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This has been another banner year for diseases in the garden.  The Master 
Gardener Helpline has diagnosed quite a number of diseases this year on a 
wide variety of plants.  Powdery mildew was prevalent, not only on the 
usual suspects like phlox and lilac, but also on things like sedums and even a 
magnolia tree.  Anthracnose and cercospora were also frequently identified, 
along with early blight, septoria leaf spot and late blight on tomatoes.  This 
late in the season many plants are not looking their best as it is, but if you 
look you can probably find rusts, all sorts of leaf spots and fruit rots.  Many 

of these plant pathogens survive the winter on infected plant material.  A good garden clean up now can help 
reduce the number of pathogens so they are less of a problem next year.  Insect pests that over winter in plant 
debris can also be reduced. 

 

One of the best things you can do for your garden is to clean up all plant debris.  Do not compost diseased 
material.  It is better to put in the trash (if allowed) any plant material that shows signs of disease.  Composting 
may not effectively eliminate diseases from plant residues unless you have an active, hot compost pile.  Do not 
compost diseased tubers, bulbs or similar plant parts (even if you have a hot compost pile) as they can survive 
longer before breaking down.  They may even grow in your compost and infect your garden. 

 

Plant a fall cover crop in your vegetable garden.  Cover crops can help reduce soil-borne disease causing 
organisms.  It will also help protect the topsoil over the winter.  Next spring rototill the cover crop back into the 
soil.  This will add fresh organic matter to the garden.  Good soil microbes thrive when cover crops are added to 
the soil and they can inhibit disease-causing microbes. 

 

Rotate your crops as best you can.  While this can be difficult in small vegetable gardens, rotating can help 
reduce losses caused by soil-borne diseases.  Continually planting one crop family (i.e., potatoes, tomatoes, 
peppers and eggplant) in the same area promotes the buildup of pathogens in the soil.  Disease problems tend 
to become worse over time.  When possible do not plant the same family of plants at that location for 2 to 4 
years.  If you had a disease problem, plants (of the same family) need to be at least 10 feet away from the 
location of this year’s diseased crop.  Make a map of your garden to help with planning your rotation schedule.  
Note what diseases you had and where. 

 

In the vegetable garden remove all infected plant debris including leaves, stems, roots and fruit.  Many plant 
diseases can be seed-borne so do not save seed from infected plants. 

 

If you have fruit trees or berries, practice good sanitation.  Remove all dropped 
fruit and remove mummified fruits on or around fruit trees, blueberries and 
grapevines.  Rake and dispose of leaves to help reduce apple scab.  Prune out 
diseased branches or canes as they appear.  Strawberry leaf diseases are most 
prevalent on old, weak plants.  Remove infected leaves from runner plants.  Do 
not forget to sterilize your pruning equipment. 

 



Remove annual flowering plants as soon as they are done blooming or after a frost.  In the perennial bed, clean 
up and remove dead plant foliage at the end of the growing season.  Monitor your plants for signs of disease 
during the growing season and rogue out any infected plants. 

 

Weeds can carry fungal and bacterial diseases which are spread to your garden plants by splashing rain or wind.  
Weeds can also be a source of viruses and can harbor insects that spread them.  Eliminating weeds can remove 
the source of some garden problems.  Fall is a good time to go after perennial weeds and winter annual weeds 
that are just sprouting. 

 

Give your garden tools and equipment a thorough cleaning at the end of the season.  
Tools, tomato cages, stakes, trellises, etc. can be cleaned with a ten percent bleach 
solution.  First remove all soil and plant debris.  Mix one cup bleach with nine cups 
water to make a ten percent solution.  Wear water proof gloves when using the bleach 
solution.  Rinse tools with clean water after soaking and air dry.  Apply a thin coat of oil 
to keep the tools from rusting.  

 

The first line of defense against diseases are healthy plants.  Select disease resistant cultivars when available.  
The right plant in the right place is less likely to become stressed and a target for disease.  Reduce plant stress 
through proper watering and good soil management.  If root diseases are an issue, improve soil drainage and 
avoid over watering.  Provide better air circulation if foliar diseases are a chronic problem.  When watering, 
keep foliage dry as much as possible.  Fungal and bacterial diseases are easily spread from plant to plant on 
hands and even clothing.  Some diseases can be carried on soil, tools and containers so practice good sanitation. 

 

Fungicides can be used as a preventative if certain diseases are a yearly problem and cultural practices have not 
been effective.  Or you may want to consider replacing that problem plant. 

 

A little time spent cleaning up the garden now will reduce some headaches next spring. 

 

Resources for this article include:  Cornell University, University of Minnesota, University of Nebraska, Oregon 
State University and University of Georgia. 


