. Elliott

As the conk matures, a small shelf or bracket will 
start to form as the basidiocarp begins to extend or 
protrude from the trunk.  It will still be white, both on 
the top and bottom surfaces.  Eventually, it will form a 
very distinct shelf-like structure that is quite hard with 
a glazed reddish-brown top surface and a white 
undersurface (Figure 3).  A mature conk will have 
distinct zones, hence the name G. zonatum.  The conk 
will have a half-moon shape with the relatively 
“straight” side directly attached to the trunk.  This is 
referred to as a sessile basidiocarp, as opposed to one 

that has a stalk or stipe.  Conks of G. zonatum can be 
up to 8 inches at their widest point and 2 inches thick.  
Microscopic basidiospores are produced in the 
“pores” present on the underside of the conk.  When 
basidiospores are dropped en mass on a white surface, 
they will appear brownish-red in color.  Objects 
immediately around a conk that has dropped its spores 
may appear to be covered with a rusty colored dust.

The conk of G. zonatum is considered an annual 
conk.  Once the conk stops growing, it does not begin 
growing again at a later date.  In other words, the conk 
does not increase in size each year.  We have observed 
that mature, viable basidiospores are produced very 
early in the formation of the basidiocarp/conk.  Spores 
were produced shortly after the conk began to protrude 
(form a shelf) from the trunk, while it was still white, 
and long before the top turned a reddish-brown color.  
In the southern half of the state, conks and spores may 
occur at any time of the year.  They may appear on a 
more seasonal basis (i.e., warmer temperatures) in the 
northern half of the state.

We believe that the spores are the primary means 
of spread of the fungus, but that has yet to be proven.  
The diversity and isolation of locations in Florida 
where Ganoderma butt rot has occurred would also 
support the concept of spores as a primary method of 
spread.  However, once a palm is infected with G. 
zonatum, the fungus will move with that palm to the 
location in which it is transplanted.  It is also possible 
that soil associated with transplanted palms is infested 
with the fungus.

After spores are released, it is unclear exactly 
what happens next.  We do not know if the spores 
become dormant in nature.  In a laboratory setting, the 
spores do not show any dormancy and germinate 
readily on media after being dropped from the conk.  
However, in the real world, they may indeed become 
dormant or need specific substrates, temperature, 
relative humidity and so forth for germination to occur 
and the life cycle of the fungus to begin again.

The Host

While there are a few reports of G. zonatum on 
non-palm hosts, these reports are very limited.  
Therefore, palms are considered the primary hosts of 
this fungus.  In general, if you observe a conk on a 




