
 

TOMATO INSECTS AND DISEASES 

INSECTS 

Tomato Hornworm 

Probably the most familiar pest of tomatoes, these caterpillars grow up to 4” long.  Hornworms are a bright, 
stem green with diagonal white stripes, false eyespots and black horns on their tails.  They are the larvae of 
the sphinx moth, a huge, grayish brown moth the size of a hummingbird.  The adult moth lays its eggs on the 
underside of tomato leaves in late spring.  Eggs hatch in several days, and within about a month the 
hornworms are up to their full size.  A small population of these pests can easily defoliate an entire tomato 
plant within a week.  Besides tomatoes, hornworms enjoy feeding on peppers, potatoes, eggplant and dill. 
 
The best control for these pests is handpicking.  Although they are huge, hornworms are sometimes difficult 
to see.  Spraying the plants with a blast of cold water can be helpful, as it causes the caterpillars to thrash 
about and makes them easier to find.  By the same principle, it may help to plant a “trap” crop of dill.  The 
hornworms are attracted to the dill, and they are much easier to spot on dill’s slender stems than they are on 
tomatoes.   
 
Other controls that may help are tilling the garden in the fall to kill pupae, rotating crops and covering 
tomatoes with crop covers.   
 
Parasitic wasps help control populations by laying their eggs on the caterpillars’ bodies.  Any hornworms 
with white cocoons on their backs should be left alone, as they are carrying the very beneficial pupating 
wasps, and will soon die anyway. 
 
Spraying is ineffective unless the hornworms are less than 2” long. Dipel or Safer Caterpillar Killer (Bacillus 
thuringiensis kurstaki) or Sevin (carbaryl) are the recommended treatments. 
 
Tomato Fruitworm (Corn Earworm, Cotton Bollworm) 
 
The tomato fruitworm is known by several names because it is not very fussy about what it eats.  Although 
its favorite food is corn, it will also devour tomatoes, tobacco, cotton, peppers, eggplant, okra, potatoes, 
peas and beans.  The fruitworm is not really a worm at all.  It is a 2” long caterpillar that varies in color from 
green to light yellow to brown, with sidewalls that may be light or dark.  Adults are large, fat-bodied grayish 
brown or tan moths with black-spotted wings.  In our area, adult moths migrate for the winter, but return 
when the weather warms to lay their eggs on host plants.  Several generations hatch in one year. 
 
Tomato fruitworms chew holes through the stem ends of tomatoes, and a fruitworm may choose to eat just 
one fruit, or it may move on to sample many. 
 
Adult moths fly at night or at dusk, and they are attracted to light.  A light trap can be used to detect their 
presence.  Larvae tend to hatch about two weeks after the full moon.  If they can be detected before they 
enter the fruit, they are much easier to control. 
 
If fruitworms are discovered, remove and destroy any infected fruit immediately.  Handpicking is often an 
effective control, as in this area of the country, fruitworms are not usually present in great enough numbers 
to cause significant damage.  Tomato fruitworms have many enemies, including parasitic wasps and flies, 
soldier beetles, lacewings, many birds and even moles.  Bats will eat the adult moths.   
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If sprays become necessary, Sevin (carbaryl) is recommended.   Spray three to four times at five to ten day 
intervals.  
   
 
Cutworms 
 
Cutworms are the larvae of a large, brown moth.  They are night feeders, unlikely to be seen in the garden 
during the day.  These dark, 1 to 1 1/2” long, fat caterpillars damage many garden crops by chewing them 
off, right at soil level.  Young transplants are particularly vulnerable.   
 
Control cutworms by placing a collar around young plants.  The collar can be fashioned of plastic, metal or 
cardboard.  Large nails placed in the ground next to the stems of young transplants will also help to deter 
cutworms, or try wrapping the stems with aluminum foil. 
 
Effective sprays, if necessary, are Sevin (carbaryl) or rotenone.  Apply to the base of the stems. 
 
