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Evaluation of different mulches for weed control in processing tomato
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A two-year study testing alternatives to the use of black polyethylene mulch (PE) is presented
in this work. PE remaining in the field after the harvest is a waste difficult to manage both in
conventional and organic agriculture. During the years 2006 and 2007 ten field trials have been
carried out on processing tomato at five different Spanish locations. Different biodegradable
alternatives have been tested: two biodegradable plastics (Mater-Bi® and Biofilm®), an
oxobiodegradable film material (Enviroplast®), two papers (black Mimcord® and brown recycled
Saikraft®), an organic mulch with barley straw, PE and two control treatments (unweeded and
manual weeding). Drip irrigation was used in all trials and different mulches irrigated individually
to avoid that some treatments could have more water than the others. All films were placed on the
soil mechanically but especially the brown paper needed a special adjustment to avoid cracks.

Despite the differences in weed composition (Amaranthus retroflexus, A. blitoides,
Chenopodium album, Convolvulus arvensis, Sonchus oleraceus as main species) and density, in all
locations and both years weed control was good or excellent for all mulches excepting the straw.
Tomato yield was very similar for all mulch treatments and both years but slightly higher for PE
that provided excellent weed control. The two biodegradable plastics and the black paper have been
very productive treatments with a very good control. Despite the unsatisfactory weed control (it was
difficult to maintain the straw on the soil in some locations due to wind dispersal) straw mulch
yielded high in some locations. The biodegradable plastics started their decomposition when the
crop covered sufficiently the soil and only slight differences were observed among materials and
locations. The buried part of the materials decomposed first for the papers and caused fractures in
the aerial part, when strong wind blew, in some locations. The oxobiodegradable plastic had a very
irregular behaviour among locations. The buried part of this material did not degrade in any case. In
2007 mean yield was slightly lower for the brown paper probably due to the lower temperatures of
the season. The conclusion is that technically viable alternatives exist to substitute the PE mulch in
processing tomato but it is necessary to take into account the economic costs of these materials,
which are in some cases 3 to 4-fold the price of PE.
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Different biodegradable alternatives have been tested: two biodegradable
plastics(Mater-Bi® and Biofilm®), an oxobiodegradable film material (Enviroplast®),
two papers (black Mimcord® and brown recycled Saikraft®), an organic mulch" with
barley straw, PE and two control treatments (unweeded and manual weeding).

It was difficult to maintain the straw on the soil in some locations due to wind
dispersal. All films were placed on the soil mechanically but especially the brown
Excesive paper needed a special adjustment to avoid cracks. ’
‘ﬂ degradation can ;
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¥ Chenopodium album, Convolvulus arvensis, Sonchus oleraceus as main species) and densny,
in all locations and both years weed control was generally good or excellent for all mulches
excepting the straw (Table I).
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