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Abstract: The rational use of a large amount of straw produced from grain fields is an important issue
in major grain-producing areas. On the other hand, due to the long-term preferential applications
of chemical fertilizers, soil organic carbon (SOC) content, soil fertility and organic matter levels
have decreased, and the soil physical-chemical properties have deteriorated in protected agricultural
facilities. In this study, a wet crop, taro (Colocasia esculenta (L.) Schott) and the straw of two main
crops [wheat (Triticum aestivum L.) and rice (Oryza sativa L.)] were selected to investigate the effect
of row-surface straw mulching on taro yields and soil chemical properties. The results showed that
nearly all wheat straw and 74% of rice straw decomposed in one season under wet conditions. Straw
mulching significantly increased the taro yield, increased the levels of SOC, soil rapid available
nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium, and improved the activities of sucrase and phosphatase in the
soil. We conclude that row-surface straw mulching t of wet crops could not only improve the soil
properties and crop yields in the protected facility but could also consume considerable straw (wheat:
14,250 kg /ha, rice: 111,00 kg/ha), and the method applied in other areas with similar conditions.

Keywords: straw mulching; taro; wettish cultivation; soil nutrient; soil enzyme

1. Introduction

In recent years, protected facilities used in the vegetable production have developed
rapidly and have greatly met the needs of urban and rural residents and brought great
economic and social benefits in China and other countries [1]. For economic reasons,
farmers tend to apply chemical fertilizers excessively to improve vegetable yields to meet
market demands [2,3]; about 550-600 kg/ha fertilizer have been applied in the field in
China [3]. In addition, the lack of application of organic fertilizer and unreasonable
irrigation methods have resulted in serious imbalances in the soil nitrogen (N), phosphorus
(P) and potassium (K) nutrient ratios, deterioration of soil physical and chemical properties,
soil degradation and other problems [4]. This soil degradation has seriously restricted the
development of the facility vegetable industry, which affects both the yields and quality of
vegetables [5].

On the other hand, wheat (Triticum aestivum L.) and rice (Oryza sativa L.) are two main
food crops in the word [6]. Approximately 1129 million tons of straw were produced from
rice and wheat crops in 2019 [7,8]. In the past, after farmers had retained sufficient straw
for cooking, most of the remaining straw was burned in the field locally, which led to
serious air pollution [9,10]. As a result, the government issued rules and regulations to
prohibit farmers straw burning, which has led to a serious resource oversupply of various
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straw types [11]. Using rice and wheat straw to produce biochar is an alternative way
of consuming these plant residues [12]. However, processing capacity is limited in most
developing countries [13]. To solve this problem and reach the goals of recycling waste and
protecting the environment, the government has encouraged farmers to return straw to the
field or to use straw as substrate for edible fungal production [14]. Currently, returning
straw to field is a time-saving and labor-saving method for straw consumption, and may
be counterproductive if not conducted properly. In general, straw return benefits the
soil since it is rich in nutrients. However, it may increase levels of soil N fixation in the
short term, resulting in N deficiency and yield decline [15]. In addition, substances such
as organic acids that form during the decomposition of straw have negative effects on
crop growth. Furthermore, the aggravation of soil-borne diseases is caused by pathogenic
bacteria introduced to the soil due to returning straw [16]. Therefore, we need to provide
farmers with knowledge to make rational use of their existing natural resources.

Taro (Colocasia esculenta (L.) Schott) is a perennial herb belonging to the Araceae [17],
grown in warm and humid swamps such as those in China, Malaysia and the Indian
Peninsula. Since it has evolved from aquatic plants, during the growth period a humid
environment is required in both the soil and air. Taro is an important cash crop, and its
petioles, flowers and stems can be used as both foods or medicines with high nutritional
or medicinal value [18]. Because taro starch particles are small, easy to digest, and suit-
able for all ages, they are increasingly favored by various consumers in the world [19].
Nakajima et al. [20] found that the decomposition rates of straw were accelerated under
conditions of high temperature and humidity. Taro is a wet vegetable, so straw return to
taro fields may be favorable for straw decomposition and nutrient release. Therefore, this
study explored the effects of different straw mulching treatments on the taro yields, soil
nutrients and enzyme activities of taro fields.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Site Description

