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     Most problems in vegetable gardens can be grouped into five categories: soil, pests, 
disease, growth, and sunlight. One problem that is very hard to control is mother nature. She 
can undo even the most well tended gardens. In the end, keep tending your garden the best 
you can and don’t give up when nature throws a curveball. The benefits of your garden are 
well worth it in the end. 

Problem Cause What To Do 
Plant wilts although 
obtaining enough water 

Insufficient drainage and 
aeration 

Use a lighter soil mix, use potting soil 
with more organic matter, increase 
number of drainage holes, make sure 
pot is not sitting in standing water, 
raise slightly above concrete surfaces 

Leaf edges die or 
“burn”, turning dry and 
brittle 

High salt content At regular intervals, water container 
until water drains out the drainage 
holes 

Plant “leggy”, spindly, 
unproductive 

Not enough light 

Too much nitrogen 

Relocate plant to an area receiving 
more light 

Apply fertilizer less often and allow 
water to drain through 

Plant yellowing from 
bottom, lack of vigor 

Too much water Water less frequently and check for 
good drainage 

Poor color Not enough soil nutrients Use fertilizer with higher nitrogen 
levels 

Plant leaves have spots, 
dead dried areas, or 
powdery or rusty areas 

Grown at a temperature 
that is too low 

Low phosphate levels 

Move container to warmer area 
 

Increase phosphate using fertilizer 

Leaves with small holes 
or are distorted in shape 

Insect damage Use insecticide suited to the type of 
insect causing problem 

Note: Always read directions and 
precautions carefully 

Plant leaves have spots, 
dead dried areas, or 
powdery or rusty areas 

Plant diseases Remove diseased portion of the plant. 
If the problem is severe, discard the 
entire plant. 

Source: University of New Hampshire Cooperative Extension 

Troubleshooting 
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Frequently Asked Questions 

When do I plant my container garden? 
On page 9, you’ll find a general guideline for planting popular vegetables. If you do not find 
the vegetable on the list, you’ll want to be sure you’re planting it at the right time. Vegetables 
are grouped into warm-season and cool-season crops where warm-season refers to heat 
loving vegetables grown late spring through summer and cool-season ones are grown in 
spring and fall times. If you are unsure about when to plant a vegetable, call the Placer 
County Master Gardeners at 530-889-7388. 

What kind of potting soil do I use? 
The key to success in a container is to use potting 
soil that drains well and has some nutrients in it. 
Most “potting soils” are created for containers and 
have ingredients, such as perlite and peat moss in 
there which keep the mix well drained and aerated. 
Most also have a nutrient content that will help get 
plants off to a good start, but additional fertilization 
will probably be needed as the plants grow. Other 
types of soil products, such as “planting mix” or 
“soil conditioner” or “topsoil blend” should be used 
in raised beds or in ground garden beds rather than containers.    

What do I use for fertilizer? 
There are two options for fertilizer for your container vegetable garden. First, you can mix a 
granular slow-release fertilizer into the potting soil mix before you plant the plants in it. This 
allows the plants to use the nutrients over time as they grow and it’s easy for the gardener, 
too. Second, you could purchase a liquid fertilizer that you water in, say, once every two 
weeks (please follow the label instructions). This will work as well, but of course you must 
remember to do it. Fertilizers have 3 numbers on them that represent the Nitrogen (N), 
Phosphorus (P), and Potassium (K) nutrient values in the product. You are looking for a 
complete fertilizer that contains a value for all three nutrients; an example would be “5-5-5”.  
There are fertilizers labeled for vegetables and those would be a good choice. 

How much do I water? 
The honest answer to this question is “it depends”. In the heat of the summer, most 
containers will probably have to be watered daily; however, in the spring and fall when the 
temperature cools, you may only have to water once a week. The main thing is to not allow 
the container soil to completely dry out as that will cause the plants leaves to wilt and even if 
you water it and it comes back, it will have been set back in its growth. Use your finger to 
test for moisture or purchase an inexpensive moisture meter that can help determine when 
the soil needs to be watered. The size of the container will also affect how much water can 
be held so the smaller the container, the more you’ll have to water. Be sure to water 
thoroughly each time so the water really is absorbed throughout the container mix. Add 
small amounts of water when you water and allow to soak in slowly rather than a bunch of 
water all at once. 
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Resources: 

q Placer County Master Gardeners 
Go here to get impartial expert advise on plants, soil,  

pest management, watering, and more. 
http://pcmg.ucanr.org 

(530) 889-7388 

q IPM-Integrated Pest Management 
Here you will find a wealth of information to help you identify                            

garden pests and manage them with environmentally sound methods. 
http://ipm.ucdavis.edu 

q The California Garden Web 
Here you will find a vast collection of research-based information                          

on gardening from University of California. 
http://cagardenweb.ucdavis.edu 

q Weed ID and Control 
Go here if you have a weed and you don’t know                                      

what it is or what to do about it. 
http://wric.ucdavis.edu 

q Other ANR Resources 
University of California’s Agricultural and Natural Resources website                       

provides a list of free and to-purchase publications                                      
on a wide array of gardening topics.  

http://anrcatalog.ucdavis.edu/LawnGarden/ 

NEED MORE HELP? 


