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Abstract

:

The main objective of this study was to explore the viability of drip irrigation for organic spinach production and the management of spinach downy mildew disease in California. The experiment was conducted over two crop seasons at the University of California Desert Research and Extension Center located in the low desert of California. Various combinations of dripline spacings and installation depths were assessed and compared with sprinkler irrigation as control treatment. Comprehensive data collection was carried out to fully understand the differences between the irrigation treatments. Statistical analysis indicated very strong evidence for an overall effect of the irrigation system on spinach fresh yields, while the number of driplines in bed had a significant impact on the shoot biomass yield. The developed canopy crop curves revealed that the leaf density of drip irrigation treatments was slightly behind (1–4 days, depending on the irrigation treatment and crop season) that of the sprinkler irrigation treatment in time. The results also demonstrated an overall effect of irrigation treatment on downy mildew, in which downy mildew incidence was lower in plots irrigated by drips following emergence when compared to the sprinkler. The study concluded that drip irrigation has the potential to be used to produce organic spinach, conserve water, enhance the efficiency of water use, and manage downy mildew, but further work is required to optimize system design, irrigation, and nitrogen management practices, as well as strategies to maintain productivity and economic viability of utilizing drip irrigation for spinach.
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1. Introduction


Spinach (Spinacia oleracea L.) is a fast-maturing, cool-season vegetable crop. In California, spinach is mainly produced in four areas of the southern desert valleys, the southern coast, the central coast, and the central San Joaquin Valley. The farm gate value of Californian non-processing spinach from a total planted area of 13,557 ha was nearly 242 million dollars in 2017 [1]. The area in California under spinach production increased more than 30% over the last 10 years; the planted area increased from 1478 ha in 2008 to 3893 ha in 2017 in the Imperial Valley [2,3].



Water and nitrogen are generally essential drivers for plant growth and survival, and for spinach, are two key factors that considerably affect yield and quality [4]. Spinach is highly responsive to nitrogen fertilization [5] and accumulates as much as 134 kg ha−1 of nitrogen in 30 days [6]. Spinach yield was shown to increase as a result of high nitrogen application rates but decreased when nitrogen application rate was excessive [6]. Researchers reported that with the increase of nitrogen fertilizer application, nitrogen use efficiency of spinach was significantly decreased; however, water use efficiency (as the ratio of yield to the seasonal crop water use) of spinach was increased in most cases [5,7]. Reducing nitrogen fertilizer use in spinach will be a challenge. The crop has a shallow root system, a high N demand, which occurs over a short period, and strict quality standards for a deep green color that tends to encourage N applications beyond the agronomic requirements to maximize yield [6]. Addressing these challenges requires that nitrogen fertilizer is applied at the optimal time and rate based on crop uptake and the soil–nitrogen test, and that irrigation water is efficiently applied to minimize leaching. The unpublished data from a survey conducted by the University of California Cooperative Extension Monterey county indicates that spinach-growers generally apply more water than that needed by crop water (100% to 150% more).



Downy mildew on spinach is a widespread and very destructive disease in California. It is a disease that is the most significant issue facing the spinach industry, and crop losses can be significant in all areas where spinach is produced [8]. Peronospora effusa is an obligate oomycete that causes downy mildew of spinach. Spinach growers rely on host resistance and fungicides to manage downy mildew. This dependence on resistance was relatively effective until recently, when malignant forms of P. effusa began to emerge in rapid succession [9]. In recent years, several new downy mildew races have appeared in the state of California, raising concerns about the ability to manage this threat and causing the industry to consider research strategies to address the problem. Organic spinach producers are especially vulnerable to these virulent strains because synthetic fungicide use is prohibited, and choice in regard to variety is determined at planting. This has led to significant yield losses in organic spinach production.