A wheat straw mulching test was conducted in the Hanjiang District, Yangzhou City,
(32°22" N, 119°24’ E), and a rice straw mulching test was conducted in the Jintan District,
Changzhou City (31°45" N, 119°34’ E) (Figure 1A). Both Hanjiang and Jintan District are
located in Jiangsu Province and have a north subtropical humid monsoon climate, four
distinct seasons, abundant rainfall and sufficient light. The annual average temperature in
Hanjiang District is 15 °C, and the annual average precipitation is 1063.2 mm; The frost-free
period is 223 days. The annual precipitation in Jintan district is 1063.5 mm, and the annual
average temperature is 15.3 °C; The frost-free period is 228 days.

2.2. Experimental Materials

Jintan red taro, a popular cultivar grown in Jiangsu province, was used in this study.
The straw of wheat and rice were collected from local farmers. The nutrient contents of the
straw are listed in Table 1. The types of fertilizers used in the experiment were 45% ternary
compound fertilizer (N:P,O5:K,O = 15:15:15); urea (N 46%); and rape seed cake (organic
matter 747.34 g/kg, N 56.74 g /kg, P,O5 20.15 g/kg, KO 13.95 g/kg).

Table 1. Nutrient content of dry wheat and rice straw.

Total Nitrogen Total Phosphorus Total Potassium  Organic Carbon
mg/g mg/g mg/g g/kg
Rice 7.64 3.22 26.13 386.17
Wheat 4.43 4.52 24.73 430.78

Straw Type
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Figure 1. Experimental design. (A) Orientation of two test points in Jiangsu Province, China. (B) Treat-
ments. Yellow indicates laying of straw, and gray indicates laying of film mulching. (C) Planting
diagram of two experiments (only one block is shown for each experiment). In the wheat straw
mulching experiment, plastic tunnels of 90 m x 6 m were used. Five treatments (including control)
were randomly arranged in one plastic tunnel as one repetition (left). In the rice straw mulching
experiment, plastic tunnels of 60 m x 6 m were used. Three treatments (including control) were
randomly arranged (right). (D) Taro planting and soil sampling. BP: before planting; L: straw
mulching 11,250 kg /ha; H: straw mulching 18,750 kg/ha; CK1: taro seedlings were directly planted
in the rows without mulching; CK2: seedlings were covered with black mulching film; T: rice straw
mulching at 15,000 kg /ha.

3. Experimental Design and Treatments
3.1. Wheat Straw Mulching Experiment

Two dosages and two sizes of straw mulching were designed in this experiment. Light
mulching (L) evenly covered the row surface with wheat straw at 11,250 kg /ha, while heavy
mulching (H) evenly covered at 18,750 kg/ha. “Short straw” is the straw mechanically cut
and baled during harvesting, with an average cutting size of approximately 10 cm, while
“long straw” received no treatment after harvesting. Thus, four combination treatments,
(L, short), (L, length), (H, short) and (H, length) were performed in this study. No straw
mulching was used as the control. (Figure 1B). Six plots were designed in a plastic tunnel
and five treatments were randomly arranged in the six plots. Each plot had an area of 90 m?
and three rows for planting taro. To ensure the accuracy of the experiment, only the plants
and the soil from the middle row were sampled. A randomized block trial was performed
with three repetitions (Figure 1C). The planting rows were 30 m long and 60 cm wide, and
the ditches were 30 cm wide (Figure 1C). Taro plants were transplanted with plant and row
spacing of 58 x 60 cm. Fifty seedlings were planted in each row in one plot, equivalent to
33,333 plants/ha. To prevent the taro growth from being affected, 45 cm was left on both
sides and 50 cm was left on the tops of both tunnels (Figure 1D).

