

  agronomy-09-00433




agronomy-09-00433







Agronomy 2019, 9(8), 433; doi:10.3390/agronomy9080433




Article



Selection of Fertilizer and Cultivar of Sweet Pepper and Eggplant for Hydroponic Production



Hardeep Singh 1,*[image: Orcid], Bruce L. Dunn 1, Mark Payton 2 and Lynn Brandenberger 1





1



Department of Horticulture and Landscape Architecture, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, OK 74078-6027, USA






2



Department of Statistics, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, OK 74078-6027, USA









*



Correspondence: hardeep.singh@okstate.edu







Received: 6 July 2019 / Accepted: 5 August 2019 / Published: 7 August 2019



Abstract

:

Dutch bucket hydroponic trials were conducted with the aim to evaluate the effects of different hydroponic fertilizers (5N-4.8P-21.6K, 5N-5.2P-21.6K, and 7N-3.9P-4.1K) on growth, fruit production, and the fruit quality (fruit shape index) parameters of two cultivars of sweet pepper (Capsicum annuum L.) and on two cultivars of eggplant (Solanum melongena L.). For sweet pepper yield, the 5N-4.8P-21.6K fertilizer was responsible for the greatest yield for both cultivars. For sweet pepper fresh and dry shoot weight interaction, the ‘Orangella’ cultivar had greater growth in 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 5N-5.2P-21.6K fertilizers, whereas there was no difference among cultivars in 7N-3.9P-4.1K. Shape index was not affected by fertilizers or cultivars. For the eggplant yield, there was no main effect nor interaction between fertilizers and cultivars for fruit yield, while the interaction between fertilizers and cultivars was significant for shoot fresh weight production. Shoot fresh weight was greater for ‘Angela’ than ‘Jaylo’ in 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 7N-3.9P-4.1K. Furthermore, both eggplant cultivars were affected with yellowing of fruits in all fertilizer treatments after 2 months, which was probably due to the accumulation of nutrients in the closed hydroponic system. Therefore, hydroponic producers could select 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 5N-5.2P-21.6K fertilizers for the cultivation of the ‘Orangella’ cultivar of sweet pepper based on yield. It is important to evaluate more fertilizers and cultivars for eggplant hydroponic cultivation.
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1. Introduction


Problems such as soil salinity, lack of fertile soil, and soil-borne diseases are causes of hindrance for vegetable production in soil. Therefore, to overcome these problems, soilless culture was developed [1]. Involving growing plants without soil, soilless culture is considered a sustainable method for the cultivation of various greenhouse vegetable crops such as tomatoes (Solanum lycopersicum L.), cucumbers (Cucumis sativus L.), peppers (Capsicum L.), lettuce (Lactuca sativa L.), Swiss chard (Beta vulgaris L.), and eggplant (Solanum melongena L.). It is considered good for increasing agriculture sustainability as well as improving environmental health [2]. Soilless culture has various classification systems and methods such as hydroponics, aeroponics, gravel culture, and rockwool culture [3,4,5]. Dutch bucket system was introduced in the early 1980s by Dutch and Belgian growers and is defined as a container-type hydroponics system filled with substrates to provide support to the plant and nutrient solution supplied by drippers to each container [6].



The most important factor affecting crop yield and quality in hydroponics is nutrient solution [7]. The fertilizer used in hydroponic production should have balanced amounts of essential elements and should not form any precipitates during its use [8]. In most studies, nutrient solutions such as Copper’s, Hoagland and Arnon’s and Yamazaki’s solution, which require self-preparation, have been evaluated in the hydroponic production of various crops. The self-preparation of nutrient solution for hydroponic production is effective for large-scale growers, whereas small scale growers face difficulties in managing nutrient concentration [9]. Therefore, commercially prepared, also known as one or two bag approach fertilizers, are gaining popularity. According to Mattson and Peters [9], a single bag fertilizer performed well for the production of peppers, cucumbers, and tomatoes at the University of Arizona Controlled Agriculture Center greenhouse. One of the reasons for the importance of a suitable fertilizer selection in hydroponics is that under field conditions, plants can influence nutrient availability by releasing root exudates or exploring new soil regions by growing their roots, while in hydroponics, it is not possible for plant roots to expand because of the confined area for root growth and the low buffering capacity of roots [10]. Furthermore, the accumulation of nutrients into plant structures may occur if nutrients are supplied in excess, posing health risks when plant products are consumed [11]. In addition, if a food product high in nitrate content is ingested, it is transformed into nitrite and subsequently nitrite, and in combination with amines, may form some carcinogenic compounds [12].