Like all downy mildew pathogens, P. effusa requires cool and wet conditions for infection and disease development [8,10]. The California industry is known for using very high planting densities and a large number of seed lines per bed [10]. For the baby leaf or clipped markets, the planting density is usually 8.6–9.8 million seeds per hectare [11]. The dense canopy of spinach retains much moisture, and creates ideal conditions for infection and disease development. Spores (called sporangia) are dispersed at short distances via wind or splashing water, or at medium distances via wind. In addition, most conventional and organic spinach fields are irrigated by sprinkler irrigation in California. Overhead irrigation deposits free moisture on leaf surfaces and increases relative humidity in the canopy, which contributes to the speed and severity of downy mildew epidemics within a field when other conditions, such as temperature, are favorable. Production practices that reduce the favorability of the spinach canopy for downy mildew development are needed to reduce losses to downy mildew in both organic and conventional production.



Because most conventional and organic spinach fields are irrigated by sprinkler irrigation in California, overhead irrigation could contribute to the speed and severity of downy mildew epidemics within a field when other conditions, such as temperature, are favorable. While preventing downy mildew on spinach is of high interest of organic vegetable production in California, integrated approaches are greatly required to reduce yield losses from this major disease. New irrigation management techniques and practices in spinach production may have a significant economic impact to the leafy greens industry through the control of downy mildew. In addition to losses from plant pathogens, new irrigation practices could reduce risks to food safety caused by overhead application of irrigation water.



Drip irrigation has revolutionized crop production systems in western states of the US by increasing yields and water-use efficiency in many crops [12]. Sub-surface drip irrigation was successfully implemented on vegetable crops, such as processing tomato, where yields have increased by 20–50% over recent years since this practice was adapted [13]. While sub-surface drip irrigation has been utilized primarily for high-value specialty crops, several studies have reported the benefits of its application for agronomic low-value crops [12,13,14,15,16]. Drip irrigation was evaluated versus micro-sprinkler irrigation in spinach [17]. The drip was found to be better than the micro-sprinkler because of greater yields and the lower installation cost. The effectiveness of drip fertigation for reducing nitrate in spinach was reported by Takebe et al. [18]. Drip fertigation was considered to reduce nitrate more stably. In addition to higher yield, sub-surface and surface drip irrigation can reduce risks of plant diseases in vegetables by minimizing leaf wetness and waterlogged soil conditions.



Adapting drip irrigation for high-density spinach plantings may be a possible solution to reduce losses from downy mildew, improve crop productivity and quality, and conserve water and fertilizer. Currently, drip irrigation is not used for producing spinach in California, and there is a lack of information on the viability of this technology and optimal practices for irrigating spinach with drips. In fact, to our knowledge, few studies have been conducted to assess the potential benefit of drip irrigation for this high-density planted spinach. As an initial test, the main objective of this project was to evaluate the viability of adapting drip irrigation for organic spinach production. The project was particularly aimed at understanding the system design to successfully produce spinach, and to conduct a preliminary assessment on the impact of drip irrigation on the management of spinach downy mildew.




2. Materials and Methods


The field experiments were carried out over two crop seasons at the organic field of the University of California Desert Research and Extension Center (UC DREC) (32°48′35″ N; 115° 26′39″ W; 22 m below mean sea level) located in the Imperial Valley, California. The field had a silty clay soil (the top 30 cm soil surface contains 14% sand, 42% silt, and 44% clay). Soil characteristics referring to three genetic horizons selected from the soil survey are presented in Table 1. Soil pH ranged between 7.94 and 8.04, and its electric conductivity was from 1.3 to 2.9 dS m−1. The area has a desert climate with a mean annual rainfall of 76 mm and air temperature of 22 °C. Spinach can typically grow from October to March in this region. The average pH and electrical conductivity of water supply (surface water from the Colorado River) was 8.0 and 1.18 ds/m during the experiment, respectively.



2.1. Experimental Design and Treatments


Experiment 1 (fall experiment): Land preparation was conducted in late September 2018, and untreated Viroflay spinach seeds were planted at a rate of 37 kg ha−1 on 31st October. For the research trial (Figure 1a), five irrigation system treatments consisted of two drip depths (driplines on the soil surface and driplines at 3.8 cm depth), two dripline spacings (three driplines on a 203 cm bed and four driplines on an 203 cm bed), and sprinkler irrigation (203 cm bed). The experiment was arranged in a randomized complete block with four replications. Each drip replication had three beds, and each sprinkler replication had six beds. The beds were 61 m long. Figure 2 presents the individual experimental beds with four driplines at 3.8 cm and on the soil.