On 5 May 2019, 150 kg/ha of ternary compound fertilizer, 525 kg/ha of urea and
22.5 t/ha of rape seed cake were applied as base fertilizer. The planting rows were prepared,
and seedlings were transplanted on 19 May 2019. The straw was covered on the row surface
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immediately after planting. The straw was kept wet by daily watering (the soil water
content was always above 80%). One hundred-and-fifty kg/ha of urea was spread over
the row surface on 25 September 2019, and the taro was harvested on 4 December 2019
(Figure 2A). The remaining straw after harvest was collected, washed, dried and weighed
to determine decomposition rates.
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Figure 2. Time flow chart of the taro field management and sampling. (A) Wheat straw mulching
experiment. (B) Rice straw mulching experiment.

Straw decomposition rate:

A—B

S = x 100%

where A is the total amount of straw before experiment, B is the remaining straw at the
time of sampling, and S is the straw decomposition rate.

3.2. Rice Straw Mulching

Three treatments were designed in this experiment. In control 1 (CK1) taro seedlings
were directly planted in rows without mulching with film or straw, and fertilizer combined
with soil was applied around the plant at the taro expansion stage. In control 2 (CK2)
seedlings were covered with black mulching film. At the taro expansion stage, the mulched
film was removed and fertilizer combined with soil was applied around the plant. Treat-
ment (T) seedlings were directly planted in rows, and fertilizer combined with rice straw
(untreated) mulching at 15,000 kg/ha was applied on the row surface at the taro expansion
stage (Figure 1B).

Four plots were designed in a plastic tunnel and three treatments were randomly
arranged in the four plots. The area of the plot and the randomized block trial experimental
design were the same as in the wheat straw mulching experiment (Figure 1C).

For all treatments, 150 kg/ha of urea and 22.5 t/ha of rape seed cake were applied
as a base fertilizer on 3 April 2019. The planting rows were prepared, and seedlings were
transplanted on 20 April 2019. The planting pattern in the rice straw mulching experiment
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was the same as the wheat straw mulching experiment. In the CK1 and CK2 treatments,
30 kg of ternary compound fertilizer and 3.75 t/ha of rape seed cake were applied on
24 June 2019. The T treatment received straw mulching and fertilization on the same day.
The taro was harvested on 10 November 2019 (Figure 2B).

3.3. Soil Sampling

In each plot, five soil samples were collected by the S-type sampling method and
mixed (Figure 1D). In the wheat straw mulching experiment, sampling was carried out
on 4 May 2019 (before planting) and 4 December 2019 (after harvest). The soil samples
were taken at depths of 0-10 cm and 10-20 cm, respectively. In the rice straw mulching
experiment, sampling was performed on 2 April 2019 (before planting) and 10 November
2019 (after harvest). Due to the deeper plowing layer, the soil samples were taken from the
0-10 cm, 10-20 cm, 20-30 cm and 3040 cm layers, respectively (Figure 2B).

For each plot, a soil sample of 100 g was collected, the crushed straw and plant roots
were removed, 5 g of fresh soil samples were retained in a refrigerator for enzyme assay,
and the remainder of the samples were air dried and ground for other testing.

3.4. Determination of Soil Chemical Properties

Ground soil samples were passed through a 2 mm sieve to determine selected soil
chemical properties. For soil organic carbon (SOC) determination soil samples were further
passed through a 0.5 m sieve. SOC was determined by wet oxidation of soil samples
with acid dichromate (Cr,O) following the Walkey and Black method [21]. Soil alkali
hydrolyzable N (SAN) content was quantified by the method of Roberts et al. [22]. Briefly,
5 g samples of soil were distilled with 10 mol L~! NaOH. Boric acid (40 g L~') was used
to absorb the liberated NH3 using the method of direct steam distillation. SAN content
was quantified by conductometric titration [23]. The soil rapid available phosphorus
(SAP) contents were determined by Mehlich 3 extraction and the molybdenum-antimony-
resistance colorimetric method [24]. The soil rapid available potassium (SAK) content was
determined by Mehlich 3 extraction and flame photometry [25].

3.5. Determination of Enzymatic Activities

Soil sucrase activity was determined by 3,5-dinitrosalicylic acid colorimetry and
expressed in mg glucose g~! soil at 37 °C for 24 h [24]. Acid phosphatase activity was
determined according to Tabatabai [26] method after soil incubation with p-nitrophenyl
phosphate disodium and measuring the p-nitrophenol (PNF) absorbance at 400 nm. For
each soil sample, measurements were repeated three times and the average value was taken
for analysis.