Soilless culture not only offers the possibility of growing crops with considerable savings of water and fertilizers, it is also considered as an easy and rapid method for screening cultivars of different crops for production, drought tolerance, and for physiological disorders [13]. Moreover, cultivar selection for hydroponics is not comparable to cultivar selection for field production. The data derived from field experiments for cultivar selection cannot be directly applied for hydroponic production due to the great difference in growth conditions between the two systems [14]. Some studies have evaluated the performance of sweet pepper cultivars for different objectives. Twelve sweet pepper cultivars were evaluated using a hydroponic system and it was concluded that ‘Special’ and ‘Cupra’ for red, ‘Boogie’, ‘Fellini’, and ‘President’ for orange, and ‘Fiesta’ and ‘Derby’ for yellow color had greater yields compared to other cultivars [15]. Mineral nutrition has the greatest impact on some physical and quality characteristics of sweet pepper, which include soluble solids, pH, fruit shape index, firmness, and pulp thickness [9]. It has also been also suggested that fruit weight and fruit shape index are two important characteristics of sweet peppers determining consumer preference and acceptability [16].



Various cultivars are available in the market for each crop, but for hydroponic cultivation, it is also necessary that the cultivar have a high economic value due to high input costs [5,8]. The yellow and orange colored cultivars of sweet peppers have a higher economic value than green colored cultivars. Therefore, ‘Orangella’ and ‘Bentley’ are orange and yellow colored cultivars of sweet pepper, respectively. Among the eggplant cultivars, ‘Angela’ and ‘Jaylo’ have been reported to have higher economic values due to their greater fruit size and white stripped fruits, respectively. Due to their high economic value, these cultivars has been tested with different objectives in hydroponic production. ‘Bentley’ has been tested for susceptibility to Fusarium spp. and other water-borne diseases in hydroponic cultivation [17]. Nevertheless, scientific literature evaluating these sweet pepper and eggplant cultivars using different commercially available hydroponic fertilizers is still lacking. Therefore, the objectives of our study were to evaluate the effect of three different commercial hydroponic fertilizers on growth, fruit production, and fruit quality (fruit shape index) parameters of different cultivars of sweet pepper and eggplant in the Dutch bucket system.




2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Plant Materials and Growth Conditions


Seeds of sweet peppers ‘Bentley’ and ‘Orangella’ and eggplants ‘Angela’ and ‘Jaylo’ were obtained from Johnny’s Selected Seeds (Winslow, ME, USA) and sown on 12 February 2016. The seeds were sown in 1.5 cm3 rockwool starter cubes with a sheet of 98 cubes (Grodan, Milton, ON, Canada) and transplanted into a Dutch bucket system on 20 March 2016 at the Department of Horticulture and Landscape Architecture Research Greenhouses in Stillwater, OK, USA. The average daily temperature, measured using a data logger (T & D Corporation, Nagano, Japan), was 27.2 °C. Light was measured using the same sensor and the daily light integral (DLI) was calculated from this data by multiplying 7992.48 lux by 0.0185 (standard conversion factor for sunlight to convert lux to PPFD), then multiplying 172.9 µmol m −2 s−1 by 0.0864 (standard conversion based on the total number of seconds in a day divided by 1 million) to obtain a DLI average of 12.8 mol m−2 d−1 for sweet pepper production [8]. For eggplant production, the average lux for the growth period was 8701.23 lux, therefore, DLI was equal to 13.90 mol m−2 d−1. No nutrition was provided during nursery production. Seeds for the second replication were sown on 15 February 2017 and transplanted into the system on 23 March 2017. A single plant was transplanted into each bucket. The Dutch buckets were placed 50 cm apart and the rows were 100 cm apart and arranged on the opposite side of the irrigation and drainage pipes. Water was provided to each plant by a drip emitter, which supplied 3.75 L of water per h. Buckets were filled with expanded clay pebbles (Mother Earth Hydroton, National Garden Wholesale Sunlight Supply, Vancouver, WA, USA). The water that drained away was recirculated from a 150 L capacity storage tank using an electric pump.




