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Cool Climate Sfrawberries 
Fare Well On Plasticulture 

Eastern strawberry varieties may net more profit on plasticulture than 
southern varieties in cool climates. 

By Joseph A. Fiola, Charlie O'Dell, 
and Jerry Williams 
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FOR the past few years, 
researchers in New Jersey, 
Virginia, Maryland, and 
Western North Carol ina 

have made summer and early fall 
plantings on raised bed plasticulture 
comparing disease-resistant winter-
hardy Eastern U.S. strawberry vari
eties versus the California variety 
Chandler. Results show much better 
profit potential for Eastern varieties 
on plasticulture. 

Trials in New Jersey compared the 
sou the rn varieties Sweet Charl ie , 
Seascape , and Chand le r w i th 29 
Eastern varieties and breeding lines, 
all planted 12 inches apart in-row, 
two rows per plastic-mulched bed, 
17,400 plants per acre. These trials 
confirm the belief that for the colder 
regions of the East, planting of the lo
cally developed and adapted Eastern 
varieties will give more consistent 
profitable production than Chandler 
and other Southern varieties. 

Planting Options 
Newly developed planting options 

for the plasticulture system and the 
initiation of commercial tip and plug 
product ion of the eastern varieties 
by local nurseries will facilitate the 
large scale commercial adoption of 
plasticulture in the region. For 1997, 
growers have four plant establish
ment options for plasticulture pro
duc t ion wi th Eastern varieties: 1) 
purchase dormant plants to plant in 
early spring to start your own tips 
and plugs; 2] purchase runner tips in 
early July to grow your own plugs; 
3) purchase plugs for August set
tings; or 4) purchase dormant bare 
root plants for early July planting on 
the plastic mulch. 
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Change In Nursery 
Plants Required 

The plast icul ture strawberry in
dustry , if it is to see more rap id 
growth by producers in colder areas, 
needs both actively growing young 
vegetative strawberry plug plants and 
dormant-dug bare root plants of East
ern varieties. Nurseries producing 
certified disease-free dormant bare 
root plants of Eastern varieties are 
considering marketing runner tips to 
greenhouse plug plant producers. 

Also, this summer, Canadian pro
ducers are planning to test-market 
runner tips of Eastern varieties to se
lected commercial plug producers. 
Call your strawberry plug supplier 
and your favorite nursery that pro
duces dormant bare root plants now 
to request Eastern variety plants , 
plugs, or runner tips. Canadian and 
Eastern nurseries need an idea of 
market demand for their 1997 sum
mer runner tip production program. 

Some veteran berry growers with 
g r e e n h o u s e s , mis t s y s t e m s , and 
plant propagat ion exper ience are 
producing their own plug plants of 
Eastern varieties for field transplant
ing dur ing the m o n t h of August . 
Early-to-mid August field planting is 
recommended for plugs of Eastern 
varieties in colder areas with shorter 
growing seasons. 

Planting Techniques 
Mechanical mulch planters may 

be used to set double-rowed straw
berry plug plants. Also, water wheel 
planters can be specifically tailored 
for p lan t ing s t rawber ry p lugs by 
carefully sizing the punch spikes to 
the size/configuration and in-row 
spacing of the strawberry plugs. 

Still another plant establishment 
option exists for growers desiring to 
enter production of Eastern varieties 

on hill system plast iculture: Plant 
traditional dormant bare-root plants 
around July 1. Inflorescences are re
moved by hand when they develop 
soon after plant ing. Make several 
trips over our field plots to stimulate 
vegetative growth. 

The high labor of hand planting 
bare roots through plastic mulch plus 
the earlier summer planting required 
for dormant plants to provide time 
for sufficient vegetative growth have 
been drawbacks to commercial adop
tion of plasticulture production. 

However, a four-seat (two seats per 
row) water-wheel planter has been 
developed that has 24-inch or larger 
diameter punch wheels especially 
ta i lored for s t rawber ry bare root 
p lan ts , inc lud ing the e l l ip t ica l ly 
shaped 5-inch length wheel punch. 
Such wheels may also be available 
from other m a n u f a c t u r e r s , bu t 
wheels less than 24 inches in diame
ter with the elliptical 5-inch punch 
will cut the plastic mulch between 
planting holes as the spikes roll over 
the mulch film. 

Note: An a l l -purpose vegetable 
water -wheel p u n c h whee l is not 
recommended for bare root plants. 
Remember, set dormant p lants of 
Eastern varieties about July 1. Set 
plug plants of Eastern varieties mid-
to-late August [or early August in re
gions with cold, short summers). 

Paint Mulch White 
A latex-based white greenhouse , 

shading paint d i lu ted one part to 
eight parts of water, 2 gallons of pur
chased paint /acre, can be used to 
temporarily whiten the black mulch. 
This will keep the film surface and 
crown temperatures as muph 10°F 
cooler at mid-day in bright early July 
sun. Formulated to break down and 
wash off the p l a s t i c mfflfch, the 
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whitened mulch film slowly returns 
to black color. Almost 100% livabili-
ty has been achieved after setting 
bare root p l a n t s on t e m p o r a r i l y 
whitened film. 

Harvest of berries planted on a per
manent white-on-black mulch is de
layed about a week to ten days later 
than black, so that hot weather may 
shorten the harvest season. This also 
triggers the plants to return to the 
runner-producing vegetative state be
fore the desired fruiting yields and 
desired season have been achieved. 

Study the 1996 harvest data from 
New Jersey research. It compares 

berry size and yield of 29 Eastern va
rieties and advanced breeding selec
tions from strawberry breeding pro
grams in New Jersey, USDA (Mary
land), New York, Arkansas, Canada, 
and Italy side by side to Chandler, 
Seascape, and Sweet Charlie. We can 
all hope to enjoy the benefits and 
profi t po t en t i a l of p l a s t i c u l t u r e 
s t rawber ry p roduc t ion us ing the 
hardy Eastern varieties that are best 
adapted to our colder climates! 

Special thanks to Robert Rouse, 
Regional Specialist at Queenstown, 
MD; Dr. Gene Galletta, USDA Belts-
ville; Dr. Barclay Poling, Extension 

Horticulturist and Director, NCSU 
Small Fruits Center; Sam and Scott 
Walker at Walker Brother Farms; 
Carl Ghesquiere of Strawberry Hill 
Inc.; Wayne and Sylvia Robertson at 
B r i t t i ngham P lan t Farms ; Tim 
Nourse at Nourse Farms; Dick Allen 
at Aliens Berry Farm; Danny Allen at 
Kennco Manufacturing Co.; and Vic
tor Lilley of Reddick Fumigants, Inc. 
for their help on our projects. D 

Fiola is specialist in Small Fruit and Viticulture at Rut
gers Fruit Research and Extension Center, Cream Ridge, 
NJ. O'Dell is Extension Horticulturist , Commercial 
Small Fruit and Vegetable Production, and Williams is 
Horticulturist, Department of Horticulture, Virginia 
Tech, Blacksburg, VA. 

The Future in Plasticulture 
Researchers are comparing strawberry varieties on plastic-mulched beds. Here's how they sta^Cd"ufrin 1996^ 
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