All treatments were germinated by sprinklers (two sets of five-hour irrigations). A flow control drip tape from the Toro company was used with a hose diameter of 15.88 mm, wall thickness of 0.154 mm, emitter spacing of 20.3 cm, and operating emitter flowrate of 0.49 L/h using the Nelson sprinklers R200WF Rotator (280 L/h @ 3.45 Bar) were used with spacings of 12.2 m × 9.1 m. Water distribution uniformity was measured for the sprinkler irrigation using the ASABE (American Society of Agricultural and Biological Engineers) standard method [19]. The average distribution uniformity for the sprinkler irrigation was 80%, and an average of 92% was assumed as water distribution uniformity of the drip irrigation.



True 6-6-2 (a homogeneous pelleted fertilizer from True Organic Products) was applied at a rate of 89 kg of N per hectare as pre-plant fertilizer, and True 4-1-3 (a liquid fertilizer from True Organic Products) was applied as complementary fertilizer through injection into the irrigation system. For the drip treatments, True 4-1-3 was applied three times after germination (by crop harvest) at a rate of 45, 33, and 44 kg of N per hectare. This liquid fertilizer was applied at a rate of 56, 42, and 50 kg of N per hectare for the sprinkler irrigation system. Soil tests conducted before planting were used to determine the status of available nitrogen/nutrients to develop fertilizer recommendations to achieve optimum crop production and prevent nitrogen deficiency. Initially, the crop was irrigated with more water than required, as determined by following crop evapotranspiration (ET, as the sum of soil evaporation and plant transpiration), and using soil moisture data, we tried to irrigate spinach trials more than crop water requirements to make sure there was no water stress for the entire crop season. However, according to our data, this led to over-irrigation at some points in the early and mid-crop season. Irrigation events were typically scheduled once a week for the sprinkler treatments and twice a week for the drip treatments at the required running times of each system/treatment.



Experiment 2 (winter experiment): Untreated Viroflay spinach seeds were planted at a rate of 38 kg ha−1 on 28th January. For the research trial (Figure 1b), three irrigation system treatments consisted of two dripline spacings (three driplines on a 203 cm bed and four driplines on a 203 cm bed), and sprinkler irrigation (203 cm bed). All driplines were installed at 3.8 cm depth. The experiment was arranged in a randomized complete block with four replications. Each drip and sprinkler treatment replication consisted of three beds × 61 m length. All treatments were germinated by sprinklers (two sets of five hours). The buffer beds located between sprinkler and drip treatments were not planted. The drip treatments were more frequently irrigated (three times a week with shorter irrigation events) than the drip treatments in the fall trial.



True 6-6-2 organic fertilizer was applied before planting at a rate of 78 kg of N per hectare, and the crop was supplemented with True 4-1-3 liquid fertilizer injection into irrigation system. For the drip system, True 4-1-3 was applied four times after germination (by crop harvest) at a rate of 34, 45, 33, and 44 kg of N per hectare. In the sprinkler system, the same fertilizer was applied at a rate of 45, 45, 50, and 45 kg of N per hectare.