Aphids 
 
Aphids are identifiable by their pear-like shape, and by two visible bumps on their hind end.  They may or 
may not have wings.  Wings, if present, are transparent. Aphids congregate on the tips of stems and the 
underside of leaves to suck plant fluids. They injure plant tissues, causing leaves to curl, and sometimes 
they transmit diseases. As they feed, aphids produce a sweet, sticky substance called honeydew.  This, in 
turn, grows a sooty mold, giving leaves a dirty appearance.    
 
Aphids have many natural enemies, including ladybugs, lacewings, gall midges, syrphid flies and parasitic 
wasps.  Growing a wide variety of flowering plants to extend blooming for the longest possible time will help 
to increase the number of aphid predators, as many of these insects must obtain pollen and nectar in order 
to lay eggs.  However, even with a good population of beneficial insects, during periods of active plant 
growth there is often a lag time before these predators emerge.  If temperatures are warm, this lag time 
could be only a day or two, and the best policy may be to simply wait for the predator populations to catch up 
with the aphid populations.  When temperatures are low, however, it may take up to several weeks for 
predators to appear, and in this case, other controls could be warranted. 

 
Possibly the simplest means of control is to hit the aphids with a forceful spray of water from the garden 
hose.  This process may have to be repeated every three to four days until the aphids’ natural predators are 
able to take over.  Smaller infestations can be removed by hand. Insecticidal soaps are highly effective 
against aphids, and they are a good choice because they are contact insecticides that have no residual 
effect, improving the chances that beneficial predators will survive.  Soaps are also safe to handle and non-
toxic to mammals and birds.   Follow directions carefully and avoid spraying in direct sun.  Malathion is also 
effective but should be the last choice as it will also kill beneficial insects. 
 
Whiteflies 
 
There are several species of whiteflies; all are white or whitish as adults and are gnat-like in appearance. 
The adults are very active and will fly up in mass when disturbed. They congregate in large numbers on the 
underside of leaves, which is also where they lay their eggs. Young nymphs are immobile and whitish-green 
in color. Both adults and young feed on leaves and suck out sap. 
 
Plant damage will be apparent as lack of vigor and yellowing of leaves.  Very severe infestations can even 
cause death of the plant.  Leaves may be covered with sticky honeydew on which a fungus grows, causing 
the foliage to appear blackened or dirty. 
 
Check plants before purchasing to be sure they are not hosting this insect.  Pull weeds that might serve as 
alternate hosts in the garden area.  Encourage beneficial predators by planting a wide variety of flowering 
plants.  Ladybugs, lacewings, and the parasitic wasp, Encarsia formosa, are all natural enemies of the 
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whitefly.  Adult whiteflies are attracted to yellow sticky traps, which can be bought or made by applying a 
sticky product such as Tanglefoot to yellow boards.  Be sure to place the traps at plant level.  Tapping at the 
plants will hasten the process by causing the adult whiteflies to flutter up towards the traps.   
 
If spraying becomes necessary, start first with an insecticidal soap.  This treatment is effective, but must be 
repeated several times at weekly intervals.  If stronger chemicals become necessary, malathion is 
recommended.  Again, repeat applications will be necessary. 
 
 
Flea Beetles 
 
Flea beetles are tiny, black, jumping insects that chew small, round holes in the leaves of tomatoes.   
Beetles feed only until fruit set, causing little real damage to the plants.  Keep insect populations down by 
controlling weeds in the garden and covering plants with row covers.  Sevin is also effective, but 
unnecessary. 
 

DISEASES 
 
Wilts 
 
Wilts can be caused by disease, but may also be the result of too much or too little water, herbicide damage 
or injury to the roots or stem of the plant.   
 
Bacterial Wilt 
 
If plants wilt suddenly without yellowing first, suspect bacterial wilt, which is caused by soil-borne bacteria.  
Stems of infected plants look water-soaked in the center.  Later the affected area will turn brown, and may 
eventually hollow out.  There is no cure for this problem; destroy any plants that are affected, and practice 
crop rotation. 
 