2.2. Fertilizers


Both crops were fertilized by 5N-4.8P-21.6K (Jack’s, J.R. Peters, Allentown, PA, USA), 5N-5.2P-21.6K (Peters, J.R. Peters, Allentown, PA, USA), and 7N-3.9P-4.1K (Dyna Gro, Richmond, CA, USA). The fertilizers used in this experiment had different elemental compositions (Table 1). Fertilizers 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 5N-5.2P-21.6K did not contain calcium (Ca) in their formulation, therefore, it was recommended by the manufacturer to add calcium nitrate (CaNO3) (Haifa North America, Inc., Altamonte Spring, FL, USA) to supply Ca and a fraction of nitrogen (N). Fertilizer 7N-3.9P-4.1K contained all the recommended dosages of nutrients in one formulation. Tap water with an electrical conductivity (EC) of 0.5 dS m−1 and a pH of 7.8 was used to prepare the nutrient solution.




2.3. EC, pH, and Data Collection


Sweet pepper fruits were harvested when 80% color (yellow or orange) development occurred and eggplants were harvested when they reached full size (i.e., weighing 250–400 g). Harvesting was carried out once or twice a week depending on number and maturity stage of fruits. The EC of all the nutrient solutions was maintained at 2.5–3.5 dS m−1. If EC was higher than the recommended limit, then water was added and if EC was lower, then some fertilizer was added. The pH was maintained at 5.5–6.5 for eggplants and 5.5–6 for peppers. The commercially available product pH down (General Hydroponics, Santa Rosa, CA, USA) were used to adjust pH. This product was reported to be best among different organic and inorganic products used for pH maintenance in hydroponics [18]. The pH and EC of the solution was checked every alternate day.



At each harvest, data were collected on fruit weight and fruit shape index (for sweet pepper). Shape index was defined by the equatorial to longitudinal length ratio and calculated by dividing the maximum height (H) of fruit to the maximum width (W) of fruit (H/W) [19]. The height and width of each fruit were measured from randomly selected fruit. Nutrient analysis was conducted for the leaves of sweet peppers and eggplants. The nutrient analysis data for sweet pepper are not presented because there were no nutritional disorders in sweet pepper and nutrient concentration were within recommended limits. At the end of the trial, data were collected on fresh shoot weight, dry shoot, and root weight (shoots and roots dried for 2 days at 56 °C). Nutrient analysis of leaf samples was analyzed by the Soil, Water and Forage Analytical Laboratory at Oklahoma State University, using a nutrient analyzer (TruSpec Elemental Analyzer; LECO Corp, St. Joseph, MI, USA).




2.4. Experimental Setup and Data Analyses


The experimental design was a split plot design with two replications over time. The factors were fertilizer (main plots, three levels) and cultivars (sub plots, two levels for each crop). The experimental unit for the fertilizer was 18 plants, while the experimental unit for the cultivar was nine plants of each crop. Therefore, for each fertilizer treatment, there were nine replicas of each cultivar. Tests of significance were performed at the 0.05, 0.001, and 0.0001 levels. Least significance difference (LSD) method was used for comparing differences between treatment means. Data analysis was generated using SAS/STAT software (version 9.4) [20].





