Welcome to our UF/IFAS Extension Suwannee Valley Watermelon Crop Update. These updates will be
summarized by Bob Hochmuth, Regional Specialized Extension Agent- Vegetable Crops, with input
from Suwannee Valley Extension Agents: Mark Warren (Levy), Tyler Pittman (Gilchrist), Tatiana
Sanchez-Jones (Alachua), Luke Harlow (Bradford), Dan Fenneman (Madison), Keith Wynn (Hamilton),
Emily Beach (Lafayette), Jim Devalerio (Union), Ben Hoffner (Jefferson), Raymond
Balaguer(Suwannee), Derick Conover (Columbia) Kevin Athearn (RSA-Agri- business), and Jay Capasso
(RSA- Water Resources), and Sydney Williams (NFREC-SV).

If you know someone who wants to be added to this weekly notice, have them contact Taite Miller,
taitemiller@ufl.edu, or Bob Hochmuth, bobhoch@ufl.edu, or navigate
to https://subscribe.ifas.ufl.edu/extweb/nfrec-sv-watermelon.html

We will continue this year to support our watermelon growers with a rapid diagnostics system through
Suwannee Valley Regional and County Extension Agents. This industry-funded program allows Extension
Agents to submit and pay for watermelon grower’s plant disease and other diagnostic samples. This SV
Rapid Diagnostic Watermelon Program will help us to get quicker diagnostic results, helping to give
early alerts to everyone, and not have to charge the growers directly. Plant disease samples are typically
$40 and leaf tissue analyses are typically $20. We are always solicitating those industry reps interested
in sponsoring this effort. The past year’s sponsorships have ranged from $200 to $2,000 per company.
Sponsors will be recognized every week beginning this week. Those interested in being added as a
sponsor can contact Bob Hochmuth at bobhoch@ufl.edu or 386-288-6301.

Current 2026 sponsors of our Watermelon Rapid Diagnostics Program include: Mayo Ag Services,
Harrell’s Fertilizer, BASF/Nunhems, Gowan USA, and TriEst Ag Group. Thanks for this industry support.
Other sponsors are welcome to join, simply contact Bob Hochmuth.

HOLD THE DATE, April 30th: “Watermelon Insect and Disease Clinic”. This year, instead of a traditional
watermelon field day, we are planning a “hands on” Suwannee Valley diagnostic plant clinic for
watermelon insects and diseases. We are planning to have dissecting scopes, hand lens, and other tools
to help you diagnose major insects and diseases and what management strategies are recommended.
Hold April 30" from 5 pm to 7:30 pm at the Women’s Center in Trenton. An industry-sponsored dinner
will be included. More details are to come next week.

Squash bugs, that is what was “bugging me” last week:

Well, every year is different and this one is packed with surprises. As | noted last week, we were
beginning to get calls about squash bugs. By the end of the week, the squash bug issue was in full swing
and not just in isolated fields. In the past 6-8 years, squash bug problems were somewhat isolated to
fields in Levy and Gilchrist Counties (congratulation, by the way, LOL). Even though we have seen a
spread to other counties in the last year or two, it was not at populations that were of great concern.
This 2026 season is quite different. Populations at high levels are being reported in every county in the
Suwannee Valley region. As | mentioned last week, we do not have a specific threshold to help
determine if you should spray or not, but once we see eggs being laid, we must make a decision and if
we see high frequency of mating pairs (generally around the field perimeter), it likely makes sense to
spray and eliminate the population early. Look for individual adults and mating pairs. Squash bugs
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migrate into fields from wooded areas outside the field perimeter. We encourage everyone to scout and
detect them early. It is better to spray the borders earlier as they migrate in as opposed to having to
spray the entire field potentially killing many beneficials. The pyrethroid class of insecticides
recommended for use on squash bugs and this class is hard on pollinators. Uncontrolled populations of
squash bug adults early in the season will build to huge and damaging populations at harvest feeding on
the main stems of fruit. Squash bugs are easy to kill with one of the pyrethroids but remember we need
to get good contact with the squash bug to kill it. This is not an easy task because the squash bugs like to
feed on the bases of the watermelon plant stems and will “hide” in the plant hole in the mulch and
sometimes under the plastic around the hole making spray contact difficult. To improve the likelihood of
control, use high spray pressure and volume and spray in the very late evening or at night. These
suggestions have resulted in excellent control. We have not found any product effective via chemigation
through the drip, so be cautious there with unproven suggestions. (See pages 100-101 in your IFAS
Watermelon Field Guide). (Bob Hochmuth)

Photo 1. Female squash bug laying eggs (photo by Bob Hochmuth).




Photo 2. Ma_ting pairs of squash bugs, not the males are smaller. (photo, qu Hochmuth).
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Photo 3. Squash bug eggs laid in patches. (photo by Bob Hochmuth).

Disease updates:

We have still been very clean so far as diseases go because we have seen dry, breezy conditions which
are not favorable for disease incidence. We will continue to see a lot of rough looking fields after the
mid-March freeze event, so we suggest you plan for the season to consistently show poor looking older
leaves. We need to keep an eye on that lower leaf tissue and be sure some disease is not active. If you
have traditionally liked to add in a Miravis Prime application, that time is probably now. Miravis Prime is
intended to be used more as a preventative spray, rather than curative. After this week, we may begin
to think about starting to add a material for powdery mildew, but we still do not have any reports of
powdery mildew. (Bob Hochmuth).

Petiole-sap testing and weekly fertigation guide:
We have started our weekly petiole-sap testing in most fields. The weekly fertigation amounts can be
fine-tuned with petiole-sap or whole leaf testing. Typically, we recommend more than a once-a-week



schedule, but a weekly schedule works well unless over irrigation occurs. For this year, there have been
several observations of fruit being set on plants with limited vines. After the freeze in March, the plants
were set back and had to regrow the vines, but the plants were still at the physiological age to set fruit.
That out of sync growth pattern created a challenging situation this year. So, what can we do? Our
weekly sap testing can help us a lot. We do not want excessive fertigation rates of N as we begin setting
fruit so to not trigger “kicking” or aborting fruit. But we can tend to stay closer to the upper end of the
recommended range. (Bob Hochmuth)



