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Tomato Early Blight - Steps for Control 

May 1998-Attention home gardeners -- it's not too early to start your control program for tomato early blight. 

This fungus disease is generally one of the most severe tomato problems faced by home gardeners each season. 

 

For top yields of high quality fruit, early blight control is essential. Since early blight-resistant tomato varieties 

aren't available, gardeners have to use a combination of practices to keep this disease in check. 

 

Early blight shows up as a leaf blight on the lower part of plants. The disease moves upward, and by early to mid-

summer, early blight has caused a "firing-up" of foliage over most of the tomato plants in the garden. 

 

As the disease progresses, leaves turn yellow, wither, and drop from plants. Tomato plant severely infected by 

early blight produce low yields of undersized fruit. Generally, fruit are also show signs of sun-scald since leaves 

aren't present to protect fruit from direct sunlight. 

 

Early blight tends to get off to an early start in the spring when wet weather is experienced soon after transplants 

are set. These type conditions are ideal for infection of young tomato plants by the early blight fungus. But 

probably the most important reason this disease is so common has to do with the tremendous popularity of 

tomatoes in Southern gardens. 

 

What does popularity of the crop have to do with early blight? It's just difficult for most home gardeners to find a 

spot where tomatoes haven't been grown for awhile. As experienced gardeners know, growing a crop in the same 

area for several years often leads to increased disease problems. Unlike late blight which is a air borne fungal 

disease early blight is soil borne.  Therefore Early blight control is based on crop rotation, removal and 

destruction of crop debris from previous crops, staking, mulching, and timely application of fungicides. 

 

Staking and mulching are important in an early blight control program, since staking keeps foliage and fruit from 

contacting the soil surface, and mulching cuts down on "soil splash" onto lower parts of the plant. Since soil 

particles often contain the early blight fungus, this is a good way of keeping the fungus from invading plants. 

Plastic, or organic mulches (pine straw or even newspapers) are equally effective. 

 

Application of fungicides is also generally needed for early blight control.  The list below are some suggested 

fungicides that you may find at local garden supply stores and should --- provide effective early blight control 

when used according to label directions and applications are started early in the season. 

 

Bonide Fung-onil Multi-purpose Fungicide: EPA Reg # 4-410, 

Bonide Fung-onil Multi-purpose Fungicide Concentrate: EPA Reg # 60063-9-4, 

Fruit Tree, Vegetable & Ornamental Fungicide: EPA Reg # 60063-9-54705, 

Garden Disease Control Concentrate - Ortho Group: EPA Reg # 239-2522, 

Gardentech Daconil Fungicide Concentrate:EPA Reg # 67572-82-71004, or 

Gardentech Daconil Fungicide RTU: EPA Reg # 67572-2-71004 

 



Begin fungicide applications as soon 

as possible after transplants are set 

out and continue at 7 to 10-day 

intervals throughout the season. Also, 

applications should be made after a 

rain. Other leaf diseases such as leaf 

mold, gray leaf spot, and Septoria 

leaf spot are controlled by these 

fungicides. 

 

Make sure to read and follow label 

directions concerning rates, 

application intervals, and the number 

of days required from the last 

application until fruit can be 

harvested. 

 

For additional information on early 

blight and other disease problems, 

check with your county Extension 

office. 

 

The main symptom of early blight is 

round leaf spots with a characteristic 

target appearance due to the dark 

concentric rings that develop in most 

spots. They are about .5 inch in 

diameter. Spots first appear on older 

leaves near the base of the plant. The 

causal fungal pathogen also produces 

symptoms on stems and fruit. Young 

seedlings can be killed by stem 

lesions developing at their base. 

Sources of the pathogen are infested 

seed, debris from infected plants left 

in or on the soil (where it can survive 

at least 1 year), and spores from other 

affected plants dispersed typically 

short distances by wind, water, 

insects, or animals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Below: Early blight symptoms first appear on older leaves near the base 

of the plant. 

Below: Tomato leaves infected with early blight 



This publication contains pesticide recommendations. Changes 

in pesticide regulations occur constantly, some materials 

mentioned may no longer be available, and some uses may no 

longer be legal. All pesticides distributed, sold, and/or applied 

in New York State must be registered with the New York State 

Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC). Questions 

concerning the legality and/or registration status for pesticide 

use in New York State should be directed to the appropriate 

Cornell Cooperative Extension Specialist or your regional DEC 

office. READ THE LABEL BEFORE APPLYING ANY 

PESTICIDE.  

 
DISCLAIMER:  Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Oneida County nor any representative thereof makes any 

representation of any warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the information provided by us or 

regarding any product. If a product is involved, it is the sole responsibility of the User to read and follow all product labeling 

instructions and to check with the manufacturer or supplier for the most recent information. Nothing contained in this information 

should be interpreted as an express or implied endorsement of any particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to 

any information on pest management, the User is responsible for obtaining the most up-to-date pest management information. The 

information we provide is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely responsible for reading and following the 

manufacturer’s labeling and instructions. (October 2009) 
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Sources http://www.longislandhort.cornell.edu/vegpath/photos/early_bliBelow: Symptoms of early blight on fruit calyx and stemght.htm 

Infobytes newsletter was written by the late Dr. Frank Killebrew, Extension Specialist. http://msucares.com/newsletters/pests/

infobytes/19980504.htm 

 

Below: Note the 'target' appearance of concentric 

rings. The causal fungus can also cause symptoms 

on stems and fruit. 

Below: Early blight on tomato stem. 

Below: Symptoms of early blight on fruit calyx and stem 