3.6. Statistical Analysis

The data were processed and analyzed by Excel 2010 (Microsoft, Washington, WA,
USA) and SPSS 19.0 (IBM SPSS, Armonk, NY, USA). The results were analyzed by Analysis
of Variance (ANOVA) with SPSS19.0.

4. Result
4.1. Decomposition Rate of Crop Straws

The results of the wheat straw mulching experiment showed that short straw decom-
posed completely (Figure 3A,B), while the decomposition rates of the long straw under the
L and H treatments were 94% and 96% (Figure 3C,D), respectively, which indicates that
most of the straw had decomposed. Under the experimental conditions, most rice straw
also decomposed, and the decomposition rate was 74% (Figure 3E), but compared with
wheat straw, the decomposition rate was relatively low.
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Figure 3. Decomposition of straw in the field. (A-E) Straw decomposition rates of different mulching
treatments. Short: 10 cm wheat straw by mechanical cutting. Long: wheat straw without any
treatment. L and H: wheat straw mulching treatments (e.g., L, 11,250 kg /ha and H, 18,750 kg /ha).
T: rice straw mulching treatment (T, 15,000 kg/ha). (F) Remaining straw after harvest; (G) Collected
remaining straw for assay.

4.2. Effects of Different Wheat Straw Mulching Treatments on Taro Yields

The results showed that after 7 months of wheat straw mulching, both the L and H
treatment showed notable yield increases compared with the CK treatment, and the H
was significantly higher than the L. For the same amount of straw, the yield of short straw
mulching was higher than that of long straw mulching (Table 2). The results suggest that
the wheat straw may release abundant nutrients during decomposition, which increases
the taro yields. The decomposed straw in the H and short straw treatments may release
more nutrients within the cropping period and have a greater effect on yield increases.

Table 2. Changes in the total taro yields under different wheat straw mulching treatments.

Total Yield of Taro (kg/ha)

Treatment Short straw Long straw
CK 18,231 +332°¢
L 19,281 4216 18,403 4+ 214 ¢
H 20,642 1382 20,243 £ 1252
Straw size *
Straw amount *
Size X Amount NS

Note: L, 11,250 kg/ha and H, 18,750 kg/ha. Data are means & SD (n = 3). Different lowercase letters within a
column indicate significant differences (p < 0.05) among different treatments. * p < 0.05 versus the long straw
control, Student’s ¢-test. NS: nonsignificant.

4.3. Effects of Wheat Straw Mulching on Soil Nutrients

For the 0-10 cm soil layer, the SOC contents increased compared with the CK treatment,
and the SOC contents in the H treatment were significantly higher than those in the L
treatment after covering with short straw. After covering with long straw, the change trend
of the SOC contents was consistent with that of short straw mulching, but the SOC contents
were significantly lower than those covered with short straw. The trend of the SOC contents
in the 10-20 c¢m soil layer was similar to that in the 0-10 cm soil layer, but there were no
significant differences in the SOC contents under the different treatments. Overall, the
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SOC contents in the 0-10 cm soil layer were higher than those in the 10-20 cm soil layer
(Figure 4A).
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Figure 4. Variation trends of the nutrient contents in different soil layers under different wheat
straw mulching treatments. Short: 10 cm wheat straw by mechanical cutting. Long: wheat straw
without any treatment. BP, before planting; AH, after harvest; CK, soil layer without any treatment;
L, 11,250 kg /ha straw mulching; H, 18,750 kg/ha straw mulching. (A), the organic carbon of the soil;
(B), the alkali-hydrolyzed nitrogen of the soil; (C), the rapid available phosphorus of the soil; (D), the
rapid available potassium of the soil. Data are means & SD (n = 3). The different lowercase letters in
the figure indicate significant differences between the different treatments based on the bidirectional
ANOVA tests (p < 0.05).

