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IIN THE N THE DDIRTIRT

Identifying Blossom End Rot

Blossom end rot (BER) is a common problem of tomatoes, but is
also found on peppers, eggplant, squash and watermelon. It
appears as flat, dry, sunken, brown tissue on the blossom end of the
fruit, opposite the stem end. The rot is first seen as a small,
water-soaked spot on the base of half-developed fruits and

continues to enlarge as the fruit matures. The size of the rotted area varies, but can cover 30 to
50% of the fruit.

On peppers, the affected area is tan and is often
confused with sun scald, which causes a white
lesion. Affected areas are often colonized by
secondary fungi, which affect the remaining fruit
making it unuseable. This problem is not an insect
or disease problem, but is a physiological disorder
associated with a calcium deficiency in the developing fruit.

How does Calcium effect fruit development?
Calcium (Ca) is an important component for normal cell wall development; when inadequate
levels of calcium are available to the rapidly developing distal tissues of the tomato, the result is
cell breakdown. This condition is rarely the result of a lack of calcium in the soil, but rather
occurs when plants cannot pull up calcium quickly enough for the developing tissues.

Calcium is a nutrient with limited mobility in plants; it must be dissolved in water to move within
a plant, so water deficits are a frequent contributing factor. The distal, or blossom end, tissues
of the tomato fruit also contain fewer vascular bundles, which move water and nutrients from
one part of the plant to another, so are most susceptible to a lack of calcium.

Is Calcium deficient in your soil?
If a pre-plant soil test of Calcium levels shows medium (801 to 1,200 lbs Ca/acre) or high levels
(greater than 1,200 lbs. Ca/acre), and soil pH measures 6.0 or higher, then existing soil Calcium
is sufficient for good plant growth and additional Calcium added to the soil will not correct the
problem.

How do environmental factors contribute to BER?
BER can be increased by multiple factors that occur during the growing season. Drought stress,
low daytime humidity, and high temperatures favor BER development. Drought stress and low
daytime humidity cause plants to lose large amounts of water through transpiration, resulting in
more water being sent to the leaves and less to the developing fruits. High temperatures
contribute by causing faster fruit enlargement resulting in a greater demand for calcium. Low
soil moisture early in the season results in slowed plant and increased blossom-end rot due to
the lack of Calcium movement in transpirational water.

Nitrogen (N) and potassium (K) fertilization also effects BER development. Research has shown
that excessive shoot growth resulting from overfertilization of N and K during early bloom and
fruiting is a major contributor to BER development. In this situation, Ca again ends up in the new
shoots, instead of in the fruits, because the shoots are the area of greatest demand for
transpirational water due to the vigorous growth stimulated by N and K fertilization. At the early
bloom stage, bell pepper and tomato leaf tissue analysis should show N and K levels both
within the range of 4.0 to 6.0 percent. Higher levels may indicate excess fertilizer.
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Management of BER - Cultural techniques that can be used to reduce the incidence of
blossom end rot include the following:
#Prevent drought stress on plants by providing at least 1 inch of water per week. Greater
amounts will be needed for plants in sandy soils or during very hot, dry conditions. The critical
period for water management to avoid BER starts at blooming through fruit development to
about golf ball sized fruits. Keep soil moist enough to form a ball when squeezed in your hand
that will not break apart.
#Use an organic mulch like wood chips, clean straw, pine straw, peat moss, compost,
herbicide-free grass clippings to preserve soil moisture.
#Reduce fertilization if excessive top growth occurs. Commercial growers could consider
switching their Nitrogen fertilizer used from ammoniacal nitrogen to calcium nitrate (CaNO3).

Foliar applications of calcium have little effect on this condition, due to the poor absorption and
movement of calcium from the leaves to the fruits. Use of products claiming to stop BER by
application of foliar Calcium are not recommended.

Beware of Chiggers!

Every year we get lots of phone calls from people who get chigger bites
when gardening, spending time in their backyard, camping, or watching fireworks. In Nebraska,
chiggers are most active in June and July. Bites seem to peak around the 4th of July when
people spend more time outdoors, but like everything else they are early this year.

Chiggers are actually immature mites, and are closely related to spiders and ticks. They are
tiny, nearly invisible creatures, but they pack a large punch in the itch department. Some people
think that chiggers burrow into the skin but they attach just like ticks. The reason the bites itch
so intensely is that the saliva from its needle like mouthparts forms a feeding tube (stylostome)
by dissolving cells around the bite area. In other words, the critters are forming a straw-like
structure to suck up your liquefied body cells. Your body will react by attacking this structure
and slowly absorbing it, but the process takes up to a week, and during this time the
accompanying allergic reaction causes swelling and itching that can be nearly unbearable to
many people. Often the bite occurs in an area where a tight band of clothing like a belt or
underwear elastic prevents them from moving further as they crawl around looking for a tender
feeding site. A common “cure” of putting fingernail polish over the bite area will not kill the
chigger and is not recommended.

Sadistic “experts” tell people not to scratch the itch because that will make it worse, but good
luck with that advice! A good over the counter anti-itch cream/disinfectant combo will give some
temporary relief, along with prevention of a secondary infection from too much scratching.

Here are some other suggestions that offer some protection from chiggers: Stay out of areas
where chiggers are likely to be present including woodlots, pastures, roadside ditches, or other
areas with tall grasses and weeds. I will never do a highway trash pickup in June or July ever
again! Chiggers are especially common in moist low-lying areas, but they found me when I was
watering fruit trees in my dry brome grass lot.

Wear loose-fitting clothing and avoid sitting or reclining on the ground when camping,
picnicking, or working outdoors. Apply a repellent (DEET works) to shoes, socks, and
trousers before entering chigger-infested areas. As soon as possible after returning
from a chiggers-infested area, take a hot shower using plenty of soap and water. This
will kill or dislodge many of the chiggers. Then launder clothing prior to re-wearing.

Where chiggers are a problem in landscapes, keep lawns and shrubbery
well-manicured, especially in areas adjacent to dwellings. Chiggers can also be
reduced by treating turf with insecticidal sprays. A liquid treatment of bifenthrin, a
common insecticide, will help. Follow all label directions.

Source: Keith Jarvi, http://acreage.unl.edu/web/acreage/Chigger2


