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	Title: What’s Wrong with My Tomatoes?
	Author: by Dorothy M. Downing, UC Master Gardener
	Page 1: Growing fresh tomatoes is one of the true joys of the vegetable gardener.  Even if you grow no other vegetable, you will grow tomatoes.  You put your tomato plants into the ground last spring.  You watered them regularly, fed them according to the fertilizer instructions.  You’ve followed all the recommendations for growing superb tomatoes.  You thought it would be the winter’s first frost that would take them down, but now you are seeing things in your garden that make you think it’s going to be a pest or disorder instead. A certain amount of imperfection and loss is normal, though some years are tougher on tomatoes than others. There's little point in chasing perfection with noxious chemicals.  Many problems can be prevented.  If tomatoes are properly chosen, planted and cared for, they are less susceptible to pests and many other problems.  Learn from your troubles this year so that you will know how to prepare for next year.  The good news is that most tomato ailments are rarely fatal when the proper management is employed.  Here are some common tomato problems, their symptoms and what to do about them.Do the blossoms drop before fruit forms?  Problems growing tomatoes are often the result of weather conditions which are totally out of the gardener’s control.  It’s been hot.  We have had a lot of triple digit days lately, along with some humid weather.  Flowers will not set at temperatures above 90°.  So if you are seeing a lot of flowers dropping from your tomato plants, be patient until the weather cools down.  A sudden hot spell will interfere with fruit set for about 7-10 days after the temperature has returned to normal.  Failure to set fruit also may be caused by lack of moisture, excess nitrogen fertilizer, or too much shade.Are your tomatoes cracked?  Limited water followed by a lot of water will cause the inside of the tomato to swell up faster than the outside membrane of the tomato can grow or stretch, so the skin cracks.  Instead of a quick sprinkle every day, water deeply once or twice a week so the moisture soaks deeply into the area where roots can take it up as needed.  A layer of mulch will also help maintain the moisture in the soil.  Fruit exposed to the sun may also develop cracks.  A full leaf canopy on your tomato plant will help protect fruit from the sun and reduce cracking.To check soil moisture, insert your finger into the soil 3 or 4 inches–your finger should come away just moist, not wet or dry.  For mature tomato plants, it is acceptable for the top inch of soil to dry–but the soil below should remain moist allowing plants to draw up soil moisture consistently.Tomatoes that crack are still edible, they just won't keep as long. Look for varieties that are resistant to cracking. A quick Internet search brought up a number of choices including Big Boy, Burgess Crackproof, Burpee’s Big Girl, Celebrity, Glamour, Grape Tomato, Juliet, Rutgers, Sweet 100, and Yellow Pear.
	Page 2: Do the tomatoes have tiny worms and blackened cavities in them?  You may have tomato pinworm, tomato fruitworm, or the gigantic tomato hornworm.  The tiny yellowish pinworm caterpillar is no longer than ¼ inch.  They bore into the tomato at the stem end of the fruit around the calyx leaving pinholes in the fruit.  The tomato fruitworm is about an inch long and bores its way into the fruit on any side.  It usually leaves a big watery mess.  The tomato hornworm is 2-3 inches long and takes bites out of the tomato fruit and pretty much eats all of the leaves and stems of a tomato leaflet.  If you inspect your tomato plants daily and handpick the worms, you can usually avoid a big infestation.  If tomato plants have huge worm populations, then consider using a safer insecticide, rather than one that is broad spectrum and kills a lot of different kinds of insects.  Bacillus thuringiensis is a biological insecticide that must be applied just after the worm eggs hatch, but before the caterpillars enter the fruit.  Another softer insecticide to use is once that contains spinosad. Do the tomatoes have a soft or rotten spot on the bottom?  Blossom End Rot is a physiological disorder brought on by irregular watering.  Tomatoes will have small, light brown spots at the blossom end of the immature fruit.  The affected area gradually expands into a sunken, leathery, brown or black lesion as the fruit ripens.  The problem is not associated with soil contact or with damage to other plant parts.The disorder is caused by insufficient calcium.  However, don't rush out to by a calcium supplement for your soil. This calcium deficiency is probably caused by irregular watering and a high demand for calcium by the tomato plant. Water carries calcium throughout the tomato plant.  Without enough water, the calcium, which is vital for growth, gets taken up by the leaves and doesn't make its way to the rapidly developing fruits.  You can eat tomatoes with a small amount of blossom-end rot, just cut off the rotted end.  Make sure the plants are getting 2-3 inches of water per week, mulch under the plants, and you should see improvement. Is the tomato puckered or distorted?  Catfacing is another physiological disorder that is caused by cool and cloudy conditions at bloom.  The fruit is distorted and disfigured and the blossom ends are deeply scared or lumpy. The fruit may be ugly, but it is edible.  This problem is preventable by not planting too early.For more information and cultural tips on growing tomatoes, other vegetables and melons, please visit http://ipm.ucdavis.edu/PMG/GARDEN/veggies.html. And remember, there is absolutely nothing better than a freshly harvested tomato.
	Date: July 22, 2010


