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Abstract: Efficient utilization, treatment, and disposal of agricultural wastewater and sewage sludge
are important environmental risks. In our research, effluent water from intensive aquaculture was
evaluated for the irrigation of short rotation energy willow in a lysimeter experiment. Two different
water types and their combinations were applied with weekly doses of 15, 30, and 60 mm, respectively.
Our results revealed that implementing effluent water instead of fresh water could potentially increase
the yield of the willow due to its higher nitrogen content (29 N mg/L). The biomass of irrigated
short rotation coppice (SRC) willow plants were between 493–864 g/plant, 226–482 g/plant, and
268–553 g/plant dry weight during experiment period (2015–2017), respectively. However, due
to the chemical properties (Na concentration, SAR value) of effluent water, the increase of the soil
exchangeable sodium percentage (ESP) was significant and it can lead to soil degradation in the
long term. The current study also investigated the relationship between chemical composition of
the plant tissue and the irrigation water. In the case of K-levels of willow clones, an increasing trend
was observed year-by-year. In terms of N and Na content was localized in leaf parts, especially in
samples irrigated with effluent. Less N and Na values were detected in the stem and in the samples
irrigated with surface water. In SRC willow plants, phosphorus was mostly localized in the stem,
to a lower extent in the leaf part. The difference is mostly observed in the case of the amount of
irrigation water, where the P content of the examined plant parts decreased with the increase of the
amount of irrigation water. In the case of phenological observations, higher values of plant height
were measured during diluted and effluent irrigation. Moreover, the SPAD of the plants irrigated
with effluent water exceeded the irrigated ones with surface water.

Keywords: effluent water treatment; short rotation coppice willow; irrigation; growth response;
biomass crops; mineral content

1. Introduction

Efficient utilization, treatment, and disposal of increasing amounts of wastewater and
sewage sludge are major environmental risks in these times. Approximately 4.5 million
hectares of arable lands are used for agricultural production in Hungary. Of which, the
size of arable lands where the cultivation of traditional crops (wheat, corn, sunflower) is
unprofitable can be estimated at 100,000 hectares [1]. These areas are generally waterlogged,
prone to inland excess water formation—which is a temporary water inundation on the
agricultural lands due to the heavy rainy activities, sudden snow melting, and heavy soil
textures with limited water permeability [2]. The cultivation of fast-growing and short
rotation woody crops is possible on all types of soils used for agricultural cultivation [3].
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Short rotation coppice (SRC) willow species have significant growth potential and biomass
product among them [4].

Most of the approximately 400 species of fast-growing and short rotation woody
crops live in the northern half of the Earth, the Salix is a characteristic woody genus of the
Holarctic realm. Most of them grow on the alluvium soils of streams and riverbanks. White
willow (S. alba L.) is a tree of fluvisol soils along the slow-flowing waters of the greater
plains. It reaches its climatic optimum in the steppe, wooded steppe, and semi-desert
belt. It is a heat-demanding, hygrophytic species that prefers high soil moisture. It also
endures prolonged drought when roots reach groundwater. For rapid growth, it requires
flooding in early summer. It also tolerates permanent summer flooding. In this case, it
develops respiratory roots in the submerged section of its trunk [5]. It grows properly on
loose alluvial soil, but it is characterized by more delayed initial development on bound
clay soil [6].

Nowadays, the use of biomass energy is appreciating again, thus, it is expected to
maintain its share of almost 10% of world energy consumption in the future. The simplest
version of bioenergy utilization is the energy use of biomass in its original state or close
to its original state. With this in mind, the use of forest and agricultural crops and by-
products suitable for direct combustion, as well as woody and herbaceous energy crops
from the various biomasses, for the purpose of the most favorable heat and electricity
production and bioethanol production [7,8]. Salix spp. can be used for manufacturing,
energy production, and medicinal purposes [9]. In case of willow cultivation, yield of
up to 25–30 t/ha/year (10–15 t/dry weight/year) can be achieved. As willow tolerates
poor air/water conditions of soils well, it would be considered to be the most suitable for
regularly flooded areas (floodplains, inland excess water hazarded areas). SRC willow
clones can be harvested annually or every 2–3 years in the same crop area, where their
cultivation can remain profitable for up to 15–20 years [10]. In this case, it is necessary
to ensure nutrient replenishment in order to establish good soil condition and achieve a
satisfactory biomass yield [10,11].

In order to reduce the eutrophication of surface water, irrigation utilization of wastew-
ater can provide an alternative solution. SRC plants, as biofilters, can save water, reduce
the high organic matter content, micro and macro elements of effluents, especially the
concentrations of N and P. Wastewater irrigation provides an opportunity to apply a lower
dose of fertilizers or even to eliminate conventional nutrient replenishment as well [12].

The aim of our research was to determine the N and Na content of the soil, determina-
tion of phenological parameters and the amount of macroelements (N, K, P) and Na found
in the plant parts. Additionally our goal to determine the biomass of energy willow plants
in addition to the applied treatments.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Site and Climatic Conditions

The experiment was carried out at the Lysimeter Research Station (46◦51′49′′ N
20◦31′39′′ E Szarvas, Hungary) of the Hungarian Agricultural and Life Science University
(HUALS), Institute of Environmental Sciences (IES), Research Center of Irrigation and
Water Management (ÖVKI). Sixty-four non-weighing lysimeters (1 m3) were used to de-
termine the effect of effluent water irrigation on the development of willow clones. The
lysimeters were 1 m deep and 1 m2 in surface. The soil of the lysimeter is not stratified dis-
turbed soil, where the soil properties in lysimeters where clay texture, 0.08% total salinity,
0.41% calcium carbonate, and 1.172% carbon content. At the bottom of all lysimeters, a
10 cm layer of fine gravel was placed for the collection of leachate water.

