Ted G. Dyer, Dade Extension Coordinator

Combating Common Tomato Problems

Tomatoes are number one! They may be the number one vegetable we grow but they are certainly the number one vegetable we get questions about. Tomatoes can be difficult to grow! What are some of the current challenges in growing tomatoes in north Georgia?

Tomato Spotted Wilt Virus (TSWV) is a common disease that is spread by thrips.  The top of the plant will look stunted or wilted.  The young leaves may yellow and often have brown or black discolorations.  The veins on the underside of leaves may thicken and turn purple.  Fruit can have raised or flat rings or circles on them.  Ripe fruit will have yellow circles or semicircles.
Once tomatoes get the disease, there is no control.  A few varieties of tomato are resistant to TSWV including Amelia, Stiletto and others. The variety must specifically say it is resistant to Tomato Spotted Wilt.  Pull, seal up in a bag and discard or destroy infected plants as quickly as possible early in the season to prevent disease spread.  Even after the plant is pulled up, thrips can spread the virus.  Late in the season, let the infected plants finish ripening the fruit they have.
Fusarium wilt is caused by a fungus that blocks the water conducting tissues in the plant.  Leaves yellow and wilt, often starting at the bottom of the plant.  This disease can affect just one side or one to several branches of the plant.  The plant can die early producing no fruit.  If you cut into the plant, the vascular system (just under the bark) will be brown. Control Fusarium wilt by planting resistant varieties.  Do not plant tomatoes in infected areas more than once every four years.

Plant tomato varieties that are disease resistant. This may be your only chance to control certain diseases. The letters behind a variety(s name tell what diseases it is resistant to: T-Tobacco Mosaic Virus, V-Verticillium Wilt, F-Fusarium wilt and N-Nematodes. Some good possibilities are Celebrity and Betterbush but there are others.

Bacterial wilt causes a rapid wilting and death of the plant.  The plant dies so quickly it does not have time to yellow.  Bacteria wilt browns the pith or middle of the stem.  The pith may even be hollow.  Cut a short section of the stem and suspend it in a clear glass of water.  You may see a milky ooze streaming out of the bottom of the cut stem. There are no controls or resistant varieties for bacterial wilt.  It also attacks peppers, potatoes and eggplant.  Carefully dig out infected plants and soil and discard. Clean your shovel with a ten percent bleach solution after digging in this area and do not spread the infected soil. Do not plant these vegetables in this area for at least four years.

Southern blight is a white mold that rots the stem at or slightly above or below the soil line.  The plant then wilts or dies.  Look for the cottony fungus growth and the light brown BB sized fruiting structures of the fungus.  You may not see the fungus on infected plants when the weather is dry.  Bury all plant residues before planting and plant vegetables farther apart if you have a problem with Southern blight.  Some people wrap the stem near the soil line with foil to slow this disease and to control cutworms.  The foil must extend two inches above and below the soil line.

Poor ripening shows up as white or grey areas in a ripening tomato.  It can be caused by improper fertilization, virus diseases and high temperatures.  

Fertilize tomatoes monthly with a dry, granular fertilizer that is high in potassium.  The fertilizer analysis tells what is in a fertilizer.  5-10-15 fertilizer has 5% nitrogen, 10% phosphate (phosphorus) and 15% potash (potassium).  Use a fertilizer high in the last number (potassium) to help prevent uneven ripening.  To combat high temperatures, water tomatoes twice a week with three-quarter inch of water and use mulches.  Prevent virus diseases by planting resistant varieties.  Not all viruses can be prevented this way.

Though troublesome, tomatoes are a garden favorite.  Use these tips to keep them happy and producing.

