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Tomato Plant Health 
 

By Norman Kilmer 

  

 
    Did you know that tomatoes were at one time ( in the early 1700”s) called “Love 
Apples”? Love Apples were only used as ornamentals and not as food. If you ate 
them, you died! That is what people were told back then. 
    Tomatoes were planted in Thomas Jefferson’s garden in 1774  as an ornamental. 
On September 26, 1820 on the steps of the courthouse in Salem, NJ, Colonel Robert 
Jonhnson ate, in front of the public to see, an entire   basket full of tomatoes, and 
amazingly he lived through it! This fruit was to be poisonous. The colonel lived to 
be 79 before dying of a natural death.  
    The mostly grown vegetable crop to sell is, in fact, tomatoes. So, how do you 
grow a healthy tomato plant? What are the requirements to keep it healthy all the 
way through the end of the harvest? Do I have to spray on a regular weekly time 
interwove? What nutrients do the plants need to stay healthy? 
     One of the first thing you need to start with is a full soil test. This would include 
N, P, K, Mg, Ca, S, Zn, Mn, Fe, Cu and Boron. If the laboratory you are using does 
water solubility testing, get this test also. After you have the results back from the 
lab on your soil, amend the soil as needed. The first thing is to have a good healthy 
soil with the right amount of nutrients for your tomato plants. A little like building a 
building, you need a good foundation under it to have a good solid building.       
Tomato plants are no different as nutrient requirements to grow a healthy plant. 
    Tomatoes are the hogs in the plant world. Just like hogs, the more you feed them, 
the more they gain weight. With the right amount of nutrients your tomato plant has 
a fighting chance of helping fight off diseases, just like your own body. 
    How much nutrients do tomato plants need to produce a good crop? According to 
Midwest Vegetable Production Guide for Commercial Growers an acre of tomatoes 
need the following amount. Nitrogen 80 to 100 lbs and Potassium up to 300 lbs. 
Other sources put the other nutrients at the following: 85 to 150 lbs of available 
Calcium per acre, 1/4 to 3/4 lb of  Boron, Copper, Manganese and zinc. You will 
also need Magnesium in a small amount. 
    As you see from above, tomato plants use lots of nutrients. Soil nutrients also 
need to be in balance with one another. If too high or too low, they can tie one    
another up. When this happens, that nutrient is knocked out of the available field. 
    A lot of people like to add a small amount of Epson Salt (Magnesium Sulphate)     
in the hole when they transplant their tomato plants. Later in the season, if you end 
up with a tomato that is bad at the blossom end, you have a calcium deficiency that 
can be caused by too much magnesium. Too much magnesium will tie up nitrogen, 
phosphorus, potassium and calcium.  
    Soil nutrients is just like a cake recipe, everything has to be in the right amount. 
    To help conserve moisture in the soil, a lot of tomato growers cover their rows 
with plastic or paper mulch. If using one of these, you will need to add a drip      
irrigation line below the mulch to get water to the plants. This line can also be used 
to add plant nutrients. 
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The correct amount of nutrients are as follows: 
 NITROGEN: This nutrient is used in growing the plant-too much will  

produce a very large plant with very little and very soft fruit. High   
nitrogen in the soil will lock up Potassium, boron and zinc. 

 PHOSPHORUS: The foundation builder. This nutrient is used to help 
produce roots. It is also used in producing a stronger plant and firmer 
fruit. If too low, phosphorus will lock up nitrogen and zinc and your 
tomato plant leaves will turn a purple color. Cool, low sunlight can 
cause a deficiency in plant. Foliar application of phosphorus could help 
this problem. Too high will lock up potassium, boron, copper, iron and 
molybdenum. 

 POTASSIUM: A very important nutrient in producing a firm and good 
tomato fruit. Did you ever have tomato fruits that did not ripen around 
the top? Or how about a hard white core? Both are caused by a         
potassium deficiency. By taking plant tissues tests regularly, you can 
avoid this problem. Temperature also has a direct bearing on potassium 
up take in the plants. From 55°F to 85°F the plants take up potassium. 
Above or below this temperature range, potassium up take is delayed a 
lot. Too high can lock up nitrogen, calcium, magnesium, boron and 
zinc. 

 CALCIUM: The trucker of soil nutrients! With out calcium, everything 
would come to a completer stop. This nutrient is what is used to 
transport most other nutrients into the plants. In tomatoes, it is very  
important. This helps keep your tomatoes firm and fights off blossom 
end rot (a calcium deficiency). Low calcium will lock up nitrogen and 
potassium. Too high calcium will lock up phosphorus, iron and boron 
and if even higher, lock up magnesium. 

 SULPHUR: A needed nutrient in the soil to help break down other   
nutrients into the forms plants use. In tomato fruit production it has 
some bearing on flavor. Sulphur also is one of the nutrients plants use 
to help fight off some diseases. Too much Sulphur will cause soft,   
watery tomato fruit. A low Sulphur will lock up nitrogen and           
manganese. Too high will lock up molybdenum. 
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Below is a July edition of the MPG bulletin  

https://ipm.missouri.edu/MPG/archive/2019/MPG_bulletin_July_2019.pdf 

https://ipm.missouri.edu/MPG/ 

Tomato Plant Health  
(Continued) by Norman Kilmer 

 

 BORON: Another micro nutrient used in helping the plant fight off diseases. This is a micronu-
trient that is overlooked by a lot of people. Too high level of boron in the soil or plant will lock 
out     potassium and magnesium and can become a toxin. Too low will lock out calcium. 

 COPPER: This micronutrient helps plant produce enzymes and helps in development of the 
roots. It is also a micronutrient plants use to help fight off dieseases. Too much copper in the 
soil can cause it to become a toxin. A high copper also locks up molybdenum. 

 MAGANESE: This micronutrient determines the “shortest” time from bloom set to harvest        
maturity. Manganese also helps to activate the calcium/phosphorus energy system of a seed and 
plant. This is one micronutrient to watch in your tissue test to make sure your plants are getting 
enough of it. This micronutrient is hard to get in the very high range. A soil pH of over 6.8 will 
tie it up and make it unvailable to the plants. 

 ZINC: All plants use zinc to help with cellar respiration. It helps with cellular metabolism and 
the regulation of CO2 and O2 in and out of a plant. The only thing high zinc ties up is iron.                                                  

  The only other thing that can affect your tomato 
plant health is disease. Some of the things you can 
do to help prevent some of the disease is the use of 
plastic or paper mulch in the rows where your    
tomatoes are planted. Try to keep the plant foliage 
as dry as possible. Wet foliage is just the right    
environment for a disease to grow in.                   
(no overhead sprinklers)   
   A good tool in helping control diseases is to take 
out of your growing area any bad tomato fruit or 
diseased plants. If you use chemicals, start with a 
fungicide      program within a week or two of  
transplanting your young tomato plants. 
   Good luck with growing nice healthy, good   
looking tomatoes. If you feed them right, they will 
have a good tomato flavor. 

https://ipm.missouri.edu/MPG/archive/2019/MPG_bulletin_July_2019.pdf
https://ipm.missouri.edu/MPG/
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