PREVENTING TOMATO DISORDERS

Source: John Strang

It(s not too early to take steps to prevent disorders in your tomatoes not caused by diseases or insects. Blossom-end rot, fruit cracking, and off-shaped, rough and scarred tomatoes are the most common of these (physiological( problems.

Blossom-end rot results from low fruit calcium at the blossom end. It is caused by conditions of water stress, root damage, excessive nitrogen, and high soil levels of potassium and sodium.

A leathery-brown area forms at the base of the fruit; then disease organisms enter and initiate decay. Larger-size tomatoes and some varieties are more susceptible to blossom-end rot.

A number of cultural techniques will prevent this disorder.

Maintain uniform moisture throughout the growing season by watering and using black plastic or an organic mulch such as straw or grass clippings. With some tomato varieties, just 30 minutes of water stress causes slight plant wilting and can initiate cell breakdown in the fruit blossom ends.

Don(t use excessive nitrogen fertilizer, especially the ammonium nitrate form, because this leads to overly vigorous plants with smaller root systems to absorb water and nutrients. This condition makes tomato plants more prone to water stress.  If the soil has a low pH, below 6.5, use calcium nitrate as a source of nitrogen to keep from reducing the soil pH.

To increase calcium availability to tomato plants, maintain a slightly acid soil pH of 6.5 to 6.8. Research shows that foliar calcium applications don(t effectively reduce blossom-end rot. Since little or no calcium moves from leaves to the fruit, the foliar-applied calcium isn(t absorbed through the fruit skin.

Many of the same cultural practices to control blossom-end rot also will lessen the chances of tomatoes( cracking.

So water and use mulch to prevent wide fluctuations in soil moisture and temperature. Carefully use nitrogen fertilizer to avoid excessively vigorous plant growth. Finally, follow a good nutritional and pesticide spray program to maintain good plant foliage.

Incidences of off-shaped, rough and scarred tomatoes are related to the variety you plant. Generally, varieties that produce large fruit have more of these problems. Some heirloom varieties also are more susceptible.

Disorders often start in the greenhouse, or can occur in the field, when the first flower buds begin to form but are not yet visible. If young seedlings are exposed to several nights of temperatures at 50 degrees Fahrenheit or lower, the first three flower bud clusters deform, leading to rough, scarred or off-shaped tomatoes. 

Nitrogen over-fertilization intensifies these disorders.

Home gardeners can lessen these problems by not planting too early when it(s cold and selecting varieties less prone to the  disorders.
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