2.2. Field Measurements and Analysis


The actual crop ET (evapotranspiration) was measured using Tule Technology sensor (www.tuletechnologis.com) which uses the residual of energy balance method as surface renewal equipment. Using the actual crop water-use data measured and spatial California Irrigation Management Information System (CIMIS) data (http://wwwcimis.water.ca.gov/SpatialData.aspx), the actual crop coefficient curve was developed for each crop season. The reference ET (ETo) was retrieved from spatial CIMIS as well. Images were taken on weekly basis utilizing an infrared camera (NDVI digital camera, NDVI stands for the Normalized Difference Vegetation Index) to quantify the development of the crop canopy of each treatment over the crop seasons. The images were analyzed using PixelWrench2 software. Decagon 5TE sensors were installed at three depths (20, 30, and 45 cm) to monitor soil water content on a continuous basis. The numerous horizontal roots of spinach typically remain in the top 30 cm of soil with a spread of approximately 40 cm, while soil water storage at the top 45 cm (spinach crop root zone) was calculated using the soil water content data. The applied water for the irrigation treatments was measured throughout the crop seasons using magnetic flowmeters. The NDVI values and plant leaf wetness values were measured using Spectral Reflectance sensors (combination of SRS-Pi Hemispherical Sensor and SRS-Pr Field Stop Sensor) and dielectric leaf wetness sensors (PHYTOS 31), respectively (METER Group, Inc. USA) on a continuous basis. Leaf chlorophyll was measured using an atLEAF CHL STD sensor (FT Green LLC: Wilmington, DE, USA) on a weekly basis.



Shoot biomass (sum of the weight of leaves and stem represents shoot biomass) measurements at the final harvests were carried out in three sample areas of 0.56 m2 (0.92 m × 0.61 m) per replicate and treatment. The bed located in the center of each replication in each of the treatments was selected as the sample bed (four sample beds per each treatment, a total of 20 sample beds for five irrigation treatments in the fall trial and 14 sample beds for three irrigation treatments in the winter trial). Fresh weight was measured in order to determine shoot biomass accumulation. Leaf chlorophyll content was measured on 20 individual leaves in each of the sample beds. Weekly plant samples (shoots) were analyzed for total nitrogen at the UC Davis Analytical Lab. The statistical significances were performed using generalized linear mixed model using the GLIMMIX (generalized linear mixed models) procedure in SAS 9.4. (SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC, USA)




2.3. Downy Mildew


Both replicate runs of the experiment were visually scouted by walking down arbitrarily selected rows of all treatments. When disease symptoms were observed, the number of plants exhibiting downy mildew symptoms was counted for the entire length of two of the three beds in each plot. To calculate disease incidence, or the percentage of plants affected by downy mildew, the number of plants in each bed was divided by the estimated plant population. The estimated plant population was determined from the seeding rate and the germination rate averaged over each treatment at emergence. Downy mildew incidence was analyzed in a generalized linear mixed model using the GLIMMIX procedure in SAS 9.4. A block was treated as a random effect, and options in the model statement included use of the beta distribution and the logit link function. Due to evidence for a significant effect of treatment, means were separated using the lsmeans statement with the Tukey-Kramer adjustment for multiple comparisons.





3. Results and Discussion


3.1. Weather Conditions


The daily air temperature, relative humidity, and wind speed variations were different over the fall and the winter experiments (Figure 3). At the fall trial, we observed a mean daily air temperature of 18.8 °C at the early- and mid-seasons when the temperature stayed above 6.5 °C at nighttime. The mean daily temperature decreased to 12.1 °C during the late season, and relative humidity dramatically increased over the last 10 days before the final harvest. An average daily wind speed of 1.5 m s−1 was observed during the fall experiment.



While a more variable air temperature was observed at the winter experiment, the mean daily temperature was 12.6 °C at the early- and mid-seasons, and the temperature fell below 1.0 °C for a few nights. Higher daytime relative humidity was measured during the early- and mid-seasons compared to the fall. Although there was not a significant difference between the average wind speed of the crop seasons, several windy days occurred during the winter season (hours with a wind speed of more than 8 m s−1). The cumulative ETo for the fall and winter crops was 122 and 177 mm, respectively.




3.2. Crop Water Use and Applied Water


Total crop water use (seasonal ET) of 92.3 and 154.9 mm was measured in the fall and the winter trials, respectively. Variable daily crop ET and crop coefficient values were measured during the entire crop season (Figure 4). The maximum and minimum crop ET observed was 3.8 and 0.7 mm d−1 in the fall experiment and 5.3 and 0.3 mm d−1 in the winter experiment, respectively. A similar range of crop coefficient value (0.2–1.2) was obtained for both crop seasons. Piccinni et al. reported a crop water use of 157.5 mm and crop coefficient range of 0.2–1.5 for winter spinach in Texas using lysimeter measurements [20].



