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Tomatoes are one of the most popular vegetable crops for home gardeners.  Unfortunately many diseases and 
disorders can affect tomatoes during the growing season.  Stressful growing conditions weaken plants and make 
them targets for disease.  If a disease has been a problem in previous seasons, then assume it probably will be 
again this year and be on the lookout for it.  Scout tomato plants frequently to stay ahead of the game. 
 

Early blight, caused by the fungus Alternaria solani, is also known as Alternaria leaf spot.  Early blight is common 
in tomato plantings and can also infect potatoes.  This fungus is most active in humid weather at 75 to 85 
degrees F.  Premature loss of lower leaves is the most obvious symptom.  Brown to black spots, 1⁄4 to 1⁄2 inch 
in diameter with dark edges, appear on lower leaves.  Spots frequently merge, forming irregular blotches.  Dark, 
concentric rings often appear in leaf spots, resulting in a “target” appearance.  Leaves  turn yellow and dry up 
when only a few spots are present.  The fungus occasionally attacks fruit at the stem end, causing large, sunken 
areas with concentric rings and a black, velvety appearance.  Early blight can infect plants at any stage during 
the growing season but usually progresses most rapidly after plants have set fruit.  To control it, minimize wet 
leaves by using drip irrigation.  Fungicide sprays control this disease effectively.  Treatment will be needed every 
7 to 10 days as long as weather conditions favor the spread of the disease. 
 

Septoria leaf spot, caused by the fungus Septoria lycopersici, is a common foliar disease of tomatoes.  It is most 
severe in we t weather with a temperature range of 60 to 80 degrees F.  It first appears as small, water-soaked 
spots that soon become circular spots about 1⁄8 inch in diameter.  The lesions gradually develop grayish white 
centers with dark edges.  The light-colored centers of these spots are the most distinctive symptom of Septoria 
leaf spot.  When conditions are favorable, fungal fruiting bodies appear as tiny black specks in the centers of the 
spots.  Heavily infected leaves turn yellow, wither and eventually fall off.  Lower leaves are infected first and the 
disease progresses upward if rainy weather persists.  Defoliation can be severe after periods of prolonged 
warm, wet weather.  Infection can occur at any stage of plant development but appears most frequently after 
plants have begun to set fruit.  Spores are spread by splashing rain.  Foggy, misty weather and heavy dew also 
provide enough moisture for infection.  The fungus can survive over the winter in debris from previous crops 
and/or weeds so clean up dead plants at the end of the season.  This disease can be controlled by fungicides.  
Treatment will be needed every 7 to 10 days when weather conditions favor the disease. 
 

Bacterial speck and spot are two similar diseases that affect tomatoes.  Bacterial speck symptoms include tiny, 
dark brown to black spots with a yellow halo.  Symptoms of bacterial spot are small dark brown to black circular 
spots, initially water-soaked, coalescing and becoming angular, sometimes with a yellow halo.  Disease severity 
is increased by fruit and foliage wetness from watering, rain, or heavy dew.  Some tomato varieties have 
resistance to bacterial speck but very few have resistance to bacterial spot.  To control bacterial speck and spot, 
follow these cultural measures.  Plant only disease-free transplants.  Rotate garden crops so that tomatoes are 
grown in the same place only every three or four years.  To avoid spreading the disease, try not to work with 
plants when the foliage is wet.  Reduce spread of the disease by using a fixed copper product.  Begin spraying 
when symptoms first appear. 
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Late blight, caused by the fungus Phytophthora infestans, can devastate tomato and 
potato crops.  It is prevalent in moist, humid weather with cool nights and warm days.  
Late blight may infect either young or old leaves.  It first appears as water-soaked 
areas that enlarge rapidly, forming irregular, greenish black blotches, giving the plant 
a frost-damaged appearance.  The undersides of the leaves often show a downy 
white growth in moist weather.  Green to black irregular lesions may also form on the 
stems.  It can also affect the fruit.  Late blight is very difficult to manage and cannot 
be cured.  Look for a fungicide with chlorothalonil as the active ingredient.  This is a 
protectant fungicide and only effective if used before the disease appears.  Fungicide 
should be applied every 5 to 7 days if wet weather persists; thorough coverage is 
necessary. 
 
 
 

 
Blossom end rot is not a disease but a physiological disorder.  Water-
soaked spots on the blossom end of the fruit mark the first symptoms 
of blossom end rot.  These spots enlarge and become a sunken, dark-
colored rot.  Decay-causing organisms usually follow.  The cause of 
blossom end rot is a calcium deficiency in developing fruit.  The 
occurrence of the disease is dependent upon a number of 
environmental conditions, especially those that affect the supply of 
water and calcium in the developing fruits.  The disease is especially 
prevalent when rapidly growing plants are subjected to an extended 
dry period or drought.  Extreme fluctuations in moisture, insufficient 
soil calcium, root pruning from cultivation and excessive nitrogen, 
potassium, or magnesium fertilization can also increase the chances of 
blossom end rot.  In some cases, the soil may actually have sufficient calcium, but the plant may not be able to 
take up enough calcium for the developing fruit.  Maintaining a consistent supply of moisture to the plants can 
help prevent blossom end rot.  Adding mulch around the plants will help keep the soil cool and evenly moist.  If 
you find fruit with blossom end rot remove the tomatoes from the plants. 
 
Fungicide sprays are used to prevent, but not necessarily cure diseases.  Treatments are most effective if 
applied before disease appears, or at the very first sign of a disease.  Check the label of any fungicide you intend 
to use for a list of approved usages.  The label should list tomato and the disease you are trying to control.  Read 
and follow all directions and safety precautions on container labels for correct fungicide use. 
 
Contact your local Cornell Cooperative Extension office for help in identifying tomato diseases. 
 
Resources: Cornell University, Iowa State University, Clemson University and Missouri Botanical Garden, UMass 
Extension and the Ortho Problem Solver. 
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