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Crops developed for field production in Israel thrive in Florida greenhouses,
creating new markets in the U.S.

By Dan Cantliffe and
Nicole Shaw

AVE vou seen a green-fleshed

muskmelon with a golden-net-

ted rind? How about a short
seedless cucumber? I not yet. you
shortly will.

The Galia muskmelon and the Beit
Alpha cucumber are two crops recent-
lv introduced to Florida greenhouse
srowers by the University of Florida
Protected Ag Project.

Both crops were developed in Israel
for field production where the plants
thrive on hot, desert-like conditions and
lots of sunshine. While Florida's sun-
shine and temperatures are similar to
the growing conditions in Israel, the
Sunshine State receives much more
rain, which can lead to disease,
rot, and poor fruit quality of cu-
curbits. Therefore. production
methods for the Galia muskmel-
on and the Beit Alpha cucumber
were adapted to hydroponic

greenhouse production in Florida.
Currently, there are about 120 acres
of vegetable greenhouses in Florida,
The major crops are pepper, tomato,
cucumber, and herbs. Competition
from Mexico, Canada, and the Nether-
lands is forcing Florida greenhouse
producers to look for altermatives.

Filling A Niche

One alternative is for growers to [ill
niche markets, such as the restaurant,
hotel, or cruise ship industry, or satisfy
the demands of diverse cultural or
farmers’ markets within Florida. An-
other is to produce new crops not
grown by foreign competitors. Beit Al-
pha cucumber and Galia melon fit both
ol these conditions. Moreover, produc-
ers in Holland. Canada, and Mexico
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Aboit 1Y Beit Alpha cucumbers can
be harvesred per plant.

Nicole Shaw

have no experience or expertise on
growing either of these two crops.
The Beit Alpha cucumber is differ-
ent from the common hothouse or
Dutch cucumber. While both are green.
seedless. and thin-skinned, the
Beit Alpha is nearly one-hall the
length of the Dutch cucumber,
sweeter in flavor, and does not
recuire shrink-wrap during
postharvest handling,.
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Fruit set on the plant is different as
well. While the Duteh cucumbers must
be pruned of all laterals and to one [ruil
per node. the Beit Alpha supports multi-
ple fruit at each node and the laterals can
remain on the plant for additional ruit
set. This leads to more production with
less labor,

Research shows that there can be 19
ready-to-harvest fruit per plant at one
time. and overall vields can be three
times greater than vields of Dutch cu-
cumbers when grown in a Florida pro-
tected structure. The Belt Alpha
cucumber plant has been shown o sur-
vive temperatures as low as 40°F and as

warm as | 10°F with continued high-qual-

ity fruit set. In addition, four-month
crops with over 20 harvests have been
grown “‘pesticide free” with the use of
benelicial insects.

A Special Melon

The Galia muskmelon is well aceepted
in BEuropean markets and is currently
found in some U.S, markets as a special-
ty melon (such as Dean and Delucsd, an
emporium of fine food. kitchenware, and
wine located in New York, California,

North Carolina.
Kansas, and Wash-
ington, DC). The
fruit should be

: g AL "
picked at vine-ripe e hi ? ‘.‘.‘
stage for peak fla- \*-rﬁ}?'-’.' ;
vor, potentially lim- ( & s

iting long distance
shipment to market.

Now, Galia in o

U.S. markets is of
poor quality be-
cause it is either For peak flavor,
field grown or im-
ported from coun-
tries such as Israel,
Guatemala. or Spain, where it must be
picked at an immature stage Lo maintain
shelf-life. thus decreasing tlavor devel-
opment, Regardless of its quality, Galia
melons are being accepted at ULS. termi-
nal markets where prices range from $6
to $7 per pound. Yields grown in protect-
ed structures in Florida are about five
fruit per plant. weighing 2 pounds each.

Production Advantages

Florida greenhouse growers have
several advantages in producing these

researehers reconmend
picking Galia muskmelon
at the vine-ripe stage.
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two commaodities. They include cli-
mate, sunshine. proximity to market,
and modern greenhouse structures.
Both crops can be grown from seed 1o
final harvest in less than five months.
opening up the greenhouse for an addi-
tional crop each year. such as peppers.
Currently, one grower in Live Oak, FL,
is growing the Beit Alpha in one green-
house and cluster tomatoes in another,
where both crops are being distributed
through regional supermarkets.

The University of Florida Protected
Ag Project introduced the commodities
to greenhouse growers dat regional and
national events. Cultivar trials, along
with production methods. have been
published in the “Proceedings of the
Florida State Horticultural Society™
and there is an up-to-date Web site

www.hos.ufl.edu/protecteda

which includes current and past re-
search, publications, and links to all
products used including information
regarding biological control. GHI

Candliffe is chairmean/professordteam leader of
the Protected Agriculiwe Project, Horticulteral
Sciences Department, University of Florida;
dic@mail.ifus.gledie. Shaw Iy a hiological sci-
entist, Horticalinral Sciencey Depariment, Uni-
versity of Floridea; colte @ ufl.edu.
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