The total applied water for the sprinkler treatment was 144.8 and 225.2 mm in the fall and the winter trials, respectively. The total applied water for the drip treatments was 130.5 mm over the fall season and 202.4 mm over the winter season. Overall, an average of 11% more water was applied through the sprinkler system compared with the drip system to compensate for the lower water application uniformity of sprinkler irrigation system. A well-designed and properly managed drip irrigation usually has high distribution uniformity, and unlike conventional sprinkler irrigation systems, has the potential to conserve water because of a lower potential for tailwater runoff and deep percolation losses.



Soil water storage in the profile was calculated, assuming that the water content sensed at each depth was representative of the soil from that depth to the midpoint between the next upper and lower depths. A comparison of the soil water storage between sprinkler and drip (3.8–4B) treatments versus soil water storage in the average field capacity (FC) of the top 45 cm of the soil is shown in Figure 5. Even though there were differences between the daily available soil water in both treatments and crop seasons, the soil water storage amounts were uniformly maintained at around the average soil water storage of field capacity (19.35 cm at the top 45 cm of the soil). More uniform soil water availability in the drip treatment over the winter experiment could be as a result of more frequent irrigation events with shorter durations.




3.3. Crop Canopy over the Season


Crop canopy cover is defined as the percentage of plant material which covers the soil surface, and can be a very useful index for estimating the crop coefficient. Here, the canopy cover percentage was developed for each of the irrigation treatments (Figure 6). Canopy cover percentages show that the leaf density of drip irrigation treatments was slightly behind (1–4 days depending upon the irrigation treatment and crop season) than that of the sprinkler irrigation treatments.



The individual canopy cover curves for each season demonstrate that spinach crop water requirements and irrigation scheduling could be different in fall and winter seasons. For instance, in this study, an average of 52% and 70% of canopy crop coverage was observed 30 days after planting in the winter and the fall crop season, respectively. We may expect a longer season for spinach planted in the winter than the fall in the Imperial Valley, though it may change depending on the specific weather conditions. Figure 6 shows the canopy cover for individual experimental beds with four driplines planted at two different dates.




3.4. Crop Growth and Greenness


Few differences between drip and sprinkler treatments were visible for the winter planted trial, while more differences were observed in the fall experiment in November. Leaves began to yellow in between the drip laterals in plots with the three-dripline treatments. A possible reason for this may be that the fertigation did not move the N in between the driplines. The total plant tissue N content of the drip treatments with three driplines in bed was less than the sprinkler treatment on the 30th of November (1.8% N for the drip vs. 3.2% N for the sprinkler), while the difference in N content of the tissue was less between the sprinkler treatment and the drip treatment with four driplines in the bed (Figure 7). Overall, a higher plant-tissue nitrogen content was observed for the sprinkler treatment compared to drip treatments.



The leaf chlorophyll content (Figure 8) was also higher in the sprinkler treatments compared to the drip treatments, though the drip treatment with four driplines at 3.8 cm depth was numerically more similar to sprinkler treatments and sometime had a greater leaf chlorophyll content during the crop seasons. A greater level of leaf chlorophyll content in the late season was observed at the winter experiment than the fall experiment for both sprinkler and drip treatments. For instance, the total leaf chlorophyll content of the sprinkler treatment two days before the final harvest at the winter trial was 4 µg cm−2 more than leaf chlorophyll content of sprinkler treatment at the fall trial. Variable leaf chlorophyll content was observed over the plant development in each of the treatments, which corresponds to the plant N accumulation over the growing seasons.



Figure 9 shows the average day NDVI values for the drip treatment with four driplines (the 3.8D-4B treatment) and the sprinkler treatment for the fall season experiment. The results indicated that the NDVI values varied from 0.2 (two weeks after planting) to 0.84 (the day before final harvest). By late November, the NDVI values were very similar in both irrigation treatments, where this index had higher values in the drip treatment even over a short period. The results demonstrated lower NDVI values in the drip treatment than sprinkler treatment over the last two weeks of the crop season.