The climate of Hungary is influenced by continental and oceanic effects, the specific
area of the experimental site is described as warm dry climate region. Based on long term
local data (1981–2010), the mean annual air temperature is 10.8 ◦C (Table 1), while the mean
temperatures in July and January are 21.9 ◦C and−1.0 ◦C, respectively. The average annual
precipitation is 515.3 mm. The meteorological data during the three years experiment
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(2015–2017) were collected by an automatic weather station maintained by the HUALS
ÖVKI in Szarvas. Its distance to the Lysimeter Station is 600 m. In 2015, lower values
of temperature were recorded only in October. While in 2016 and in 2017, May, August,
October, December, and January were colder, respectively. The year of 2015 was dry, the
total precipitation was only 400.6 mm while in the year of 2016, 633 mm was measured.
However, the distribution was heterogeneous which a dry spring and a very wet early
summer characterized. In 2017, the amount of precipitation was close to the average.

Table 1. Meteorological data of 2015–2017 during the irrigation period.

Average Temperature (◦C) Precipitation Amount (mm)
1981–2010 2015 2016 2017 1981–2010 2015 2016 2017

January −1.0 2.2 −0.9 −6.7 29.1 58.8 61.6 28.3
February 0.5 2.4 6.0 2.6 29.9 17.3 88.5 30.2

March 5.6 7.4 7.3 9.4 27.8 25.5 20.0 13.4
April 11.5 11.5 13.4 11.0 42.0 8.2 12.3 49.7
May 16.8 17.1 16.6 17.2 50.6 53.7 18.8 40.9
June 19.8 21.2 21.3 22.1 61.3 21.0 124.4 69.3
July 21.9 24.4 22.5 22.8 57.5 31.4 123.6 31.8

August 21.4 24.2 21.1 23.7 50.7 40.9 50.5 33.3
September 16.6 18.7 18.3 16.6 47.8 64.0 9.8 74.2

October 11.2 10.4 9.8 11.6 32.4 105.2 72.7 33.7
November 5.0 6.3 5.0 6.0 41.3 3.2 49.6 39.6
December 0.3 2.6 −1.2 2.7 44.8 4.5 1.0 89.2

Average/Summa 10.8 12.4 11.6 11.6 515.3 433.7 633.6 533.6

2.2. The Plant Material

The SRC willow (Salix alba L.) ’Naperti’ candidate variety of the National Agricultural
Research and Innovation Centre, Forest Research Institute (NARIC FRI), Department of
Plantation Forestry was planted into the lysimeters in 2014. Eight lysimeter containers
were used for one treatment. Two plants were planted into each lysimeter with 50 cm of
plant spacing and 100 cm of row spacing. In order to reduce the edge effects, additional
willow clones were planted around the containers with the same plant and row spacing.
The first cutting took place in December 2015, the second in January 2017, and the third
harvest in January 2018.

2.3. Experimental Design for Effluent Water Irrigation

Two different water types and their combinations were applied for the irrigation
experiment of the energy willow clones. Untreated effluent water from a local intensive
African catfish farm was used directly collected from the outflow of fish rearing tanks with
the weekly doses of 15 mm (E15), 30 mm (E30), and 60 mm (E60) during the vegetation
season in eight replications, respectively (Table 2). The flow-through system of the fish
tanks is supported by a geothermal well from a confined aquifer. This system has the
main role of temperature and water quality maintenance since the African catfish are
fed high-protein diet and need warm water (above 16 ◦C) to grow. The daily amount of
effluent water from the farm exceeds 1000 m3. That effluent water contains large amount
of metabolites as fish feces, organic materials and rarely chemicals or antibiotics depending
on the fish rearing technology [13]. Because of the geothermal origin, the effluent water
also carrying high content of total salinity including high percent sodium (Table 3). The
type of water meets the classification of sodium hydrogen carbonate.

As an irrigated control treatment, freshwater was applied from the local oxbow lake
of the River Körös (46◦51′38.6′′ N 20◦31′28.0′′ E, Szarvas, Hungary). Irrigation schedule
was planned as weekly doses of 15 mm (K15), 30 mm (K30), and 60 mm (K60) in eight
replications, respectively (Table 2). Additionally, a non-irrigated control (C) treatment was
also applied with eight replications.
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Table 2. The amount of irrigation water applied per year and distribution of precipitation during
studied vegetation period.

Irrigation
Water Doses

Possibility of
Irrigation during the
Investigated Period

Amount of
Water Applied
by Irrigation

(mm)

Precipitation
during the

Investigated
Period (mm)

Amount of
Available Water
Quantity during
the Investigated

Period (mm)

2015
15 mm

15 *
310

105
415

30 mm 520 625
60 mm 940 1045

2016
15 mm

6
90

308
398

30 mm 180 488
60 mm 360 668

2017
15 mm

9
135

184
319

30 mm 270 454
60 mm 540 724

* During the first irrigation, each treatment received uniformly 100 mm of River Körös irrigation water.

