
In the Connecticut Greenhouse Newsletter No. 70,
February 1976, the "Requirements for Common
House Plants" noted "Do not wet leaves" of Saint-

paulia. This is not entirely accurate. The following
note from Diantha (Mrs. Albert H.) Buell, Buell's
Greenhouses, Eastford, Connecticut, explains that:

AFRICAN VIOLETS DO LIKE A WARM WATER BATH

African Violets are quite hirsute, a characteristic
of nearly all the family of gesneriads of which they
are members. It is very important to keep foliage
and all hairs clean of dirt and dust so that light can
get through the hairs to the green plants.

The easiest way to keep violets clean is to use a
soft spray of warm water. The home grower can
give this bath at the kitchen sink or use a bottle
hand sprayer. The greenhouse grower can use a
fine-spray nozzle on a garden hose.

There is one caution: Do not allow direct sun

light on wet foliage; the drops of water will act as
little magnifiers in the sun and spots may be burned
on the leaves. Thus, the home grower should let
the plants dry in the sink or avoid washing in hot
midday direct sun, and should shade them, wet
or dry, on very bright days with a sheer dacron
or fiberglass curtain.

The greenhouse grower should avoid watering
the plants from 10:00 a.m. to 2 or 3:00 in the
afternoon on a very bright day even in his shaded
greenhouse advised for African Violets.
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PEAT-LITE AND SOLUBLE SALTS

Jay S. Koths

Extension Floriculturist

and

Roy W. Judd, Jr.
Extension Horticulturist

Does the addition of soil to a peat-lite mix reduce
the tolerance of plants to high salt levels? We don't
know. It was suggested that we set up an experiment.

A peat-lite mix (Pro-Mix BX) was "fortified" by
adding 1 1/2 lbs. potassium nitrate per cubic yard
since the original soluble salt level was only 70
(mhos x 10 , 1:2). To this, 0, 10, 20 or 40%
composted soil was added. The control was 3:2:1
with Osmocote (14-14-14).

Chrysanthemum 'Bright Golden Ann' rooted cut
tings were planted in these mixes in 4" square plastic
pots in octuplicate. Half of these pots (4 replications)
was watered in with 600 ppm N from 20-5-30 (2 1/2
lbs./lOO gals.); the other half received only water.

None of the treatments exhibited acute soluble

salt damage. We still don't know if adding soil to
peat-lite decreases salt tolerance.

There are a few observations of interest. The

3:2:1 with Osmocote had a laboratory analysis
showing soluble salts of 200. This was incorrect.
An Osmocote pellet (or two) had not been removed
and was squashed during extraction. This is a
recurring problem with Osmocote analyses. At
eleven days the salt reading was 50.



When a soil is marginally high in soluble salts
(Table 1) and additional fertilizer is applied, root
damage occurs. This was the case when 20-5-30
was applied to the 3:2:1+ 0 control. The roots were
badly damaged at 11 days. A second plant, sacri
ficed at 20 days had rotted roots even though the
tops appeared normal but small. At 32 days, some
had started to grow. This is in contrast to the
3:2:1 +Osmocote without the additional 20-5-30

where the root growth was excellent, even better
than in the peat-lite mixes.

In peat-lite, the root scores were just a bit
better in pots where 20-5-30 had been added (no
difference statistically) even though the potash
levels exceeded 60. This indicates that, even
with salt levels beginning at 100 and over, a peat-
lite plus soil mixture may not be toxic to mums
when additional fertilizer is applied. The buffer
ing capacity of sphagnum peat and vermiculite is
well known. It appears to be sufficient to cover
up mistakes such as those that were made here
on purpose.

Table 1. Soluble salt levels in ProMix BX con

taining an additional 1 1/2 lbs./cu. yd. potas
sium nitrate and watered in with 20-5-30 at

600 ppm N (2 1/2 lbs./lOO gallons).