The values of total plant nitrogen content, leaf chlorophyll content of spinach, and NDVI confirmed that N uptake at the drip treatments was not entirely as effective as the sprinkler treatment, particularly in the fall experiment. The nutrient management issue in spinach drip irrigation in combination with water management is likely a critical issue that we need to learn more about, since it may affect the adoption and viability of the drip for spinach production. Spinach is a very fast short-season crop, and hence, water and nitrogen management may significantly influence the leaf as the major organ for important physiological processes and essential indicator used to measure the growth and yield of the crop. While the leaf area and shoot biomass of spinach are greatly affected by water and nitrogen levels [4], this dependency is likely more critical in organic spinach.




3.5. Leaf Wetness


Figure 10 shows the probe output of the leaf wetness sensors placed in the sprinkler treatment and drip treatment (3.8D-4B) for a period of 12 days during the fall season experiment. At this period, there were two irrigation events in each of the treatments, and two rainy days. The sensor output from dew was typically lower (less than 700 counts) than that from the rain or the irrigation event. The results revealed that sprinkler-irrigated crop canopies remained wet 24.3% (= (70 h/288 h) × 100) times longer during this period than the crop canopy irrigated with drip treatment.



Spinach downy mildew requires a cool environment with long periods of leaf wetness or high humidity. Wet foliage is especially favorable. Considering the above analysis, and in the case where the weather and farming conditions are similar, there is higher risk for infection and downy mildew disease development in spinach irrigated by sprinklers in comparison with spinach irrigated by drips. The air temperature and relative humidity pattern (Figure 2) indicate that there was a desirable weather condition and more possibility for downy mildew disease in mid-December, but the fall experiment was just terminated at the time. The next desirable period was mid-February when temperatures had cooled to the range believed to be optimal for downy mildew, days became windier, and there was a period of leaf surface wetness caused by sprinkler irrigation, rainfall, or high relative humidity.




3.6. Shoot Biomass


The effects of various irrigation treatments on spinach shoot biomass yield over the two experimental seasons are summarized in Table 2 and Figure 11. In the fall trial, the mean biomass yield in the sprinkler treatment was 13,905 kg ha−1, approximately 9% more than the 3.8D-4B treatment. The lowest mean yield (11,136 kg ha−1) was observed in the 0D-3B treatment. Statistical analysis indicated very strong evidence (p = 0.001) for an overall effect of the irrigation system on spinach yield. A significant difference between the individual treatments was investigated using the Tukey-HSD analysis. The results demonstrated a significant yield difference between the sprinkler irrigation and each of the drip irrigation treatments (p values of 0.0001 to 0.0009). Even though no significant yield difference was obtained between the surface drip and sub-surface drip (driplines at 3.8 cm depth) with the same dripline number in bed (p value of 0.8276 for the three-dripline and 0.1995 for the four-dripline), the number of driplines in bed had a very significant impact on spinach biomass yield (p values of 0.0001 to 0.0009).



In the winter trial, the mean biomass yield in the sprinkler treatment was 14,886 kg ha−1, approximately 7% more than the 3.8D-4B treatment. Statistical analysis indicated strong evidence (p = 0.0424) for an overall effect of irrigation system on spinach fresh yield. While we could not find a significant difference between the impact of the sprinkler and the 3.8D-4B irrigation treatments on spinach yield (p = 0.1161), there was a statistically significant yield difference between the sprinkler and the 3.8D-3B irrigation treatments (p = 0.04147).



The yield reduction in drip irrigation treatments compared to the sprinkler irrigation ranged between 7% (the 3.8D-4B treatment against the sprinkler treatment in the winter trial) and 24.8% (the 0D-3B treatment against the sprinkler treatment in the fall trial). The yield difference may have likely been caused by suboptimal irrigation and nutrient management conditions of the drip treatments. Since drip irrigation was tested for the first time for spinach in this study, subsequent trials need to plan for irrigation and nutrient improvements and be conducted in different aspects. These practices had to be adjusted in real time as the study progressed. The biomass yield reported here are related to a final harvest, which was on the same day for all the treatments. Since the findings showed that the leaf density of drip irrigation treatments was more behind than sprinkler treatment, scheduling a different harvest time for the drip treatments may compensate for some of the yield reductions against the sprinkler treatment.



