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Wilted Plants a Hazard
at Retail Level

Hydretain a possible solution
to this problem

by Jim Barrett and Terril A. Nell

he most serious problem in
marketing bedding plants is
often their poor appearance
inretail display areas. Too frequently,
the plants are not watered enough
and begin to show signs of severe
drought stress, including wilt, yel-
lowing, and early senescence of flow-
ers. These poor quality plants dis-
courage prospective customers, re-
duce sales and may have to be taken
back by the grower.
Wehaveinitiated aresearch project
at the University of Florida to evalu-
ate postproduction performance of
bedding plants and to find methods
to improve the longevity of plants in
retail display. As a part of this project,
we have been evaluating various wa-
ter management products, including
hydrogels, wetting agents, anti-
transpirants, and recently, Hydretain.

Forms Gel on Media and
Roots

Hydretain is a new product devel-
oped by Ecologel U.S.A. and is mar-
keted by Aquatrols Corp. of America,
Pennsauken, N J. Itisaliquid contain-
ing a group of organic, biodegradable
compounds that are hygroscopic,
meaning they draw and hold water.
Hydretain is unique in that, being a
liquid, it can be applied to the media
anytime after planting or at the end of
production by injection in the irriga-
tion system. When applied, it forms a
thin gel on media particles and roots.
It remains water soluble and can be
leached out of the pot with subse-
quent irrigation if large amounts of
water are applied.

Our Hydretain studies have fo-
cused onits potential use at the end of
bedding plant production to reduce
wilting during the retail display pe-

riod. Bedding plant plugs were
planted in four-inch pots and grown
with minimum growth regulator use.
At finish, the plants were drenched
with three ounces of Hydretain solu-
tion. The dilution ratios used were
between 1:20 and 1:5. Then the plants
were moved to a shaded area in the
greenhouse, and the time to first wilt
was observed. When each plant
wilted, it was watered with 180 milli-
liters (six ounces) of water, and the
time to second wilt was determined.

Delays Wilting of Plants

The seedling geranium ‘Red Elite’
was one of the first crops tested. As
shown in Figure 1, the plants given
only water wilted after five days, while
those treated at the same time with
Hydretain did not wilt until after nine
to 11 days. There was little difference
between the Hydretain dilutions. The
results with ‘Little Bright Eyes’ vinca
are shown in Figure 2. The control
plants wilted in four days, compared
to plants in the

ence between the control and treated
‘Super Elfin Red’ impatiens in Table 1
was not as great as in the other crops.
Time to first wilt was three and four
days for control and 1:15 dilution,
respectively. Of the 180 milliliters of
waterapplied at wilt, the control plants
absorbed only 148 milliliters, while
the 1:15 plants absorbed 172 millili-
ters. Time to second wilt for those two
treatments was five and eight days,
respectively.

Moisture in Media Makes
Difference

We found that the moisture level
of the media at time of Hydretain
application was important for opti-
mum effect, as illustrated in Table 2
withimpatiens. The plants were given
Hydretain at 1:15 dilution and were
either wet or dry before treatment:
Themoist plants went twodayslonger
than controls before wilt, but the dry
plants at treatment did not have any
increased longevity.

Precautions to Take

There are some precautions in us-
ing Hydretain. The highest concen-
tration (1:5 dilution) was too strong
for most crops. In crops like mari-
golds and tomatoes, it caused phyto-
toxicity symptoms that appeared as
either yellowing of leaves or burning
of leaf margins. This treatment also
caused atemporary, slight wilting that
was easily alleviated by light water-
ing. Wilting occurred most often un-
der conditions of warm sunny days,
and thereweredifferencesbetweencrops.
Vinca was less sensitive; impatiens were

1:10 dilution

Table 1. Hydretain treatments on 'Super Elfin Red’ impatiens in

4-inch pots

tr?atment that Water Total days
wilted after Hydretain Days to absorbed . to
eight days. Flg- dilution® first wilt? . (ml) second wilt*
ure 3 shows re- Conteol 3 148 5

1:20 3 132 5
sults of treat- 1:15 4 172 8

1:10 4 167 7
ments on toma- 1:5 5 121 Z
toes. Control ' Each plant received 90 ml (3 fluid ounces) of Hydretain solution. Control plants were

given plain water.

plants wilted in
six and one-half
days, but the

? Days from treatment to wilt.

2 At first wilt, plant were given 180 ml (6 tluid ounces)
of water. This was amount retained in media.

* Total days from treatment to second wilt.
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Table 2. Infuence on soil moisture when Hydretain is applied to

N Impatiens.

tain treatments
t . t Days to

wen S1X o Hydretain Moisture First wilt Second wilt
sevendayslong- 115 7 13
er before wilt- 1:15 5 1
ing. Control 5 10
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The recommended Hydretain di- | plants, vegetabletransplants,and
lution on the label is 1:15, which was | flowering potted crops, such as
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to hose bibs are too variable for safe Jim Barrett and Terril A. Nell are professors of floriculture in the Environmental

- e Horticulture Department of the University of Florida in Gainesville. Funding for
use of H}’ dre.tqln. Since there.are few this work was provided by Aquatrols Corp. of America, Ecologel U.S.A., and the
mechanical injectors that will do a Bedding Plants Foundation Inc. Plant material was provided by Natural Beauty of
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Rootzone Moisture Manager
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The Water Management People

Cherry Hill Indust. Sites, Bidg. #26, Cherry Hill, NJ 08003

FOR TECHNICAL INFORMATION CALL:
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