3. Results


3.1. Sweet Pepper


Interactions between fertilizer and sweet pepper cultivars occurred for shoot fresh and dry weight, and average fruit weight (Table 2). Shoot fresh weight and dry weight were significantly greater for ‘Orangella’ as compared to ‘Bentley’ when fertilized with 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 5N-5.2P-21.6K (Figure 1 and Figure 2). There was no significant difference between shoot fresh and dry weight between sweet pepper cultivars when fertilized with 7N-3.9P-4.1K (Figure 1 and Figure 2). Average fruit weight was significantly greater for ‘Orangella’ as compared to ‘Bentley’ when fertilized with 5N-4.8P-21.6K, whereas there was no significant difference between two cultivars when fertilized with 5N-5.2P-21.6K and 7N-3.9P-4.1K (Figure 3). Average fruit weight ranged from 122–172 g.



For fruit yield and root weight, there was a significant fertilizer effect, while there was no fertilizer or cultivar effect for shape index (Table 2). The fruit yield of sweet pepper was significantly greater in 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 5N-5.2P-21.6K as compared to 7N-3.9P-4.1K (Table 3). The root weight of sweet pepper was significantly greater in 5N-4.8P-21.6K as compared to 5N-5.2P-21.6K and 7N-3.9P-4.1K (Table 3).




3.2. Eggplant


Interactions between fertilizer and eggplant cultivars occurred for shoot fresh weight. The shoot fresh weight was significantly greater for ‘Angela’ as compared to ‘Jaylo’ when fertilized with 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 7N-3.9P-4.1K. There was no significant difference between the shoot fresh weights of eggplant cultivars when fertilized with 5N-5.2P-21.6K (Figure 4).



A fertilizer effect was found on the shoot dry weight, while a cultivar main effect was only found for the shoot dry weight of eggplant (Table 2). There was no significant difference for yield and root weight among different fertilizer treatments (Table 2). The shoot dry weight of eggplant was significantly greater in 5N-4.8P-21.6K as compared to 5N-5.2P-21.6K and 7N-3.9P-4.1K when pooled across cultivars (Table 4). The shoot dry weight of ‘Angela’ was significantly greater than ‘Jaylo’ when pooled across fertilizers (Table 4).



Eggplant fruits developed an abnormal color after 2 months of production in both years. The fruits of the ‘Jaylo’ cultivar turned brownish-purple in color, while the ‘Angela’ cultivar fruits developed a yellow color. Foliar analysis found that the concentration of all nutrients was above the recommended upper limit except N (Table 5). A pairwise comparison was performed between the recommended foliar nutrient concentration by Flores et al. [21] and foliar nutrient concentration of plants grown in different fertilizers was observed.





4. Discussion


Fruit weight and fruit shape index are two important characteristics of sweet peppers, determining the fruit quality [22]. For sweet pepper, fruits weighing less than 100 g are considered to be unmarketable [22]; in the current trial, the sweet pepper average fruit weight ranged from 122–172 g (Figure 3). Rubio et al. [22] also looked for the response of Ca and K on the yield and fruit quality of sweet pepper and found that adequate management of Ca and K fertilization could help improve yield and fruit quality (fruit shape index) of sweet pepper in hydroponics. The findings from the current experiment for sweet pepper fruit yield support the results from Rubio et al. [22], as high yielding fertilizers 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 5N-5.2P-21.6K were high in Ca and K as compared to 7N-3.9P-4.1K, whereas there was no effect on fruit quality (fruit shape index). Fertilizer 5N-4.8P-21.6K has been recommended for hydroponic production of tomatoes, cucumbers, and peppers and was found to be similar in nutrient content with the hydroponic recipe prepared by the University of Arizona, which provided remarkable results [9].



Another study evaluated the effect of nutrition and irrigation on sweet pepper production in hydroponics and concluded that in a closed system, the fertilization of nitrogen (N) 240, phosphorus (P) 60, (K) 300, magnesium (Mg) 50, ferrous (Fe) 6, manganese (Mn) 3, boron (B) 1.6, zinc (Zn) 2, (Ca) 90, copper (Cu) 0.8 and molybdenum (Mo) 0.12 (mg L−1) was appropriate for sweet pepper production [23]. Therefore, there is a possibility of a further increase in fruit yield for current sweet pepper cultivars because all the nutrient levels of the current fertilizers were lower than the levels recommended by Gul et al. [23] (Table 1). Adding potassium peroxide at a rate of 1 g L−1 has also been reported to result in a 20% increase in sweet pepper yield in hydroponics [24].