Table 3. Average major quality parameters of irrigation water used under experiment.

EC NH4-N N P K Na SAR

(µS/cm) (mg/L) (mg/L) (mg/L) (mg/L) (mg/L)

Effluent water 1306.7 21.9 29 3.9 7.2 273.5 11.9
Körös River water 388.3 0.4 1.2 0.2 4.3 31.3 1.2

Diluted water 1073.0 10.3 13.3 1.7 5.4 132.3 3.5

To reduce the negative effects of this high salinity, effluent water was pretreated and
it was used with the weekly dose of 60 mm (diluted treatment D) after a pretreatment.
Before irrigation, effluent water was diluted four times (1:3) by adding river water to meet
the recommended upper limit of total salinity in irrigation water (500 mg/L). Moreover,
gypsum (calcium sulfate) was also added (312 mg/L) to reduce the percent sodium for
diluted treatment. A micro-sprinkler irrigation system was used for all irrigation treatment.

Soil samples were collected before the first irrigation on 3 July 2015 and after the last
irrigation period on 5 October 2017 from all treatments from three soil depths (0–20 cm,
20–40 cm, 40–60 cm) with three replications. Soil analyses were made according to Hungar-
ian standards for five parameters: plant available nitrogen, calcium, potassium, magnesium
and exchangeable sodium. The available nitrogen content of the soil was characterized by
the sum of the nitrite and nitrate contents of the soil (KCL-NO2

− + NO3
−-N). Nitrite and

nitrate were extracted with potassium chloride and the concentration was measured using
FIA spectrophotometer (according to Hungarian standard MSZ 20135:1999). Exchangeable
cations (K, Na, Ca, Mg) were extracted with barium-chloride and triethanolamine and their
concentrations were measured using flame photometer (according to Hungarian standard
MSZ-08-0214-2:1978).

From the results of the analyses of soil exchangeable basis, the exchangeable sodium
percentage (ESP) and its changes during the experiment was calculated according to
the equation

ESP (exchangeable sodium percentage, %) = (Na/(Na + K + Ca + Mg)) × 100

where, Na+, K+, Ca2+ and Mg2+—concentrations are expressed in milliequivalents per
100 g of soil [14].

∆ESP2015-2017 (exchangeable sodium percentage, %) = ESP2017 − ESP2015

2.4. Determination of Phenological Paramteres and Mineral Content

From the plant phenology measurements, plant height (measuring rod) and SPAD
values (Konica Minolta SPAD-502) were measured on a weekly basis during the growing
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seasons. For height measurement, three plants were selected per treatment and the current
value was determined from their average. During the determination of the SPAD value,
it was also generated from the average of 3-3 measurements. In this case, we analyzed
the chlorophyll content of the leaves of the lower, middle, and upper branches. The
mineral content of the plant parts was analyzed at the end of the growing season. In all
cases assayed by the Hungarian and ISO standard methods. For the determination of the
sodium, phosphorus, and potassium were extracted with nitric acid+hydrogen peroxide
and their concentrations were measured using Inductively coupled plasma-optical emission
spectrometry ICP-OES (according to Hungarian standard MSZ 08 1783 28-30:1985 Use
of high capacity equipment in plant analyses—quantitative determination of sodium,
phosphorus, and potassium content in plant materials by the ICP methods) and at nitrogen
applied (ISO 5983 2:2009 Determination of nitrogen content and calculation of crude protein
content. Part 2: Block digestion and steam distillation method) methods. In the analytical
studies, we worked with six replicates.

2.5. Statistical Analyses

Statistical analyses were implemented by IBM SPSS Statistics 25.0 software. Applying
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), we examined the effect of irrigation water quality
and quantity on the phenological and important content properties of willow clones per
treatment and plant part. The differences were determined significant, where the Tukey’s
or Games-Howell tests were considered significant at p ≤ 0.05 or p ≤ 0.01. In soil chemical
studies during the statistical evaluation, independent t-test was used for the 15- and 30-mm
irrigated samples, and ANOVA (2) test was used for the 60 mm samples (treatment with
60 mm 3 irrigation water quality were applied and compared). Pearson correlation is used
in correlation analysis.

3. Results
3.1. Results of Chemical Analyses—Changing of Sodium and Nitrogen Content of Soil

The effect of irrigation water quality on the exchangeable sodium content of the
soil can be proved in each soil depth and irrigation water amount, (despite 15 mm in
40–60 cm soil layer which may be due to excessive variance) (Table 4). The increasing
sodium content in the soil due to the high sodium concentration of the reused water was
demonstrably dependent on the amount of irrigation water, the highest ∆ESP2015–2017
(+6.85%) was measured in E60 treatment in the surface layer. This statement is also true for
Körös River water, but in the case of K60 the change is already negative, which means that
the exchangeable Na content of the soil decreased as a result of irrigation. Examining the
results measured in different depths of soil layers, we found that sodium accumulated to a
lesser extent in the deeper soil layers compared to the surface layers in treatments irrigated
with reused water (Table 4), however it can be proved only in case of ∆ESP2015–2017 value
of E30 treatment between 0–20 cm and 40–60 cm, (n = 3, p = 0.041, independent t-test). As a
result of the improvement of irrigation water, it was possible to reduce the increase of the
Na content of the soil in all soil depths (Table 4).