Fusarium Wilt & Verticillium Wilt 
 
Symptoms of these diseases are very similar.  Plants may appear stunted, and leaves start to yellow, usually 
from the bottom of the plant up.  These symptoms might appear on only one side of the plant, while the other 
side looks healthy.   Wilting is another symptom of these diseases, but it might appear only at the hottest 
part of the day or when the plant is stressed.  Sometimes dead leaves might be the first symptom noticed. 
 
It is very difficult to differentiate between Fusarium and Verticillium wilts; samples may need to be sent to a 
laboratory to make a diagnosis.  Both diseases cause discoloration in the vascular tissues of the plant.  
Discoloration from Fusarium wilt is reddish brown and may be found throughout the plant; discoloration from 
Verticillium wilt is  grayer, and will be limited to the lower part of the plant.  Also, Fusarium wilt generally 
occurs at lower temperatures (68-75°) than Verticillium wilt (80-90°). 
 
Soil-borne fungi cause both of these problems (though Fusarium can be seed-borne as well), and there is no 
cure.  Buy resistant varieties and discard plants that are infected.  Crop rotation, insect control, and resistant 
varieties are recommended.  Also, keep the garden as weed free as possible, and, if possible, do not work in 
the garden during wet weather, as these diseases are spread more easily in wet conditions. 
 
Walnut Wilt 
 
Walnut wilt looks very similar to Fusarium and Verticillium wilts.  Like Fusarium, it causes a brown 
discoloration in the stem tissues.  This problem is caused by proximity to a black walnut tree, which secretes 
a toxin that causes sensitive plants to wilt and die.  Do not plant tomatoes in close proximity to walnut trees. 
 
Leaf Spots/Blights 
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The following leaf spot problems are all most prevalent in warm, wet, humid conditions, and all require the 
same control practices.  Good sanitation is essential.  Keep ripe fruit picked, and thoroughly clean up the 
garden at the end of the season.  Mulch to keep fruit off the soil, and space plants to improve air circulation.  
Crop rotation is also recommended. Preventative fungicides such as Bordeaux Mix (copper sulfate) or Ferti-
lome Broad Spectrum Liquid Fungicide (chlorothalonil) may also be used. 
 
 
Septoria Leaf Spot 
 
This commonly occurring disease starts from the bottom of the plant and works its way up.  Small, water-
soaked spots develop dark margins and grayish centers, and quickly cause the leaf to yellow and drop from 
the plant. 
 
 
Early Blight 
 
This disease appears as the plants begin to set fruit, and like Septoria leafspot, it starts from the bottom and 
moves up.  Dark brown, circular or oval spots with concentric rings, looking something like a target, form on 
the leaves.  Affected fruit has dark, leathery spots. 
 
Late Blight 
 
In this disease, brown discoloration develops in patches along the edges of leaves.  These patches may be 
surrounded by white, fungal growth, giving them a grayish cast, and eventually the leaves may die.  The 
disease also affects fruit, which develops a gray-brown discoloration, then shrinks and rots. 
 
Anthracnose 
 
Anthracnose is a fungal disease that develops after one of the leaf blights has partially defoliated the plant 
and left the fruit subject to sunscald.  Lesions appear on the ripened fruit, but can occur on other parts of the 
plant as well.  The rot begins as a water-soaked spot, then darkens and develops a concentric ring pattern. 
 
Blossom-End Rot 
 
Blossom-end rot appears as a black, sunken, leathery spot on the stem end of the tomato.  It is caused by 
an uneven moisture supply and insufficient calcium.  To prevent this problem, don’t plant tomatoes until the 
soil warms up, water regularly, mulch the root zone, and use a fertilizer that is low in nitrogen (the first 
number in the formula), high in phosphorus (the second number in the formula).  
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