Several factors influence appropriate drip irrigation management, including system design, soil characteristics, and environmental conditions. The influences of these factors can be integrated into a practical and efficient system which determine the quantity and timing of drip irrigation. Drip irrigation offers the potential for precise water management, and also provides the ideal vehicle to deliver nutrients in a timely and efficient manner. However, achieving high water and nutrient use efficiency while maximizing crop productivity requires intensive and proper management.



However, the 7% through 13% shoot biomass difference between the four dripline treatments and the sprinkler treatment demonstrates the potential of sub-surface drip irrigation for profitable spinach production. This yield difference could be reduced through optimal system design and better irrigation and nutrient management practices for the drip system.



Optimizing water and nitrogen management had not been an objective for this study, therefore, evaluating water use efficiency of the treatments may not be an interest to be discussed. With the 7% lower biomass yield and 11% less applied water in the 3.8D-4B than the sprinkler treatment, we may simply conclude that drip irrigation may have the potential to enhance the efficiency of water use in spinach production or at least at this point, there is no major difference between the two systems regarding this indicator. High water use efficiency for sub-surface drip irrigation was reported by researchers for multiple crops [12,13,15,21].




3.7. Downy Mildew Incidence


Downy mildew was not observed in the fall experiment. In the winter experiment, downy mildew activity was first confirmed in the study area on 5 March. Disease incidence was rated on 11 March. Downy mildew incidence was low on this date, with only two beds (0.12% and 0.20%) exhibiting incidence values above 0.1% (Figure 12). Mean downy mildew incidence in plots irrigated with sprinklers following emergence was 0.08%, approximately 4 to 5× higher than treatments irrigated with drip following emergence. Statistical analysis indicated evidence (p = 0.0461) for an overall effect of irrigation treatment on downy mildew.



Analysis of means suggested that all three treatments were statistically similar. However, a pairwise comparison revealed some evidence that downy mildew incidence was lower in plots irrigated with 3.8D-4B (p = 0.0671) or 3.8D-3B (p = 0.1139) following emergence when compared to the sprinkler.



The likely mechanism causing this effect was a reduction under drip irrigation of leaf wetness, which is critical for infection and sporulation by the downy mildew pathogen. Additional repetitions of this experiment in higher disease pressure situations are needed for further evaluation of the ability of drip irrigation to reduce downy mildew. Another mechanism that could partially account for the observed differences among the treatments is that the leaf density in drip-irrigated plots was slightly behind that of the sprinkler irrigated plots in time. A less dense canopy could reduce the leaf wetness potential, and in turn, disease incidence potential. However, it is unclear if the magnitude of differences in density could account for the magnitude in differences in downy mildew incidence between sprinkler- and drip-irrigated treatments.



Perhaps the most important benefit of drip for spinach production could be less yield loss as a result of downy mildew management. Spinach is a high-value crop—for instance, the value of spinach per kg was about $2 in 2016 [22]. While more data are needed to conduct an economic feasibility analysis of drip irrigation for spinach production, the results of this study demonstrated a positive impression. The initial cost associated with a drip system for spinach fields is estimated at about $3000 to $4000 per hectare in the region.