In accordance with the nitrogen content of the effluent water, the available nitrogen
content of the soil was higher in all treatment irrigated with reused water than in treatment
irrigated with Körös River water (Table 5). At treatment with 30 and 60 mm irrigation water
amount differences between the available N values according to the irrigation water quality
were statistically proved (Table 5). Comparing the improved water quality (7.52 mg/kg) to
Körös River Water (2.96 mg/kg) higher available N values were detected and differences
were proved.
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Table 4. Changes of the exchangeable sodium adsorption ratio between 2015 (before experiment) and 2017 (after experiment).

Exchangeable Sodium Percentage ∆ESP (2015–2017)

Depth of
Soil Layer Irrigation Water Irrigation Water Amount

15 mm p-Value 1 30 mm p-Value 1 60 mm p-Value 2 Non-Irrigated

Mean ± Std. Deviation

0–20 cm

Effluent water 4.66 ± 0.6
***

5.9 ± 0.77
***

6.85 ± 0.10 c
***

Non-irrigated
0–20 cm:

0.36 ± 0.2
Körös River water 0.05 ± 0.1 0.5 ± 0.35 −0.62 ± 0.16 a

Diluted water - - - - 2.19 ± 0.30 b

20–40 cm

Effluent water 2.85 ± 1.1
*

3.5 ± 1.10
**

5.82 ± 0.64 c
***

Non-irrigated
20–40 cm:
0.33 ± 0.1

Körös River water 0.14 ± 0.1 0.4 ± 0.36 −0.68 ± 0.08 a

Diluted water - - - - 1.85 ± 0.45 b

40–60 cm

Effluent water 1.02 ± 0.8 n.s. 1.8 ± 0.05
***

4.38 ± 0.74 c
***

Non-irrigated
20–40 cm:
0.32 ± 0.4

Körös River water 0.02 ± 0.2 0.4 ± 0.09 −0.53 ± 0.23 a

Diluted water - - - - 1.19 ± 0.13 b

Comment: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. The negative values means the decrease during three experimental year. For each treatment,
soil sampling was collected from three (0–20, 20–40, 40–60 cm) depth levels. During the statistical evaluation, an independent t-test (1) was
used for the 15 mm and 30 mm irrigated samples, and an ANOVA (2) test was used for the 60 mm samples. Results are means ± SD, n = 3.
Different letters introduce significant difference confirming to the Tukey’s post hoc test at p ≤ 0.05.

Table 5. Available nitrogen (KCl-NO2
−+NO3

−-N) content of soil in 2017.

Available N2017 (mg/kg)

Irrigation water

Irrigation water amount

15 mm 30 mm 60 mm

Mean ± Std. Deviation

Effluent water 13.43 ± 7.71 a 16.65 ± 4.04 b 15.46 ± 3.29 c

Diluted water - - 7.52 ± 3.85 b

Körös River water 7.02 ± 3.85 a 3.65 ± 0.78 a * 2.96 ± 0.28 a *

Non-irrigated control 11.70 ± 4.53
For each treatment, soil sampling was collected from three (0–20, 20–40, 40–60 cm) depth levels. During the
statistical evaluation, an independent t-test (1) was used for the 15 and 30 mm irrigated samples, and an ANOVA
(2) test was used for the 60 mm samples. Results are means ± SD, n = 9 (the values of the samples from different
depths were considered as repetitions of each other). Different letters introduce significant difference among
different treatment, confirming to the Tukey’s test at p ≤ 0.05 at 60 mm. The stars are indicated the significant
difference from the non-irrigated control (p < 0.01).

3.2. Phenological Results
3.2.1. Changes of Relative Chlorophyll Content

The Figure 1a shows that the values of the energy willow SPAD means ranged from
42.3 to 47.5 during the first growing season. The highest value was measured for E60 treat-
ment. The smallest SPAD values were recorded in the K15 treatment. With the exception of
treatment K15, all treatments exceeded the SPAD values of treatment C. In the following
growing year (Figure 1b) it can be seen that the chlorophyll values of the irrigated treat-
ments did not reach the control. The highest SPAD mean was 51.5 for the control, while the
lowest for K15 treatment was 45.3. In addition, except for the first year, compared to Körös
River irrigated treatments, higher values were found in the samples irrigated with effluent
water. This difference is due to the excess nutrient content of the effluent.