For the 0-10 cm soil layer, the SAN contents increased compared with the CK in both
the L and H treatments, and the SAN contents in the L were significantly higher than those
in the H treatment after covering with short straw. The change trend of the SAN contents
after long straw covering was consistent with that of short straw covering. The SAN
contents in the L after short straw mulching were lower than those of long straw mulching,
while they were higher than those in the H treatment after covering with short straw. The
trend of the SAN contents in the 10-20 cm layer was similar to that of the 0-10 cm soil layer,
but there were no significant differences in the SAN contents for the different treatments
after they were covered with different straw lengths. Overall, the SAN contents in the
0-10 cm soil layer were higher than those in the 10-20 cm soil layer (Figure 4B).

For the 0-10 cm soil layer, the SAP contents in the soil increased compared with those
of the CK in the L treatment after covering with short straw. However, there were no
significant differences in the SAP contents between the CK and H treatments. The trend of
the SAP contents after long straw mulching was similar to that of short straw mulching, but
the contents were lower in long straw mulching. The general SAP trend in the 10-20 cm
soil layer was similar to that in the 0-10 cm soil layer, but the SAP contents in the L
treatment decreased more notably compared with those in the CK after long straw mulching
(Figure 4C).

For the 0-10 cm soil layer, the SAK levels increased significantly compared with the
CK in both the L and H treatments after short straw mulching. After covering with long
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straw, the SAK contents decreased significantly compared with the CK and were in the
order of CK > L > H. This may be due to the different taro yields under different treatments,
since crops with higher yields should absorb more SAK from the soil. The general trend of
the SAK contents in the 10-20 ¢cm soil layer was similar to that in the 0-10 cm soil layer,
but after covering with long straw, the SAK contents decreased in the order of CK > H > L
(Figure 4D).

4.4. Effects of Wheat Straw Mulching on Soil Enzyme Activities

Soil sucrase activities decreased significantly after taro planting. In the 0-10 cm soil
layer, the soil sucrase activities in both L and H treatments increased significantly compared
with the CK treatment, and those for the L treatment were significantly higher than those
for the H treatment after covering with short straw. After long straw mulching, the soil
sucrase activities increased in the order of CK = L < H. The sucrase activity trend in the
10-20 cm soil layer was similar, but the levels were generally higher than that in the 0-10 cm
soil layer (Figure 5A).

3 BP O CK 3 Short-L 3 Short-H 3 Long-L. [ Long-H
250 a 4000
2 o = 2 a
=1 ~ | v b= —
z 200 % g Q000F 2] | be 4
s gl = 5 e f = e[F¢
o S130F & f
2 E) b S = 2000f
§ E1oop e .8 d LI
7 sob- f ; . h g B 1000-
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0-10cm 10-20cm 0-10cm 10-20cm

Figure 5. Variation trends of enzyme activities in different soil layers under different straw mulching
treatments. Short, 10 cm wheat straw by mechanical cutting; Long, wheat straw without any treatment.
BP, before planting; AH, after harvest; CK, soil layer without any treatment; L, 11,250 kg/ha straw
mulching; H, 18,750 kg/ha straw mulching. (A), the sucrase activity of the soil; (B), the acid
phosphatase activity of the soil. Data are means =+ SD (n = 3). The different lowercase letters in the
figure indicate significant differences between the different treatments based on the bidirectional
ANOVA tests (p < 0.05).

The soil acid phosphatase activities increased to a certain extent after planting taro.
In the 0-10 cm soil layer, the soil acid phosphatase activities in both the L and H treatments
increased significantly compared with the CK treatment, and those for the H treatment
were significantly higher than for the L treatment after covering with short straw. The trend
for the soil acid phosphatase activities after covering with long straw was consistent with
that of short straw, and there were no significant differences between them. The variation
trend for the acid phosphatase activities in the 10-20 cm soil layer was consistent with that
of the 0-10 cm soil layer, but the acid phosphatase activities in the 0-10 cm soil layer were
higher than those in the 10-20 cm soil layer (Figure 5B).

