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Tomato Ripening

Every year about this time | write something about tomato ripening problems | start to see in the field such
as blotchy ripening, yellow shoulders, grey wall, internal whitening, etc. (Figs. 1, 2 and 3). By now everyone or
most everyone should know that they all have the same root cause; a lower level of potassium (K+) than
what is needed by the fruit to ripen properly.

One of the more common problems | have seen is internal whitening, this occurs when the outside of the to-
mato appears nice and red, but when cut open there are large areas of white blotches of hard corky tissue
which are not confined to the outer wall of the fruit, but are found throughout the interior walls of the fruit
(Fig. 2). We usually find that the soil potassium levels are adequate or even at high levels for K+, but the tis-
sue samples are low to very low in K+ (2.5-1.5%). These maladies usually start to show up in the field in mid
to late July when plants are putting on a heavy fruit load and the temperature and humidity are high. The
cause is the same, K+ levels too low in the plant. This is often caused by roots that are concentrated in the
top 6-8 inches of soil under black plastic, which can raise soil temperatures to the point where the uptake of
K+ and other nutrients are reduced enough to cause ripening problems. Some things | have discussed in the
past that help reduce these ripening problems include feeding more K+ through the drip, using foliar sprays
to add a little more K+, using white plastic mulch instead of black for mid-season tomatoes and using a 30%
shade cover over the tomatoes.

Fig. 1 Various forms of ripening problems for tomatoes
in the mid-Atlantic

Fig. 3 Yellow shoulders in tomato
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Fig. 3 Staked and tied pepper plants, 4-5 plants between stakes, one string