This trend is no longer observed in 2017 (Figure 1c). Compared to control SPAD values,
samples irrigated with surface water show a lower rate. In this case, the K30 plants had the
lowest chlorophyll means (43.5), while the E30 treatment had the highest value (49.0).
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Figure 1. Chlorophyll values from 2015 to 2017 growing years: (a) SPAD values of S. alba energy
willow coppice in a year of 2015; (b) SPAD values of S. alba energy willow coppice in a year of 2016;
(c) SPAD values of S. alba. energy willow coppice in a year of 2017. Average chlorophyll content
data are presented from eight treatments. Results are means ± SD, n = 6. Different letters introduce
significant differences among irrigation water qualities for the three vegetation season, in year of
2015 and 2016 confirming to the Tukey’s test at p ≤ 0.05, and in year of 2017 corroborating to the
Games-Howell test at p ≤ 0.05.
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During the one-way analysis of variance in the 2015 production year, the SPAD values
of the willow K15 treatment differed significantly from the chlorophyll values of the other
irrigated treatments (K30 p = 0.021, K60 p = 0.001, E15 p = 0.030, E30 p = 0.003, E60 = 0.000,
D p = 0.019). Significantly higher SPAD values were recorded for treatments E60 (p = 0.000),
D (p = 0.000), and K60 (p = 0.022) compared to treatment C. In year of 2016, the SPAD values
of the treatments showed a significant difference. There was a strong significant value
(p < 0.001) between the control and the irrigated treatments, where, with the exception of
E60 treatment, plants contained significantly less chlorophyll (Figure 1b). In 2017, the SPAD
values of plants irrigated with K60 treatment showed a significant difference compared
to the other treatments, except for the K15 and K30 samples. In the case of E60 treatment
the p = 0.003, they had a significantly higher (p < 0.001) chlorophyll value with respect to
the ones listed above. Comparing the irrigated treatments to the control values, it can be
observed that the E30 (p = 0.042) treatment had a significantly higher SPAD value, while the
K30 (p = 0.001) and K60 (p = 0.000) treatments had significantly lower chlorophyll values.

3.2.2. Growth of Test Plants during the Seasons

Data from the 2015 cultivation year show that the values of irrigated treatments ex-
ceeded the height of the control plants (Figure 2a). From the data measured on 17 September,
it can be concluded that at the last measurement the tallest energy willows grew to height
of 428 cm with D treatment, while the control plants reached 282 cm. During the examined
period, compared to the first measurement at the last the control plants grew by 34 cm
while in E60 treatment by 178 cm. Throughout the last height determination, in the one-way
analysis of variance of the data, all treatments proved to be significantly higher (p = 0.00)
compared to the control plants (n = 6, Tukey’s test).

In Figure 2b, plant height values for 2016 developed similarly as in 2015. Throughout
the time of last measurement, control proved to be the lowest (289 cm), while treatment D
showed the highest (413 cm) values. Following the analysis period, it can be observed that
the control willows increased by 75 cm and the plants irrigated with 60 mm effluent water
by 176 cm. In a year of 2016 during the final measurement compared to control plants in
height, irrigated treatments grew significantly higher (p < 0.001, n = 6, Tukey’s test).

In the 2017 growing year, a slowdown in productivity growth was detected (Figure 2c).
The growth rate of control willows is lower than that of treated plants, where by the end
of the analysis only 259 cm had been reached. The highest plants in this case were also
observed in E60 treatment (370 cm). In the analysis of variance in 11 September, there was
a significant difference between the control and the irrigated treatments (p = 0.000, n = 6,
Tukey’s test).
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Figure 2. Plant height values from 2015 to 2017 growing years: (a) height values of S. alba energy
willow coppice in a year of 2015; (b) height values of S. alba energy willow coppice in a year of 2016;
(c) height values of S. alba energy willow coppice in a year of 2017.
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3.3. Results of Mineral Content
3.3.1. Changing of Nitrogen Content in Plant Parts

When comparing the treatments in the 2015 growing year (Figure 3a), it can be seen
that the N content measured in the leaf part was significantly higher in the E60 treatment
than in the E15, D, K30, and K60 treatments. The highest N (3.5 m/m%) content was found
in willows E30 treatment while the lowest values were measured in the K60 (1.6 m/m%)
treatment. Leaves contained significantly more N in E60 (p = 0.015), E30 (p = 0.000), K15
(0.005), and C (p = 0.001) treatments than in K60 treatment. In addition, in the case of
the stem, the K60 treatment had the lowest N content, where the samples irrigated with
effluent, K15 and C contained significantly more N.
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Figure 3. Nitrogen content values of leaf and stem parts from 2015 to 2017: (a) nitrogen content
values of leaf parts in a year of 2015–2017; (b) nitrogen content values of stem parts in a year of
2015–17. Average nitrogen content data are presented from eight treatments. Results are means ± SD,
n = 6. Treatments were compared annually. Different letters introduce significant differences among
irrigation water qualities for the three vegetation season, confirming to the Tukey’s test at p ≤ 0.05.

In 2016, the N content measured in the leaves showed a decrease. The E15 (p = 0.018),
K15 (p = 0.002), and C (p = 0.029) leaf samples had significantly more N content than
the cases of willows irrigated with K60 treatment. In the case of the stem, it can be seen
(Figure 3b) that the values moved in almost the same range in 2016 and 2017. The mea-
surement results of both years exceeded the N content measured in 2015. In the third
experimental year—in the case of samples D, C, K30 and irrigated with effluent water—it
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can be stated that significantly more N was stored in the leaves of willows than in the case
of those irrigated with K60 treatment.

3.3.2. Changing of Potassium Content in Plant Parts

In the macronutrient analysis of plant parts of SRC willow clones, most K was con-
centrated in the leaves (Figure 4a). The comparison of the annual data shows that we
measured the lowest K content in 2015 and the highest in 2017. In the case of leaves part at
the first year, the K value ranged from 11,880 to 15,465 mg/kg d.m., while in the second
year, the measured element content was 11,445–18,492 mg/kg d.m., and finally in 2017,
18,187 and 21,627 mg/kg d.m. were detected.
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Figure 4. Potassium content values of leaf and stem parts from 2015 to 2017: (a) potassium content
values of leaf parts in a year of 2015–2017; (b) potassium content values of stem parts in a year
of 2015–2017. Average potassium content data are presented from eight treatments. Results are
means ± SD, n = 6. Different letters introduce significant differences among irrigation water qualities
for the three vegetation season, confirming to the Tukey’s test at p ≤ 0.05.