Days \after planting mums

0* 11 20 32

3:2:1 +Osmocote 200 135 65 50

ProMix BX 60** 45 65 —

ProMix BX +10% soil 100 45 70 60

ProMix BX +20% soil 130 50 50 25

ProMix BX +40% soil 155 85 40 70

*Before watering in with 20-5-30
**Before addition of potassium nitrate
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Poorly drained soils cause a variety of
responses in plant growth. The growth may be
stunted but more often the plants are uneven.
Once planted, there is very little that can be
done to improve the crop.

Nematodes occasionally find their way into
Connecticut greenhouses. They also cause stunted
plants. Root knot nematodes are easily identified
by the knots on the roots. Other nematodes have
to be diagnosed in the laboratory.

These are a few reasons why crops may not
"look good." Growers should look at the roots
as well as the tops to determine if it is just a
lack of fertilizer.
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PLEASE OMIT - THE FERTILIZER

R. W. Judd, Jr.

Extension Horticulturist

If greenhouse crops could speak they would say,
at certain times, "Please Omit The Fertilizer."

Many crops are delayed, severely injured or killed
because fertilizers are applied at the wrong time.
When queried as to why they fertilized, the grower
replies that "The plants just didn't look good."

Many growers learn to grow and fertilize crops,
especially pot plants and bedding plants, by look. If
the plants are stunted, yellow or uneven, then they
apply fertilizer. Unfortunately growers only look
at the tops of the plants. While the tops express the
symptoms, the roots may show the cause.

If a crop is not growing properly or "doesn't
look right," then the plants, tops and roots, should
be examined. There are many causes for slow or
reduced plant growth. They are high soluble salts,
root rots, poorly drained soils or nematodes.

Soluble salts are derived from fertilizers, manure,
water and many other sources. Excess amounts in
jure roots causing a slow-down of plant growth. An
application of fertilizer at this point simply com
pounds the problem. Growers should have a Solu-
bridge to monitor salt levels in the soil.

Root rots such as Pythium, Fusarium, Thielavopsis,
and Rhizoctonia attack many plants. They cause root
or stem injury. Often it is difficult to distinquish
between soluble salt injury and root rots. Only a
laboratory analysis may tell for certain. While
fungicides will help control root rots, they might
aggravate a soluble salt problem.
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Figure 1. Salt crystals may form at the drainage
holes where water evaporates, especially
when soluble salts are excessive.

The pH of the media (Table 2) was higher than
sometimes experienced with ProMix BX. The treat
ments without the 20-5-30 treatment averaged 0.3 pH
units higher, reflecting the acidifying nature of this
fertilizer. Remember that 20-20-20 is 3.9 times as

acid as 20-5-30 and may cause even more depression
of calcium and magnesium levels. In these tests,
calcium averaged 55 ppm, 50 ppm when watered in
with 20-5-30. Magnesium levels were 18.8 and
17.5 ppm respectively.

We didn't find out much about salt toxicities in

peat-lite but thought you might be interested in the
spin-offs.



Table 2. The pH of the soils in Table 1.

3:2:1 +Osmocote

ProMix BX

ProMix BX+10% soil
ProMix BX+20% soil

ProMix BX + 40% soil

Days after planting mums

_0 11 20 32

5.3 5.5 6.2 6.1

4.5 5.6 5.5 5.7

4.5 5.6 5.7 6.2

4.5 5.2 5.9 6.0

4.4 5.6 6.1 6.0

Figure 2. Excessive soluble salts may cause
chlorosis and browning of foliage.
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In summary, limestone begins to dissolve as soon
as it becomes wet. If a root grows past such a dis
solving particle, needed nutrients may be absorbed in
this zone if enough limestone has been applied. The
plant will grow well even though the pH may not change
completely for several months. It is important to use
adequate limestone, but remember that the pH will not
change completely right away even though plant growth
is good.
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Figure 1. The pH of sphagnum peat after treatment with dolomitic
agricultural limestone.
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