4.5. Effect of Rice Straw Mulching on Taro Yields

As shown in Table 3, the yield after the T treatment was 27,086.7 kg /ha, which was
higher than that of the CK1 treatment and much higher than that of the CK2 treatment.
Therefore, it can be confirmed that rice straw mulching can significantly increase the yields
of taro in one season. Taro yield was lower of CK2 than that of CK1, indicating film mulch
is not a suitable technology to substitute traditional ridging.
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Table 3. Changes in total taro yields under different straw mulching treatments.

Different Treatments Total Output kg/ha
CK1 25,518 + 385 °
CK2 23,102 £ 425°¢
T 27,086 +980 2

Note. CK1: taro seedlings were directly planted on the rows without mulching with film or straw, and the fertilizer
combined with soil was applied around the plant at the taro expansion stage. CK2: seedlings were covered with
black mulching film. At the taro expansion stage, the mulched film was removed, and the fertilizer combined
with soil was applied around the plant. T, seedlings were directly planted in the rows, and fertilizer combined
with rice straw mulching at 15,000 kg/ha was applied on the row surface at the taro expansion stage. Data are
means + SD (n = 3). Different lowercase letters within a column indicate significant differences (p < 0.05) between
different treatments.

4.6. Effects of Rice Straw Mulching on the Soil Nutrients

After planting taro, there were no significant differences in the SOC levels between the
CK1 and CK2 treatments in the 0-10 cm soil depth layer, while the SOC contents increased
significantly compared with the control, which indicated that rice straw mulching was
beneficial to increasing the SOC contents. The SOC contents in the 0-10 cm soil layer were
higher than those at other soil layers; the deeper the soil layer, the lower the SOC content
(Figure 6A).
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Figure 6. Trends of the nutrient contents at different soil layers under different rice straw mulching
treatments. BP, before planting taro; AH, after harvest. CK1: taro seedlings were directly planted in
the rows without mulching with film or straw, and fertilizer combined with soil was applied around
the plant at the taro expansion stage. CK2: seedlings were covered with black mulching film. At the
taro expansion stage, the mulched film was removed and fertilizer combined with soil was applied
around the plant. T: seedlings were directly planted on the rows, the fertilizer combined with rice
straw mulching at 15,000 kg/ha was applied on the row surface at the taro expansion stage. (A), the
organic carbon of the soil; (B), the alkali-hydrolyzed nitrogen of the soil; (C), the rapid available
phosphorus of the soil; (D), the rapid available potassium of the soil. Data are means + SD (n = 3).
The different lowercase letters in the figure indicate significant differences between the different
treatments based on bidirectional ANOVA tests (p < 0.05).

For the 0-10 cm soil layer, there were no significant differences in the SAN contents
between the CK1 and CK2 treatments, while the SAN contents decreased significantly in
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the T treatment compared with the controls. For the 10-20 cm soil layer, the SAN contents
under the CK1 treatment were significantly higher than those of the other treatments and
the contents for the T treatment were the lowest, which may be related to the large amount
of N that was fixed by straw decomposition. For the 20-30 cm soil layer, the contents of
SAN decreased in the order of CK2 > T > CK1, which may be because plastic film mulching
reduced the loss and volatilization of N. The SAN patterns among three treatments in the
30-40 cm layer were consistent with those in the 10-20 cm layer. However, in general, the
SAN contents in the 0-10 cm layer were slightly higher than those at other soil depths
(Figure 6B).

For the 0-10 c¢m soil layer, the SAP contents decreased in the order of T > CK2 > CK1.
The overall change trend for the SAP contents in the 10-20 cm layer was consistent with
that in the 0-10 cm soil layer, but the contents were lower than those in the 0-10 cm layer.
Compared with the 0-20 cm layer, the SAP contents in the 20-40 cm layer decreased linearly.
In the 20-30 cm soil layer, the SAP contents decreased in the order of CK2 > CK1 > T, while
for the 3040 cm layer, the contents decreased in the order of CK1 > T > CK2. Overall, it
was obvious that with increasing soil depth, the SAP contents were lower (Figure 6C).