It should be noted that in the leaf samples irrigated with E15, significant increase in
K level was observed in the last two years of the experiment. During the annual Tukey’s
multiple comparisons, there were no significant differences between the treatments in
2015; however, in the second year of the study, compared to the K60 treatment values,
E15 (p = 0.000), E60 (p = 0.023), D (p = 0.034) and K15 (p = 0.010) leaf samples had signif-
icantly higher K levels. Furthermore, in 2017, E15 (p = 0.013) had significantly higher K
levels compared to data from K30 samples. In the case of stems part, the same trend is
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observed as for the leaves. However, the K level of the stem parts was very high in 2016,
where the E15 treatment reached 8640 mg/kg d.m. value. In the first and last irrigation
years, the K content of the stem parts of SRC willow clones ranged from about 4100 to
6400 mg/kg d.m (Figure 4b). During the one-way analysis of variance, there was a signifi-
cant difference between the 2015 measurement data. Compared to D analysis, treatments
of K15 (p = 0.001) had significantly higher K content. There was no detectable significant
difference in the other two years.

3.3.3. Changing of Sodium Content in Plant Parts

In the first experimental year, the Na content measured in the leaf parts of the test
plant ranged from 49 to 79 mg/kg d.m. (Figure 5a). The lowest value was measured for
treatment D, while the highest value was detected for sample E30 (Figure 5b). In 2016 and
2017 growing years, the Na level in the leaf parts was similar, where the lower values were
recorded by the Körös River water-irrigated samples and the higher values by the effluent
irrigation. Statistical analysis in a second year at leaf parts showed significant difference
between K15 and K60 treatments (p = 0.025).
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Figure 5. Sodium content values of leaf and stem parts from 2015 to 2017 growing years: (a) sodium
content values of leaf parts in a year of 2015–2017; (b) sodium content values of stem parts in a year
of 2015–2017. The year of 2015 average sodium content data are presented from eight treatments.
Results are means ± SD, n = 3. The letters introduce significant differences among irrigation water
qualities for the three vegetation season, confirming to the Tukey’s test at p ≤ 0.1. The year of 2016
and 2017 average sodium content data are presented from six samples per treatment. Results are
means ± SD, n = 6. Different letters introduce significant differences among irrigation water qualities
for the three vegetation season, confirming to the Games-Howell’s test at p ≤ 0.05.
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In case of the stems, it can be observed that, except for 2015, the lowest Na level was
measured in the D treatment, while the highest value was analyzed in the E 30 samples
(Figure 5b). At the same time, it can be discovered that the Na content of the stem parts
shows an increasing trend from year to year, especially of the samples irrigated with
effluent water. The values measured in 2017 are remarkable, where the Na content of the
E60 samples reached 114 mg/kg d.m., which is 137% higher than in 2015. In the first study
year the one-way analysis of variance E15, D, and K15 treatments contained significantly
less (p < 0.1) Na compared to the values measured in E30 treatment. During the one-way
analysis of variance, significantly lower Na levels were detected in the second vegetation
period for stem samples with K15 and K30 treatments. This trend can also be observed in
2017, where the stems of the clones also contained significantly less Na than the samples
irrigated with oxbow lake water (15, 30, 60 mm doses).

3.3.4. Changing of Phosphorus Content in Plant Parts

The P content of the effluent and diluted water irrigated leaves of the willows in 2015
and 2017 growing years moved between in range 1990 and 3023 mg/kg d.m. In 2015,
control had significantly more P content than treatments E60 (p = 0.004) and D (p = 0.001)
(Table 6). In 2016, most of the P content was detected in the samples irrigated D treatment,
where significantly lower P levels were observed in the leaves of E30 (p = 0.046) and C
(p = 0.043) samples. In the last experimental year, significantly less P content was detected
for the control treatment (p = 0.033) compared to the D irrigation. Concerning the P element
content measured in the stem part of the energy willows in the three vegetation years, it is
identifiable that the measured level was between 813 and 2457 mg/kg dm. In the first year,
compared to the control value, the P content was significantly lower in the D (p = 0.000)
and E30 (p = 0.005) treatments.

Table 6. Phosphorus content measured in the plant parts of SRC willow clones irrigated with effluent
water from an intensive catfish farm. Average phosphorus content data are presented from five
treatments. Results are means ± SD, n = 6. Different letters introduce significant differences among
irrigation water qualities for the three vegetation seasons, confirming to the Tukey’s test at p ≤ 0.05.

