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Through the growing season there are many common pest, disease and weed problems that may be 
encountered in the garden. Problems in the garden can also be caused by extreme temperatures, drought, 
over watering and nutrient deficiencies.  By first identifying what the problem is you can then come up with 
a suitable way to resolve it.  To help you do some troubleshooting this summer here are some common 
vegetable garden problems and recommendations for preventing them. 

 
After taking the time to prepare the soil and plant those seeds, what would cause them not to emerge? 
Planting seeds too deeply, in cold soil, watering extremes, improper soil preparation, and poor quality or 
old seed are common causes for seeds not germinating. Read and follow the planting directions on the 
seed packet. Packet information will usually tell you the proper planting time, location, planting depth and 
proper spacing of the plants you are seeding. 

 

If seedlings appear to be “missing” from the row, it could be that birds, chipmunks or squirrels ate them. 
Birds or squirrels may take the seed before it has a chance to germinate, or they may eat the young 
seedlings.  Birds can remove seeds from the soil without leaving much evidence, which is often a problem 
with bigger seeds like corn, beans and peas. 

 
If your seedlings die shortly after emerging from the soil, the presence of soil-borne fungi and planting in 
cold, wet soils are the main causes. This problem is most likely to occur with beans, peas, vine crops and 
sweet corn. Planting treated seeds in warm soil can help. 

 
 

 
Larva of the spotted cutworm   
Source: Frank Peairs, Colorado State University, 
Bugwood.org  

Are your vegetable plants mysteriously being cut off at the soil line 
at night? You may have cutworms. They cut off seedlings, 
particularly bean and corn, at the soil line.  These caterpillars feed 
during the night and hide during the day. Most cutworm damage 
occurs on vegetable seedlings early in the season when plants are 
small and tender. Populations can vary year to year but when 
numerous they can be devastating. Try controlling cutworms by 
placing aluminum foil or cardboard collars around transplants. 
This creates a barrier that physically prevents the larvae from 
feeding on plants. Make sure one end of the collar is pushed a few 
inches into the soil and the other end extends several inches 
above. 

 

If you are having poor fruit set in your vine crops it could be a couple of things.  Any form of stress (too 
much or too little water, poor soil conditions, extreme heat and wind) can reduce flowering and lead to 
fruit failure. It could also be poor pollination. Squash, cucumbers, and other vine crops produce both 
female and male flowers.  It is normal for vine crops to produce male blossoms before female blossoms. 
Since male blossoms do not produce fruit you will not see any fruit set until the female blossoms are 
produced.  Bees are needed to pollinate the female blossoms. 



 
 

If your cucumbers are bitter there are several factors to consider.  Most cucumber plants contain a bitter 
compound called cucurbitacin, which can be present in the fruit as well as the foliage.  Bitterness in 
cucumbers tends to be more prominent when plants are under stress. Older plants, low fertility, drought 
conditions and high temperatures contribute to bitterness. Maintaining adequate moisture, mulching the 
soil and fertilizing properly can help. Look for bitter-free cultivars. Most bitterness can be removed by 
peeling off a thicker portion of the skin during preparation. Bitter cucumbers will not taste any better 
when pickled. Cool temperatures or low soil moisture may cause cucumbers to grow crooked or oddly 
shaped. 

 
If plants fail to set fruit or drop blossoms, temperature variables are a likely culprit. Snap beans may fail to 
flower if temperatures are over 90 degrees F but may resume blooming when temperatures cool down. 
Low temperatures between 50 to 60 degrees F may cause fruit to become misshapen.  Tomatoes, peppers 
and eggplant are also affected by temperature fluctuations which can inhibit blooming or fruit production. 

 
If your tomatoes flower but do not set fruit if could be temperature extremes, either too high or too low. 
Night temperatures below 60 degrees F and day temperatures above 90 degrees F will keep tomato plants 
from setting fruit.  Hot, dry summer winds and inconsistent watering can cause blossoms to drop too. 

 
You got tomatoes on your plants, but they have a dark, leathery 
area on the blossom end of fruits.  That is blossom end rot which is 
caused by irregular watering and over-watering. Water tomato 
plants consistently and mulch plants to help prevent this condition. 

 

Sweet corn can be a challenge for home gardeners. If your corn 
ears do not fill properly, poor pollination due to hot, dry weather is 
a likely cause. Corn is pollinated by wind, so plant the corn in 
blocks of multiple short rows rather than one long row.  Too much 
nitrogen in the soil, low potassium levels and insects feeding on the 
silks may add to the problem. Irregularly shaped kernels is also a 
sign of poor pollination. 

 
 
 
 

 
Blossom end rot on tomatoes   
Source: William M. Brown, Jr., Bugwood.org   

 

This summer try diagnosing your garden problems before you do any treatments. Not all problems are 
insect or disease related. Some problems will be easy to identify and some will be difficult. If you need 
help solving a garden problem contact your local Master Gardener office. 

 

Sources for this article include: North Carolina State University, University of Minnesota, Colorado State 
University 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