For hydroponic eggplant production, we did not find any recommendations of specific fertilizers in the literature other than self-preparation of Hoagland’s solution [25]. However, since the manufacturer recommended that the fertilizers tested in the current trial were suitable for fruiting vegetable crops, they were tested for eggplants. Both the form and quantity of N play important roles in hydroponic as well as field vegetable production. The nitrate form of N should dominate in the nutrient solution, while the ammoniacal form should be lower [25]. In the current study, fertilizers 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 5N-5.2P-21.6K had a total N in nitrate form while 7N-3.9P-4.1K had 2.6% as ammoniacal form and 4.4% as nitrate form. In terms of the quantity of N, the recommendation of total N for hydroponic production of eggplants was 120–170 ppm, which was satisfied by the fertilizers used in our study [26]. There was limited literature providing information regarding micronutrient requirements of eggplant in soilless culture. It has been reported that eggplants need 15, 10, 5, 0.75 and 0.5 μM of Fe, Mn, Zn, Cu, and Mo, respectively [26].



The yellowing of eggplant leaves and fruits was initially suspected to be caused by a deficiency of some nutrients. Eggplant is susceptible to boron deficiency and young fully developed leaves turn yellow at the distal end [27]. However, foliar analysis of eggplant revealed that the concentration of all the nutrients was above the recommended limit except N (Table 5). Therefore, the yellowing in plants was more likely due to the toxicity of nutrients. A possible reason explaining this nutrient toxicity in hydroponic eggplant production is the use of expanded clay balls as a stand-alone substrate. Some substrates may have a higher cation-exchange capacity, thereby leading to the localization of some nutrients in root zones and to the toxicity of nutrients. Pine bark has been suggested to be the best stand-alone substrate for fruit vegetable production [28]. Another reason explaining nutrient toxicity could be the higher accumulation of macro and micronutrients in closed hydroponic systems reported in some studies [29]. Therefore, the selection of an adequate stand-alone substrate is important for hydroponic vegetable production to avoid yield loss due to nutrient toxicity [30]. Moreover, there is need for an appropriate method to monitor nutrient concentration in solution during growing cycles.



Many studies have reported different EC ranges for the hydroponic cultivation of eggplants. The response of eggplant to salinity in a recirculating hydroponics system was studied by Savvas et al. [26], who found that high salinity significantly affected osmotic potential due to reduced water uptake leading to less water being directed towards fruit development and they recommended an EC of 1.5 dS m−1. Moazed et al. [31] and Mahjoor et al. [32] recommend an EC of 2.5 dS m−1. According to the foliar nutrient concentrations, by maintaining the EC in the recommended range (2.5–3.5 dS m−1), plants were not able to maintain nutrient concentration in required limits as the concentration of all the nutrients except N was higher than the recommended range. Therefore, some researchers have reported that the EC is not a good indicator for estimating the nutrient concentration of solution, as EC indicates total dissolved ion concentrations only and cannot be used directly to determine individual ion concentrations. Thus, controlling nutrients based on EC in hydroponics may lead to excess or deficiency of some nutrients [33]. Periodic tissue sampling is reported to be the best way to evaluate if the nutrients provided are adequate for the growth stage and growing conditions [9]. Furthermore, some other non-destructive precision agriculture tools, such as mobile phone plant nitrogen applications, can be used to monitor nutrient concentrations in greenhouse production [34].