E15 E30 E60 D C

2015
leaf

3023 ± 241 b 2737 ± 95 ab 2180 ± 370 a 1990 ± 144 a 3340 ± 419 b
2016 2643 ± 57 ab 1865 ± 210 a 2007 ± 519 ab 2850 ± 365 b 1855 ± 219 a
2017 2428 ± 19 ab 2272 ± 127 ab 2532 ± 196 ab 2723 ± 118 b 2123 ± 66 a

2015
stem

1537 ± 35 c 1050 ± 221 ab 1330 ± 193 bc 813 ± 79 a 1647 ± 146 c
2016 2192 ± 201 bc 2010 ± 172 ab 1788 ± 244 a 2457 ± 201 c 1740 ± 146 a
2017 1616 ± 209 a 1596 ± 169 a 1422 ± 266 a 2003 ± 239 b 1693 ± 90 ab

In the second year, significantly less P content was measured in the stem part of
SRC willows compared to D irrigation in the E30 (p = 0.004), E60 (p = 0.000), and control
(p = 0.000) treatments. In 2017, with the exception of treatment D, the stem samples of the
clones contained significantly fewer P elements.

3.4. Biomass Changing over the Three Years of the Experiment

The willows had the highest biomass in 2015, where it reached 864 g/plant dry weight
in case of K60 (Figure 6). It can be observed that in all three experimental years the biomass
product of the control plants became the lowest. Furthermore, the decreasing trend that
occurred in the crop year by year is clearly visible.

In terms of control by experimental years, this resulted in a 56% yield reduction. This
decrease was due to the physical limitations of the lysimeters. Namely, the volume of 1 m3

restrained the root growth of the two- and three-year-old willows (Figure 6). At the same
time, the trend that irrigation had a positive effect on biomass compared to control values
is appeared. It can be observed that each year the plants treated with effluent water had an
average higher g/plant dry weight value. In 2015 it was 554–734 g/plant, in 2016 it was
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298–482 g/plant), and the last year the data show 313–447 g/plant dry weight. While in
the case of those irrigated with Körös River water the harvested dry weight.
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Figure 6. Biomass dry weight of short rotation willow coppice from 2015 to 2017. Average dry weight
data are presented from eight treatments after harvesting. Results are means ± SD, n = 8. Different
letters introduce significant differences among irrigation water qualities for the three vegetation
seasons, confirming to the Games-Howell’s test at p ≤ 0.05.

During statistical study the examining the differences between the treatments in each
experimental year, it can be stated that compared to the biomass production of the control
plants, all irrigated treatments had significantly higher (p = 0.000) product.

4. Discussion

We investigated the irrigation utilization of effluent water from an intensive African
catfish farm in short-rotation energy willow plants in 2015–2017. Within agricultural water
expection can provide an ideal solution for the conservation of water resources, as the
irrigation utilization of nutrient-rich effluent from freshwater aquaculture systems can be
used in many plantations [15,16]. At the same time, the organic matter load of natural
recipients and the doses of fertilizer applied during cultivation can also be reduced [17].
Dhawan and Sehdev [18] described in their research that irrigation cultivation experiments
with effluent from fish farms show higher yields.

As expected, the sodium content of the soil irrigated with reused water was increased
in all treatments and depths (Table 4). Similary, Jahany and Rezapour [19] stated that the
high values of exchangeable Na and ESP in the treated effluent water irrigated soil could
be associated with the chemistry of the effluent water used. According to Jahany and
Rezapour [19], conditions were probably favorable to Na accumulation on the exchange
complexes because of the high amounts of Na+ and HCO3– supplied by effluent water,
the combined effects of the increase in bicarbonate from irrigation and evapotranspiration
process are likely to help the depletion of Ca+2 and Mg+2 ions as insoluble carbonates
(such as calcite and magnesite) while the more soluble Na remains in the solution and
subsequently, results in the over-accumulation of exchangeable Na as well as an increase in
the ESP values. In order to reduce sodium increase in soil, in the reused water gypsum was
applied as amendments to improve its quality after diluted it with Körös River water in our
experiment. According to the results, the sodium accumulation was reduced compared to
water from catfish farm due to improved water quality (Table 4). These results in accordance
with previous works recording that dilution of irrigation water [20–22] or amendments
(mainly materials with calcium) [23–25] for irrigated soil could be appropriate solution to
reuse effluent water for irrigation.
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The beneficial effect of the reused water on the available N content of the soil can
be demonstrated. In addition to the nitrogen concentration of the water from fish farm,
the effect of irrigation on nitrogen mineralization may also cause of the increase of the
mineral [26]. All this advocates its agricultural reuse thus, irrigation supports water
retention and water conservation and helps to protect surface waters from nutrient loading.
One of the reasons for the high N content observed in the control soil (compared to the
treatments irrigated with Körös River) (Table 5) may be caused by reduced nutrient uptake
due to the lower biomass, which was limited by water and/or tree roots habitat [27]. The
dilution of the reused water also resulted in a significant increase in nitrogen in the soil
(Table 5).

Chlorophyll content is one of the indicators that can provide information on the health
status of a plantation. Examining the chlorophyll content of the foliage of the test plants
gives a more accurate picture of the changes caused by natural and anthropogenic stressors,
as these affect the amount of chlorophyll. The change in the nitrogen content of the plant is
also reflected in the chlorophyll content of the leaves. For this reason, a linear relationship
is observed between the chlorophyll content and the nitrogen content of the leaves [28,29].
The change in our plant nitrogen content is reflected (r = 0.351, Pearson correlation) in the
chlorophyll content of the leaves. Consequently, a linear relationship is observed between
the SPAD value of the leaves and the nitrogen content [30]. The SPAD of the plants irrigated
with effluent water exceeded the irrigated ones with Körös river water. However, it can be
perceived that the quality of irrigation water also influenced this value. In the three years
of irrigation, it can be observed that the leaves of willows irrigated with 60 mm of effluent
water had the highest chlorophyll content.

