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 early commitment. Other
sponsors plan to and will be joining shortly.

Preparing for cold temperatures:

The hot topic (well actually cold topic) are the forecasted low temperatures Tuesday and Wednesday
mornings with forecasts predicting mid-30s both nights. Some wind (5-10 mph) on Monday night will
help somewhat. Well, it is still mid-March, so this will not be a rare event historically speaking, however,
over the past decade it has been less frequent here in North Florida. Here are a few points to consider:
The rain ahead of the cold will be a good thing to build soil moisture through Monday so the stored heat
in the soil will not be lost as quickly as dry soil. Dry soil under the mulch and/or between the beds is the
worst-case scenario for holding heat. Of course, black mulches can warm the beds if the sun is shining
the day before the cold comes in. So you will want to be sure you have adequate moisture in the bed,
and if needed run the drip for short cycles if beds are dry. But, the rain will likely take care of this issue.
Once upon a time, it was believed the drip should be turned on and run all night long, but our research
has proven this wrong. In fact, running the drip all night resulted in lower morning temperatures than
where we did not run the drip irrigation at all. What we learned was the 72-degree water can “kick-
start” cooling the warm bed temperatures. If there is a benefit at all to running the drip it might be
starting just before daybreak as the soil temperatures will likely be lower than the 72-degree water
temperature., but we have not conducted that research.

There is a long list of spray materials reported to help stave off frost or freeze damage. | really wish we
had unbiased research to say any of them are effective. But, the reality is that the research that has
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been done does not verify the benefits of actual frost protection. A discussion about these materials
from University of Georgia can be found here. https://site.caes.uga.edu/vegpath/2021/03/685/

| am not saying, don’t try something (I understand), but if you do, | beg you to leave a 50-100 ft
unsprayed strip so we can follow up and collect real time data.

If you do get some injury, | would use a broad-spectrum fungicide like chlorothalonil or mancozeb. |
would not suggest using copper because it will likely stunt the plants and delay recovery.

My final thought is related to using some type of cover for this event. Hopefully the forecast will trend
upward, but the high winds Monday will make it difficult to deploy cups, plates, etc. But, keep a close
eye on the forecast, especially for Wednesday morning. One more thing, .... say a prayer! (Bob
Hochmuth)

Dry beds are a problem:

This year there were more situations where drier than preferred beds were formed and covered with
mulch. Dry beds simply are a big problem! Dry beds make it very difficult to get good transplant
establishment. It is critical to make sure adequate water goes into the plant hole or that the plants are
watered in somehow, water wagons, pivot irrigation, etc. In addition, dry beds are nearly impossible to
adequately wet without long events that result in leaching bed fertilizer. Dry beds can also result in
greater likelihood of fertilizer salt injury. The transplant injury is more likely at high fertilizer rates in the
bed and not necessarily the fertilizer analysis. The solubilized fertilizer in solution can be drawn to the
plant hole because that is where evaporation can occur. The water evaporates leaving the salt behind at
the base of the transplants (Bob Hochmuth)

Starting fungicide programs:

In most fields, the time is here or near to start fungicide sprays. As in past years, | advocate starting with
chlorothalonil (Bravo or other formulations). 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. (Bob Hochmuth)
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