For the 0-10 cm soil layer, the SAK contents increased in the order of CK2 < CK1 < T,
and their contents increased sharply under the T treatment. The overall trend for the SAK
contents in the 10-30 cm soil layer was consistent with that in the 0-10 cm soil layer, and the
contents in the 10-30 cm soil layer were lower than those in the 0-10 cm soil layer. For the
3040 cm soil layer, the SAK contents increased in the order of CK1 < CK2 < T. In general,
the T treatment had a positive effect on the increase in SAK, and the contents in the 0-10 cm
soil layer were significantly higher than those at other soil depths (Figure 6D).

4.7. Effects of Rice Straw Mulching on the Soil Enzyme Activities

Soil sucrase activities decreased after taro planting. For the 0-10 cm soil layer, there
were no significant differences among the three treatments, but the sucrase activities
increased in the T treatment compared with the CK2 treatment, which may be because
straw mulching promoted an increase in sucrase activity. The change trend for the sucrase
activity in the 1040 cm soil layer was consistent with that in the 0-10 cm soil layer, and the
sucrase activities were higher after the T treatment. Compared with each soil depth, in the
shallow soil layers, the sucrose activities were relatively high (Figure 7A).
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Figure 7. Trends of enzyme activities at different soil layers under different rice mulching treatments.
BP, before planting taro; AH, after harvest. CK1: taro seedlings were directly planted in the rows
without mulching with film or straw, and fertilizer combined with soil was applied around the
plant at the taro expansion stage. CK2: seedlings were covered with black mulching film. At the
taro expansion stage, the mulched film was removed and fertilizer combined with soil was applied
around the plant. T: seedlings were directly planted on the rows, the fertilizer combined with rice
straw mulching at 15,000 kg /ha was applied on the row surface at the taro expansion stage. (A), the
sucrase activity of the soil; (B), the acid phosphatase activity of the soil. Data are means + SD (n = 3).
The different lowercase letters in the figure indicate significant differences between the different
treatments based on bidirectional ANOVA tests (p < 0.05).
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Soil acid phosphatase activities increased after planting taro. For the 0-10 cm soil
layer, there were no significant differences in the soil acid phosphatase activities between
the CK1 and CK2 treatments, but the soil acid phosphatase activities increased significantly
under the T treatment, which indicates that straw mulching was beneficial for improving
the soil acid phosphatase activities. The change trend for the acid phosphatase activities in
the 1040 cm soil layer was consistent with that in the 0-10 cm soil layer; the deeper the
soil depth, the lower the acid phosphatase activity (Figure 7B).

5. Discussion

Straw returning can be divided into two main methods: mulching returning and
tillage returning [27]. The effects of the two straw return methods on the soil physical and
chemical properties are distinct. Since straw is integrated into the soil with tillage return,
the soil physical and chemical properties should be profoundly affected. Some studies have
shown that tillage returning to can effectively reduce the soil bulk density, increase soil
porosity, and promote the formation of granular soil structures [28-31]. In addition, straw
is rich in organic material, N, P, K and other nutrients, which can effectively supplement
these components in the soil after returning to the field [31-34]. However, the effects of
straw mulching return are different since the straw is not directly mixed into the soil. Some
studies have shown that mulching straw in soil can reduce the evaporation of soil surface
moisture [35]. Secondly, because straw provides a water-retaining function, straw mulching
is also conducive to the long-term maintenance of the bed surface moisture [36]. In addition,
straw mulching can also effectively regulate soil temperature. In general, compared with
no mulching, the soil temperature fluctuation after mulching was relatively moderate [37].
In addition, the straw that covers the soil surface decomposes over a long period, and after
various components infiltrate into the soil layer, it can play a similar role as that of tillage
return [31,38]. Our results showed that under humid conditions, wheat straw decomposed
almost completely, and rice straw decomposed by nearly 74% within 7 months. Therefore,
the effects of mulching return can be obtained in one crop season.