The data show that the height of the willows has been decreasing year by year. At the
same time, irrigation had a positive effect on plant growth, as we measured higher values
in the latest measurement. In 2015, the plants reached 428 cm for treatment D, in 2016 the
willows for treatment D were also the highest at 414 cm, and in the last year we measured
the highest height data in E60 at 370 cm. Comparing the average highest and lowest plant
height data, the difference between plant stands was 141 cm in 2015, 124 cm in 2016, and
120 cm in 2017, which also appears in the biomass product.

The trend is also observed in the N-level of willow leaves. Nitrogen stress is always
reflected in the chlorophyll content of the leaves, because in general the chlorophyll content
of the leaves is linearly related to the N content of the leaves [31,32]. It also serves as a
reliable result for woody plants [33,34]. Furthermore, in the case of effluent irrigation,
higher N concentrations are observed in the plant parts.

Potassium is the most abundant cation in plants. Plants actively accumulate large
amounts of potassium, and are able to absorb significant amounts even from small concen-
trations of solution. It is found in greater amounts in meristems in organs with a vigorous
metabolism. The K content of older organs decreases. The K-demand and K-content of
plants thus change during the vegetation period [35]. In the case of K-levels measured in
the plant parts of willow clones, an increasing trend can be observed every year. At the
same time, higher element content is more characteristic in the leaf parts, the reason for
which can be explained by the Na+/K+ ratio [36].

Sodium does not specifically activate many enzymes, in which K elements can be
substituted; however, the effect of K is specific [37]. The C4 plants require microelement
amounts of Na; however, it does not cause deficiency symptoms in C3 plants (SRC) [38].
Sodium is not essential even for extreme halophytes, only required in microelement
amounts by C4 and CAM-type plants. Sodium becomes toxic to glycophytons when
translocated into the sprout in significant amounts [39]. The development of the Na concen-
tration of the plants was closely monitored, as significant amount Na is released into the
area through the effluent water of the intensive African catfish farm. In the case of willow
clones irrigated with effluent water, the Na content was most localized in the stem parts,
during which an increase from year to year can be observed. The Na content of 114 mg/kg
d.m. measured in the E60 treatment in 2017 is remarkable, which was 50% higher than
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the values measured in the control. However, this amount did not prove to be toxic for
SRC plants.

The effluent with a higher P content had correlated (r = −0.579, Pearson correlation)
negative effect on the P content of the plants. In SRC willow plants, phosphorus was mostly
localized in the stem, to a lower extent in the leaf part. The difference is mostly observed in
the case of the amount of irrigation water, where the P content of the examined plant parts
decreased with the increase of the amount of irrigation water.

Our hypothesis that irrigation has a positive effect on biomass product has been
confirmed. For both irrigation water qualities, the biomass product of non-irrigated
control SRC willow clones exceeded [40,41]. Under lysimeter conditions, the biomass
and irrigation water quality do not correlate with each other. However, some decrease
in biomass production is observed from year to year. This reduction was due to the
limited living space, as the 1 m3 vessel size of the lysimeters proved to be small over the
years [42]. Although, the limited water supply caused a significant decrease in the biomass
product. In the first year the biomass product of irrigated SRC willow plants was between
493–864 g/plant dry weight, in the second year 226–482 g/plant dry weight, in the third
year 268–553 g/plant dry weight. Which is 170–250% higher than the average yield of the
non-irrigated control.

5. Conclusions

The main objective of our study is the yield-enhancing effect of the irrigation utilization
of effluent water from an intensive African catfish breeding farm in a short-cut energy
willow plantation.

The experiment shows that N content of the effluent provably increased the nitrogen
supply of the soil. These provides confidence that application of alternative water sources
as irrigation water may reduce the nutrient load on surface waters and at could increase soil
quality at the place of use. At the same time, it must be pointed out that the increase of the
soil ESP due to the effluent water chemical properties (Na concentration, SAR value) was
significant and in the long term it can lead to soil degradation (anthropogenic salinization).
Nevertheless, it is suggested to improve the effluent water quality instead of ignore it,
because an interesting finding of the present work was that improving the quality of the
effluent water (by dilution and adding gypsum) is an effective method to reduce soil
sodium accumulation.

Assessing to SPAD values and plant heights of the willow based on irrigation water
quality it can be concluded that the sodium content of the effluent water do not cause any
harmful effect on plants. In the leaf part of the willow, more N and Na were measured
in the tissues than in stems and plant irrigated with effluent water had higher N and Na
concentration than those irrigated with surface water. Further research may be required to
examine the long term effect of the irrigation water salinity on the elements of the plant
to explore the cause of the from year to year decline in biomass independently from the
restricted habitat due to lysimeters volume.

The application of irrigation water had a positive effect on the biomass of the plants,
significantly higher biomass was produced compared to the non-irrigated control willows.

In summary, the agronomic consequences are that alternative waters can provide
an excellent opportunity for water-scarce regions, but paying attention to water quality
parameters that limit use (salinization of the soil, nitrate leaching from the soil, salt stress
of the cultivated plants etc.) is important.
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