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Plants can suffer from diseases just like people.  Trying to identify vegetable disease can be challenging, 
but you can learn to be your own “plant doctor,” which will help you prevent and treat many common 
vegetable diseases.  Start by learning the most common diseases in your area.  Vegetable plant diseases 
may be fungal, bacterial, or viral.  Fungi and fungal-like organisms cause more plant diseases than any 
other group, so this article will focus on them. 
 
Fungi do not contain chlorophyll and cannot produce their own food.  They get their nutrients from other 
living things.  Fungi are made up of thread-like structures called hyphae.  A collection of hyphae is referred 
to as mycelium.  Most fungi feed on dead and decaying matter aiding in decomposition and returning 
nutrients to the soil.  Some common fungal diseases that are destructive include blights, botrytis, clubroot, 
damping off, leaf spots, mildews and wilts. 

 
Blights thrive in warm, wet weather and may affect vegetables such 
as potatoes and tomatoes.  Botrytis (grey mold) likes cold, damp 
conditions.  Clubroot is a fungal disease that attacks brassicas such as 
broccoli and cabbage.  Once clubroot is in the soil it can remain there 
for up to 20 years.  Several different types of soil- or water-borne 
fungi cause damping off.  Affected seedlings collapse and die, or they 
may not emerge at all.  Fusarium and verticillium are types of wilt 
that cause leaves to turn yellow and look wilted, eventually killing the 
plant.  
 
Healthy vegetable plants are usually capable of fending off disease-
causing fungi.  But if conditions favor the fungi and your plants are 
weak or have been damaged, the disease sometimes gets the upper 

hand, leading to the death of your plants. 
 
Most vegetable diseases can be successfully controlled using an integrated disease control program.  This 
would involve using multiple practices such as crop rotation, sanitation, disease-resistant varieties, 
disease-free plant material, good horticultural practices, healthy soil and proper use of fungicides.  There is 
no single practice that can control all of the diseases of any vegetable crop so plan to use several 
measures. 
 
Start with disease-free seeds and plant material (bulbs, tubers, transplants, sets) to keep from introducing 
fungal diseases into the garden.  Many vegetable seeds are coated with a fungicide, which you can see as 
the seed coated is colored.  This coating will help prevent the seed from rotting in the soil and help protect 
the emerging seedling from damping off.  Examine transplants thoroughly for signs of leaf or stem disease.  
Do not buy diseased plants, even at bargain prices.  You do not want to bring it home and introduce it to 
your garden. 
 
Varieties that are resistant or tolerant to fungal diseases are available for many of the major vegetable 
crops and plant breeders are continually developing more.  The easiest and most important way to reduce 
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disease in your garden is to use resistant or tolerant plant varieties.  Resistant varieties resist infection by a 
particular disease and show little or no disease.  Tolerant varieties may show symptoms of the disease, but 
still yield the same as resistant varieties or susceptible varieties sprayed with fungicides. 
 
Another method of dealing with fungus diseases is strict 
sanitation to eliminate the fungal organism.  Pull out plants 
that are badly infected.  Remove leaves and fruit that are 
suspect.  Plant material that shows signs of disease should 
be put in the trash.  Do not work in the garden when plants 
are wet as any moisture on plants will help spread 
diseases.  Keep weeds to a minimum and control insects 
like aphids that spread diseases.  At the end of the growing 
season, clean up all crop residues.   Disease can over 
winter in debris and may infect new plants the following 
season.  Unless you have an active, hot compost pile, 
composting may not effectively eliminate diseases from 
plant material. 
 
Crop rotation is an important control measure since many 
diseases only attack plants in the same family.  Unrelated 
plants may not serve as hosts so you can break the disease cycle.  Continually planting one plant family in 
the same area can buildup pathogens in the soil, making disease problems more severe over time.  
Rotating plants to different parts of the garden, or starting a new garden, will help reduce losses by soil-
borne pathogens.  Avoid successive plantings within the cabbage family (cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower), 
the squash family (winter and summer squash, melons, cucumbers) and tomato family (tomatoes, 
potatoes, eggplant, peppers). 
 
Water plants carefully.  If you can, water plants in the morning so that the foliage dries quickly.  This 
reduces the spread of disease.  Avoid using overhead sprinklers because they promote the spread of leaf, 
flower and fruit infections.  Trickle irrigation is a better choice because it delivers water directly to the soil 
without getting the rest of the plant wet.  It also does not splash soil onto the plants, which can move 
pathogens from the ground onto the plant.  Mulches can also help reduce soil splashing. 
 
High humidity and moisture favor the development of many vegetable diseases.  Allowing enough room 
for plants to grow and for air to circulate around mature plants reduces humidity and encourages rapid 
drying of plants after a rain. 
 
Inspect your plants regularly.  If a fungal disease does appear, its development must be slowed or stopped.  
Fungicide applications are often essential when the weather favors fungal growth.  Fungicides are typically 
more effective when applied before the onset of disease symptoms rather than after.  To be effective, 
fungicides must be applied to the area of the plant where the pathogen is active.  Always follow the label 
directions when applying any fungicide. 
 
To reduce the likelihood of your vegetable plants succumbing to a fungal disease, keep plants as strong 
and healthy as possible and minimize the conditions that favor disease and its spread. 
 
Resources:  Cornell University, Ohio State, University of Illinois and University of Maryland. 
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