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, and Gowan USA. Thanks for this industry support. Other sponsors
are welcome to join, simply contact Bob Hochmuth.

Post freeze discussion:

As | had said many times last week, “the Suwannee Valley watermelon crop, as a whole, survived....just
barely in some parts”. Over the region we saw a wide range of cold damage, from only very minor frost
to a few fields with serious damage necessitating entire fields to be replanted. There were several fields
that required partial replanting and plants seemed to be available. The trend was that the damage was
more significant in the northern part of the region. The coldest pocket showed temperatures below
freezing for 5 hours (3 am to 8 am) and a low temperature of 28 degrees F.

The interesting observation noted in this event as well as many past freeze events is that fields had
more severe damage on one side or end of the field. This is because the air temperature is a few
degrees higher over a watermelon field with black plastic mulch than over surrounding fields. During a
cold morning event you can see this with the temperature readings on your truck dash in and out of a
field. As the cold air masses move into an area, they try to “push” the warmer masses over the
watermelon fields. If you imagine a push/pull scenario where the cold air has to displace the warm air
and it is a “battle” trying to clear out the warmer air. Given enough time, the colder air mass surrounds
the field and will win, but often the cold air only pushes a part of the way into the watermelon field,
therefore more damage along the end of the field where the cold air “won the battle”. This damage is
usually more likely along the west or northern ends, but can occur on any side where the cold air moves
in (Photo 1). The more protection with forests, tree lines or other protection, especially on the west or
northern border, the better those fields survived typically. The worst-case situations occurred where a
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large grass pasture or hay field bordered the watermelon field with no border protection. Grass fields
“get colder faster” and move more quickly in the edges of a watermelon field and we saw more damage
where a grass field bordered the watermelon field on one side or more.

What else did we learn? At this point, | have not seen any field where the grower felt as though any
spray materials resulted in any obvious protection against the freeze/frost damage. In fact, | have seen
one VaporGuard field where you could not see any difference and one VaporGuard plus potassium
acetate combo where that combo resulted in much more burning than the non-sprayed part of the field.
It is hard to determine if the burn was frost burn or simply spray burn from that cocktail, but for sure the
plants had more burn where the spray was applied. In either case, the sprays did not show obvious
protection. Now, | am not saying that | have seen all fields where some spray protection was attempted,
but boy | would love to see any situation where some spray cocktail helped. Call us so we can learn,
otherwise the cold always wins. Of course, physical protection of paper plates or a sheet of packing wax
paper worked very well where they were deployed to cover plants.

The next discussion has been what other strategies can help recovery? Let me first say a watermelon
plant is a tough plant and will surprise you as to how it can recover if even only one side shoot/bud
survives. Replanting decisions had to be made last week so that is mostly behind us, however, the
assessments last week focused on plant survival in the plant hole as to whether any new side shoots
survived. Within one day after the freeze, you could see the new side shoot growing already from the
base of the plant, and a second new leaf by day 2-3. So, as the week progressed everything simply
looked better (greener) down the rows. In many cases the plants will mostly regrow from the side
shoots at the base (Photo 2)The plants had established a root system and continued to grow if they
were not killed entirely. This well-established root system aids the plants in a speedy and strong
recovery. My advice was to limit spray cocktails. | am aware that frequently copper and Epsom salts are
added to the tank. | am not in favor of either one being added typically. We want to allow the plant to
recover as fast as possible and Epsom salts increases likelihood of burning and copper is well known for
slowing the growth of watermelons, so the potential negative impacts outweigh and potential benefit in
my mind. However, a cover spray of chlorothalonil or mancozeb at least weekly now does make sense.
Any other potential benefits are more likely to occur via the drip system; a low rate of liquid fertilizer or
other nutritional material “may” help. At least the root system is well established and can pick up
nutrients, but the damaged leaves are certainly in no position to pick up much of anything right after a
freeze event. In summary, let the watermelon plant show us how strong it is if we leave it alone! (Bob
Hochmuth)

Fungicide programs:

In most fields, we should start fungicide sprays. As in past years, | advocate starting with chlorothalonil
(Bravo or other formulations) or mancozeb (Manzate or other). Once we switch too early in the season
to other more narrowly targeted materials, we run out of good rotation options. So, unless some other
situation dictates otherwise, the season starts with chlorothalonil or mancozeb. (Bob Hochmuth).

Petiole-sap testing:

Extension agents in the Suwannee Valley region will again offer weekly petiole-sap testing this year. Let
your County Extension agent if you want that service this year. They will start once vines reach a couple
feet in length which will or is happening already (Bob Hochmuth).



Photo 1. Freeze damage along the perimeter of a field where the cold air entered the field.
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Photo 2. Recovery of watermelon plant small side shoots at the base of the plant in the plant hole.