5. Conclusions


From the results of the present experiment, 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 5N-5.2P-21.6K can be recommended for sweet pepper production in hydroponics because fruit yield was not significantly different between these fertilizers, whereas it was significantly greater than with 7N-3.9P-4.1K. For cultivar evaluation, ‘Orangella’ produced significantly greater shoot fresh and dry weight in 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 5N-5.2P-21.6K. Nevertheless, vegetable producers are more interested in fruit yield and quality. The average fruit weight of ‘Orangella’ was significantly lower than ‘Bentley’ when grown in 5N-4.8P-21.6K. Moreover, some other factors needed to be evaluated to recommend these cultivar for hydroponic production because some studies reported ‘Bentley’ to be susceptible to Fusarium and to water borne disease [17]. Two months data for eggplants showed that there was no effect of cultivar or fertilizer on eggplant yield, while the main effects of cultivar and fertilizer were observed for shoot dry weight, with ‘Angela’ producing significantly greater results than ‘Jaylo’ and 5N-4.8P-21.6K producing significantly greater results among the three fertilizers. An interaction among fertilizers and eggplant cultivars was observed for eggplant shoot fresh weight, with ‘Angela’ producing significantly greater weight in 5N-4.8P-21.6K and 7N-3.9P-4.1K. Based on the results of the current study, it is not possible to recommend either fertilizer or cultivar for the hydroponic production of eggplant, as after 2 months, almost all the fruits were non-marketable due to yellowing. Therefore, future studies are needed to investigate the physiology behind the yellowing of eggplant fruits, and to identify a better indicator of nutrient concentration than EC. Different recycling rates of nutrient solutions and alternatives for stand-alone substrates for eggplant hydroponic production should be evaluated in future studies because this will also affect nutrient accumulation into plant parts.
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Figure 1. Interaction between sweet pepper cultivars (‘Bentley’ and ‘Orangella’) and hydroponic fertilizers (5N-4.8P-21.6K, 5N-5.2P-21.6K, and 7N-3.9P-4.1K) for shoot fresh weight (g) per plant (n = 9). Data are presented as means ± SEM. Means with same lowercase letter are not significantly different by LSD (p ≤ 0.05) between cultivars within fertilizers. Means with same uppercase letter are not significantly different by LSD (p ≤ 0.05) among fertilizers within each cultivar. 
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Figure 2. Interaction between sweet pepper cultivars (‘Bentley’ and ‘Orangella’) and hydroponic fertilizers (5N-4.8P-21.6K, 5N-5.2P-21.6K, and 7N-3.9P-4.1K) for shoot dry weight (g) per plant (n = 9). Data are presented as means ± SEM. Means with same lowercase letter are not significantly different by LSD (p ≤ 0.05) between cultivars within fertilizers. Means with same uppercase letter are not significantly different by LSD (p ≤ 0.05) among fertilizers within each cultivar. 
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Figure 3. Interaction between sweet pepper cultivars (‘Bentley’ and ‘Orangella’) and hydroponic fertilizers (5N-4.8P-21.6K, 5N-5.2P-21.6K, and 7N-3.9P-4.1K) for average fruit weight (g) per plant (n = 9). Data are presented as means ± SEM. Means with same lowercase letter are not significantly different by LSD (p ≤ 0.05) between cultivars within fertilizers. Means with same uppercase letter are not significantly different by LSD (p ≤ 0.05) among fertilizers within each cultivar. 
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Figure 4. Interaction between eggplant cultivars (‘Angela’ and ‘Jaylo’) and hydroponic fertilizers (5N-4.8P-21.6K, 5N-5.2P-21.6K, and 7N-3.9P-4.1K) for shoot fresh weight (g) (n = 9). Data are presented as means ± SEM. Means with the same lowercase letter are not significantly different by LSD (p ≤ 0.05) between cultivars within fertilizers. Means with same uppercase letter are not significantly different by LSD (p ≤ 0.05) among fertilizers within each cultivar. 
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Table 1. Nutrient concentrations (in ppm) of hydroponic fertilizers when 3.69 kg were dissolved in 3785.4 L of water (as suggested by manufacturer).
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	Nutrients
	Concentrations for 5N-4.8P-21.6K
	Concentrations for 5N-5.2P-21.6K
	Concentrations for 7N-3.9P-4.1K





	Nitrogen
	150.00
	150