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Charcoal rot: A dry weather wilt in processing tomatoes 

An unusually hot summer led to a (possibly) minor disease, Charcoal rot appearing in some processing 

tomato fields may need to be closely monitored. Charcoal rot, caused by the fungus Macrophomina 

phaseolina is normally of minor significance as an economically important disease but with hotter 

summers, it could become problematic. Macrophomina is a generalist soilborne fungus present in most 

soils in California but becomes an issue only under abiotic stresses such as high temperatures and water 

stress. The fungus has a wide host range and can affect 500 plant species in more than 100 families.  

Charcoal rot is aptly named because charcoal or greyish black discoloration occurs on the roots and 

stems of the tomato plants.  Symptoms on mature plants consist of wilting, plant stunting, and chlorosis 

of lower leaves. Eventually the plants collapse and die especially when the plants experience water 

stress.  

Luckily, so far charcoal rot is of minor importance and does not seem to be a major constraint to 

tomato production.   But with warmer summers that we have been experiencing lately, it could become 

more noticeable in the future. Just like southern blight, managing charcoal rot in processing tomatoes 

remains a challenge. Rotation with non-host crops can be a viable option, but its utility is often limited 

in processing tomato production systems due to the pathogen’s wide host range (>500 species) that 

includes beans, melons, potatoes, etc.  Deep plowing is not an option because of the buried drip tape and 

the fungus is found throughout the soil profile. The costs of fumigation may limit its use in many 

situations and currently, there are no viable chemical control options available for this fungus. Cultural 

practices such as irrigating during periods of high temperature, destruction of infected crop debris to 

prevent buildup of inoculum and cleaning equipment and other tools between fields may be helpful.   If 

the disease is suspected in the field, please contact your local farm advisor for an official diagnosis. 
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In accordance with Federal law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and policies, the University of California, Division of Agriculture and Natural Resources (UC ANR) is 
prohibited from discriminating on the basis of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender, gender expression, gender identity, pregnancy (which includes pregnancy, childbirth, and medical conditions 
related to pregnancy or childbirth), physical or mental disability, medical condition (cancer-related or genetic characteristics), genetic information (including family medical history), ancestry, marital status, 
family/parental status, income derived from a public assistance program, political beliefs, age, sexual orientation, citizenship, or status as a U.S. veteran, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity. 
Program information may be made available in languages other than English. Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication to obtain program information (e.g., Braille, large print, 
audiotape, American Sign Language) should contact the UC ANR ADA Coordinator, phone: 530-750-1317, email: daritz@ucanr.edu or USDA’s TARGET Center at (202) 720- 2600 (voice and TTY) or 
contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339.To file a program discrimination complaint with the USDA, a complainant should complete a Form AD-3027, USDA Program 
Discrimination Complaint Form, which can be obtained online at https://www.ocio.usda.gov/document/ad-3027, from any USDA office, by calling (866) 632- 9992, or by writing a letter addressed to USDA. 
The letter must contain the complainant’s name, address, telephone number, and a written description of the alleged discriminatory action in sufficient detail to inform the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights 
(ASCR) about the nature and date of an alleged civil rights violation. The completed AD-3027 form or letter must be submitted to USDA by: (1) Mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture Office of the Assistant 
Secretary for Civil Rights 1400 Independence Avenue, SW Washington, D.C. 20250- 9410; or (2) Fax: (833) 256-1665 or (202) 690-7442; or (3) Email: program.intake@usda.gov.The University of California, 
Division of Agriculture and Natural Resources (UC ANR) is an equal opportunity provider. Alternatively, a program discrimination compliant may be filed with the UC Harassment & Discrimination 
Assistance and Prevention Program (HDAPP) by email hdapp@ucdavis.edu or phone: 530-304-3864; or contact the UC ANR Title IX Coordinator at (530) 752-9466.University policy is intended to be 
consistent with the provisions of applicable State and Federal laws. Inquiries regarding the University’s nondiscrimination policies may be directed to: UC ANR, Interim Affirmative Action Compliance 
Officer, University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2801 Second Street, Davis, CA 95618, (530) 750-1280. Email: tljordan@ucanr.edu. Website: 
http://ucanr.edu/sites/anrstaff/Diversity/Affirmative_Action/. 
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