4. Conclusions


This study demonstrated the potential for drip irrigation to be used to produce organic spinach, conserve water, enhance the efficiency of water use, and reduce incidence of downy mildew. Further work is needed to comprehensively evaluate the viability of utilizing drips—specifically, the optimal system design, the impacts of irrigation and nitrogen management practices in various soil types and climates, and strategies to maintain productivity and economic viability at spinach. Assessing drip irrigation for the entire crop season, including germination, could be another research interest since spinach is a short-season crop and combining the sprinkler for crop germination and drip for such a short period might cause some practical issues.
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Figure 1. The fall (a) and winter (b) experiment layouts (not to scale). Sprinkler: treatment irrigated by sprinklers; 3.8D-3B: treatment with three driplines in each bed installed at 3.8 cm depth; 3.8D-4B: treatment with four driplines in each bed installed at 3.8 cm depth; 0D-4B: treatment with four driplines in each bed on the soil surface; 0D-3B: treatment with three driplines in each bed on the soil surface. 
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Figure 2. Beds with four driplines in the fall crop season. The pictures demonstrate individual beds with four driplines at 3.8 cm depth 30 days after planting (a) and on the soil surface 12 days after planting (b). 
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Figure 3. Daily air temperature (a), relative humidity (a), and wind speed (b) over the fall season (October through December, left side of the figures) and the winter season (January through March, right side of the figures). 
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Figure 4. Daily spinach crop evapotranspiration or ET (a1,a2) and crop coefficient (b1,b2) values in the experimental seasons. The subfigures a1 and a2 show crop ET in the fall and spring trials, respectively, and the subfigures b1 and b2 show crop coefficient values in the fall and spring experimental seasons, respectively. 
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Figure 5. Soil water storage at the surface to a 45 cm-deep profile at the drip (3.8–4B) and sprinkler treatments in the fall (a) and winter (b) crop seasons. The blue line shows the soil water storage calculated using an average field capacity of the top 45 cm of the soil (0.43 m3 m−3). 
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Figure 6. Canopy crop curve for the different irrigation treatments in the (a) winter crop season and (b) the fall crop season. 
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Figure 7. The trends of total plant nitrogen content over the fall crop season. The results are presented for the individual irrigation treatments. 
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Figure 8. The trends of average leaf chlorophyll content of spinach at different irrigation treatments over (a) the fall crop season and (b) winter crop season. 
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Figure 9. NDVI values of sprinkler and drip (3.8D-4B) treatments over the fall crop season. The daily values vary between a maximum during daytime and zero during nighttime. 
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Figure 10. The row counts of leaf wetness sensors at the sprinkler and drip (3.8D-4B) treatments over a 12-day period in the fall crop season. 
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Figure 11. Mean yield data of the sample beds in each of the irrigation treatments at the fall experiment and (a) and the winter experiment (b). Horizontal red lines indicate the average for each treatment. 
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Figure 12. Raw data (all plots and beds within plots) of downy mildew incidence. Horizontal bars and labels indicate the mean for each treatment. Points are jittered to reduce overlap. The top line of x-axis labels indicate what the plot was germinated with, and the bottom row indicates the irrigation used following emergence. 
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Table 1. Soil characteristics of the study site.
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Soil Parameters

	
Soil Depth






	
Generic horizon (cm)

	
0–30

	
30–60

	
60–90




	
Texture

	
silty clay

	
clay loam

	
clay




	
Sand (%)

	
14

	
21

	
8




	
Silt (%)

	
42

	
41

	
34




	
Clay (%)

	
44

	
38

	
58




	
pH

	
7.94

	
8.04

	
8.02




	
EC (dS m−1)

	
1.3

	
1.4

	
2.9




	
Cation exchange capacity (meq/1000 g)

	
48.6

	
50.7

	
54.0




	
Bulk density (g cm−3)

	
1.54

	
1.48

	
1.45




	
Exchange sodium percentage (%)

	
3.5

	
4.1

	
6
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Table 2. Mean spinach fresh yield values of each irrigation treatment in each of the fall and winter experiments. Yields with different letters significantly differ (p < 0.05) by Tukey’s test.
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Fall 2018

	
Winter 2019




	
Irrigation Treatment

	
Fresh Yield (kg ha−1)

	
Irrigation Treatment

	
Fresh Yield (kg ha−1)






	
Sprinkler

	
13,905 a

	
Sprinkler

	
14,886 a




	
3.8D-4B

	
12,753 b

	
3.8D-4B

	
13,914 ab




	
0D-4B

	
12,273 b

	
3.8D-3B

	
13,580 b




	
0D-3B

	
11,136 c

	
-

	
-




	
3.8D-3B

	
11,351 c

	
-

	
-
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