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Root-Knot Nematodes
Recognize the problem
Root-knot nematodes are the most widespread and one of the most serious 
plant parasitic nematode pests of tropical and subtropical regions throughout 
the world. Estimates of vegetable crop losses due to Meloidogyne species 
could be 15 - 40%.  Root-knot nematodes occur on a very wide range of crops 
and can affect plants at all stages including seedling, flowering, fruiting and 
vegetative growth stages. 

Affected plants appear in patches. They become stunted and yellow and have a 
tendency to wilt in hot weather. Very heavily infested plants die. Symptoms can 
be seen on the leaves, roots or whole plant. Juveniles (young nematodes) 
penetrate the root tips and occasionally invade roots in the zone of root 
elongation. Invading nematodes initiate the development of giant cells in the 
root tissues and galling of roots may occur. The affected plants became 
stunted and wilted. If infested plants are pulled from the soil, the roots are 
severely distorted, reduced, swollen and have lumps known as galls or root 
knots.

Background
Root-knot nematodes are soil inhabitants. They can spread via the 
transplanting of infested seedlings, from infested soil being washed down 
slopes or by the movement of infested farm equipment, irrigation water and 
farm workers. The disease is most serious on light, sandy soils and in furrow 
irrigated areas. Attack by nematodes may greatly increase the severity of 
bacterial diseases, or fungal wilt diseases such as Fusarium and Verticillium.

Management
• Use resistant varieties and do not establish seedbeds where vegetables 

have been grown previously. After preparation of the seedbed, burn the 
topsoil using dry leaves or other waste plant materials.

• Solarisation of seedbeds. Long, hot, sunny days work best. A period of 4 
to 6 weeks should be enough to control soil borne plant pests such as 
nematodes and weeds.

• Use biofumigation: neem cake powder/mustards cakes/chicken droplets 
are mulched and incorporated into the soil. The new crop can be planted 
or sown 3 weeks after incorporating any of those into the soil.

• Maintain high levels of organic matter (manures and compost) in the soil
• Mixed cropping with marigold can also minimise root-knot nematode 

damage
• Uproot entire plants from the field after harvest and destroy crop debris
• Rotate crop with onions, maize, millet, sorghum or sesame 

Scientific name(s) > Meloidogyne arenaria, Meloidogyne incognita, Meloidogyne javanica
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Galls on carrots caused by root-
knot nematodes. 

Meloidogyne incognita galls on 
tomato. (Photo by CABI)


