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Blossom End Rot of Tomatoes,
Peppers, and Eggplant

- Its Cause and How to Prevent it -

Stephen Reiners, Ph.D., Former Extension Specialist in Vegetable Crops; Peter Nitzsche, Morris County Agricultural Agent; and

Wesley Kline, Cumberland County Agricultural Agent

f you find a dry,
Iblack, sunken

area on the bottom
of a tomato, it is Blos-
som End Rot (BER). ,
It can occur on both green and red /=,
ripe fruits. You may see early ripe |
tomatoes only to discover when
you look at the bottoms that they are affected with
BER. On peppers and eggplant, it appears on the
side or bottom of the fruits. The surface of the spot
has a dry, leathery appearance.

The most frequently asked questions are:
e What causes it?
e What can I do to prevent it?
e Will it affect other fruits?

Blossom End Rot is a fruit disorder and not a
disease caused by a fungus, bacterium, or a virus.
It will not spread as a disease does, but more
fruits will show the symptoms if the cause is not
reduced. This rot is directly related to soil
moisture and the need of the plant for calcium.
BER will usually be more prevalent when the
plants have been growing rapidly and luxuriantly
early in the season and then are subjected to
prolonged dry weather when the fruits are in an
early stage of development.
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When the plant is
small, its require-
ment from cal-
cium is less than
when it is larger
with fruits that are increasing in size. The
plant also needs more water as it grows. If
anything interferes with the ability of the roots to
absorb enough water containing dissolved calcium,
BER symptoms may appear. The ability of roots to
take in water is reduced if the soil gets too dry, or if
it gets so saturated for a period of time that there is
insufficient oxygen for the roots to function. Culti-
vating too deeply and too close to the plants can cut
off, and thus reduce, the number of roots available to
absorb water and calcium.

What Can | Do?

A soil pH test should be done every 2-3 years to
determine if lime is needed. "Calcitic" lime adds
calcium to the soil. In addition, it corrects an
excessively acidic condition that retards the uptake
of calcium by the plant. There can be adequate
calcium present in the soil, but if the plant cannot
absorb enough, for any of the reasons mentioned, you
can expect BER to appear.

The only control for this disorder is to maintain a soil
pH between 5.8 and 6.3 and to keep the plants
adequately watered in dry weather or properly
drained in wet weather. Plants with fruit require
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about 1 inch of moisture each week. A rain gauge,
sold at garden supply stores, will indicate ifless than
1 inch fell during a week. You will know then how
much you should add by watering to provide the 1
inchneeded. Itis easy to calculate how much water
asprinkler is applying. Using cans of the same size
(such as soup, juice, or other food cans), place one
can 3 feet from the sprinkler, and in a straight line
out from the sprinkler, place additional cans at 3 to
4-foot intervals for a total of five or six cans.

Note the time and start sprinkling. Wait until you
can measure 74 inch of water on the average for all
of the cans (a plastic or wood rule can be used).
Now note the time. Y ouwould know that four times
the elapsed time it took to get the 4 inch will be
needed to put 1 inch of water on the plants. Ex-
ample: Ittook /2 hour for the cans to average 4 inch

of water. Therefore, 2 hours will be needed for 1
inch of water, the amount needed if no rain has
fallen in 1 week. It is best to apply the total water
needed in one application to make sure it penetrates
into the root zone.

By giving sufficient water to the plants, BER can be
reduced or eliminated. Pick off any affected fruits
because they will not recover and will only drain
moisture and calciumneeded by healthy fruit. Itis safe
to eattheundamaged parts of fruits with Blossom End
Rot. Merely cut away the blackened part.

For additional information on a variety of subjects,
contact the Rutgers Cooperative Extension office in
your county, listed under County Government in the
blue pages of the telephone directory. You may also
wish to visit our web site, www.rce.rutgers.edu.

Examples of Blossom End Rot

Pepper
Photos Courtesy of Wesley Kline
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