
Fusarium Wilt 

Fusarium wilt was one of the first diseases known to affect tomato in Florida. It can be 
an extremely difficult disease to control, in large part because it can survive indefinitely 
in the soil. Rather than primarily spreading by spores on wind currents, Fusarium wilt 
forms highly resistant structures that persist in the soil, are stimulated to develop when 
in the vicinity of tomato root systems, and attack plants through the roots. Once the 
fungus is inside the tomato plant, the water-conducting (vascular) system is colonized 
and becomes plugged, accounting for wilt symptoms. The wilt cannot be overcome by 
simply watering the tomatoes thoroughly (Figure 14). 
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Figure 14.  Tomato plants exhibiting  Figure 15.  Internal browning of water- 
one-sided wilt and bright yellowing of  conducting tissue in tomato 
foliage characteristic of Fusarium wilt. stem of plant with Fusarium wilt. 

At first, the wilt may be more evident during the warmest part of the day. However, the 
plants soon express a permanent wilt that is evident throughout a 24-hour period. In the 
early stages, infected plants show a characteristic “one-sided” wilt (wilting on only one 
side of the plant), which helps differentiate Fusarium wilt from other wilt diseases of 
tomato. To confirm Fusarium wilt, make a vertical cut of the lower stem of suspect plants 
and examine the water-conducting tissue. This is a narrow column of solid-appearing 
tissue to the outside of the stem. If it is brown (Figure 15), Fusarium wilt is likely. 
Control of Fusarium wilt for the home gardener is primarily by use of tomato varieties 
with resistance to the disease. Unfortunately, home gardeners often plant “old” varieties, 
or heirloom tomatoes, that are not resistant to this pathogen. If Fusarium is a problem in 
your garden, try to purchase VFN tomato varieties. These letters stand for (in order) 
Verticillium (a wilt fungus similar to Fusarium), Fusarium, and nematodes (tiny worms in 
the soil that attack and damage roots). VFN tomato varieties are sensible choices for 
the high disease pressure that is typical in Florida. 
Gardens planted on residential properties that were developed from land with a past 
history of tomato farming may be ill-suited for tomatoes. Homeowners with this situation 
may use a raised-bed system to be successful. Potted tomatoes that use a “clean” soil 
mix should be free of the Fusarium fungus.