The decomposition rates of straw are related to the compositions, temperatures, hu-
midities and other factors. In our study, the decomposition rates of wheat straw were higher
than those of rice straw, which might be caused by the differences in the carbon/nitrogen
ratios and lignin and polyphenol contents between the two kinds of straws [39]. There-
fore, wheat straw is more suitable for hygrocolous vegetables with short growth periods.
According to other straw mulching experiments under conventional conditions, the wet
soil surface can accelerate straw decomposition [40], which was confirmed in our research.
In addition, the decomposition of straw was affected by the soil temperature and straw
crushing degree. The soil microbial activities were affected by soil temperature, and re-
sulted in greater soil hydrolase accumulations. Krishnan et al. [41] found that the activities
of the decomposition agent and soil enzymes were maximized between 30 °C and 35 °C.
In this study, straw mulching also increased soil surface temperature to promote straw
decomposition. In addition, the results of this study showed that the decomposition rate of
truncated straw was higher than that of untreated straw. Therefore, environmental condi-
tions that are favorable for straw decomposition should be created in the application of
straw mulching to improve straw use efficiency during the season and reduce the negative
effect of straw return.

The effect of straw return on the contents of N, P, K and other nutrients were quite
complicated. On the one hand, various nutrients were released by different processes
during straw decomposition, while N was fixed at the initial stage of degradation [42].
On the other hand, straw mulching of the soil surface prevented water from evaporating
and slowed down the movement of ions to the soil surface [43]. At the same time, straw
mulching increased the soil organic matter content and effectively improved the soil water
and fertilizer retention abilities [44,45]. In addition, crops had different yields and absorbed
different amount of nutrients, which also has a subtle influence on the soil nutrient level.
In this study, the SAN levels in the H treatment were lower than those in the L treatment in
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the wheat straw mulching experiment, and the decrease of SAN in a specific period may be
due to the large amount of straw that was used in the H treatment and the large amount of
N fixation that was present during straw decomposition (Figure 4B). N consumption during
straw decomposition also occurred in the rice straw study (Figure 6B). The SAP levels in
the H treatment were lower than those in the L treatment, which may be because the SAP
was released slowly, while the taro yields were higher, and the amounts of absorbed P
were greater under the H treatment (Figure 4C). The SAK levels were lower under long
straw mulching than under short straw mulching, which indicated that the differences
in K release between long straw and short straw were great (Figure 4D). In general, our
research showed that covering the soil surface with straw could release nutrients to the
soil during the decomposition process, which improved crop yields. Compared with other
straw mulching experiments in which the improvement effects of soil nutrient were always
observed after several years of mulching [46], the significant increase of P and K occurred
in the current season in our study. In addition, some studies have shown that straw is rich
in carbon and that large amounts of CO, would be released during decomposition, which
could increase the CO, concentrations and photosynthesis in the field and promote plant
growth during mulching. This might be another factor that contributed to increasing the
crop yields in the field [47].

Soil enzymes such as phosphatase and sucrase provided information about the ca-
pacity of soil biochemistry reactions and were important indicators to determine soil
fertility and microbial activity and diversity [48]. Organic P in compounds is hydrolyzed
to inorganic P for plant use by phosphatase [49]. Sucrose is hydrolyzed to glucose and
fructose by sucrase and provides materials for plant and soil microbial metabolisms [50].
Abundant reaction substrates for soil enzymes and the main source of soil enzymes were
provided by straw mulching. Therefore, straw mulching can promote the production and
creation of inducible enzymes, which improves the soil environment where these catalytic
reactions occur [51,52]. There have been many reports on the effects of straw return on
soil enzyme activities. In general, straw return could improve the activities of various
soil enzymes [53,54]. Similar to other effects of straw mulching, the improvement of soil
enzyme activities would be observed only after several years after mulching under normal
conditions [29]. However, our results showed that both wheat and rice straw mulching on
wet rows could increase the sucrase and phosphatase activities in the soil to similar levels
as those observed under tillage mulching [29].

6. Conclusions

In our study, almost all wheat straw and 74% of rice straw decomposed in 7 months
during growing season when mulched on the wet soil surface. Straw mulching significantly
increased the taro yield, and several soil chemical properties, including the levels of
SOC, soil rapid available nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, and the activities of sucrase
and phosphatase. We conclude that the row-surface straw mulching technology in wet
crop production could not only improve the crop yields and soil chemical properties in
the protected facility but could also consume considerable straw (wheat: 14,250 kg/ha,
rice: 11,100 kg/ha). This process can be popularized and applied in other areas with
similar conditions.
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