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Activity 9: Potato Production Questions

1. Why is site selection important when growing potatoes commercially? 
2. What is the recommended crop rotation period between potato crops, and why is this important? 
3. Describe the ideal soil conditions for growing potatoes. 
4. Why should growers use certified seed potatoes instead of potatoes saved from a previous crop? 
5. What are the recommended planting depth and spacing requirements for maincrop potatoes? 
6. What is hilling, and what are two benefits of carrying it out during potato growth? 
7. Why is nitrogen important during the early growth stage of potatoes? 
8. During which stage of growth is potassium most important, and why? 
9. Explain why consistent soil moisture is important for producing high-quality potatoes. 
10. Name two common potato pests and two common potato diseases that growers need to monitor. 
11. Why is weed control especially important during the early stages of crop establishment? 
12. What is defoliation and how does it help prepare potatoes for harvest? 
13. A potato grower wants to plant potatoes in a field that was used for potatoes last year and has poor drainage. What problems could this cause, and what would you recommend instead? 
14. During tuber bulking, a grower experiences several weeks of dry weather but decides not to irrigate. Predict how this might affect potato yield and quality and explain your reasoning.


Sample Answers
1. Why is site selection important when growing potatoes commercially?
Site selection is important because it affects crop growth, yield, quality, and profitability. Potatoes grow best in deep, fertile, well-drained soils with good water-holding capacity. Growers must consider field history, climate, drainage, soil type, and pest and disease risks before planting. Choosing a suitable site helps reduce crop losses, improve tuber quality, and support sustainable production over the long term.

2. What is the recommended crop rotation period between potato crops, and why is this important?
Potatoes should generally be grown in the same field only once every four to five years. This rotation helps prevent the build-up of soil-borne pests and diseases such as potato cyst nematode (PCN), common scab, and black scurf. Crop rotation also improves soil health, reduces weed pressure, and helps maintain soil fertility, leading to healthier crops and higher yields.

3. Describe the ideal soil conditions for growing potatoes.
The ideal soil for potatoes is a light to medium loam that is deep, friable, fertile, and well-drained. The soil should have good water-holding capacity without becoming waterlogged. A soil pH between 5.5 and 6.5 is preferred because it promotes nutrient availability and reduces the risk of diseases such as common scab. Good soil structure allows roots and tubers to develop properly.

4. Why should growers use certified seed potatoes instead of potatoes saved from a previous crop?
Certified seed potatoes are produced under strict standards to ensure they are free from major pests and diseases. Using certified seed reduces the risk of introducing diseases into the crop and improves crop establishment, plant health, and yield potential. Saved potatoes may carry diseases or viruses that can spread throughout the crop and reduce productivity.

5. What are the recommended planting depth and spacing requirements for maincrop potatoes?
Maincrop potatoes are generally planted 10–15 cm deep. Tubers should be spaced 25–35 cm apart within rows, while rows should be spaced 70–90 cm apart. Correct spacing allows plants to receive enough sunlight, nutrients, water, and airflow. It also promotes the development of evenly sized tubers and reduces competition between plants.

6. What is hilling, and what are two benefits of carrying it out during potato growth?
Hilling is the process of pulling soil up around the base of potato plants to create mounds or ridges. It is usually carried out when plants are 12–20 cm tall and repeated several weeks later.


Two benefits of hilling are:
· It prevents developing tubers from being exposed to sunlight, which causes greening and makes potatoes unsuitable for consumption. 
· It encourages the formation of additional tubers, increasing overall yield. 
· Hilling also improves plant stability and helps suppress weeds.

7. Why is nitrogen important during the early growth stage of potatoes?
Nitrogen is essential for the development of leaves and stems during the early growth stage. Healthy foliage allows the plant to capture sunlight efficiently and produce energy through photosynthesis. This energy is later used for tuber development. However, excessive nitrogen can result in too much leaf growth and fewer tubers, and cause leaching so nitrogen must be applied carefully.

8. During which stage of growth is potassium most important, and why?
Potassium is most important during the tuber bulking stage, which occurs approximately 4–10 weeks after emergence. During this stage, tubers rapidly increase in size. Potassium supports starch production, tuber growth, disease resistance, and skin quality. Adequate potassium helps produce larger, healthier potatoes with better storage life and processing quality.

9.  Explain why consistent soil moisture is important for producing high-quality potatoes.
Potatoes require a consistent supply of water throughout the growing season, especially during tuber initiation and bulking. If soil moisture becomes too low, tubers may remain small, yields may decrease, and defects such as hollow heart can develop. If moisture levels fluctuate significantly, tubers can become knobbly or cracked. Excessive moisture can also increase the risk of diseases and tuber rot. Consistent irrigation helps ensure uniform growth and high-quality potatoes.

10. Name two common potato pests and two common potato diseases that growers need to monitor.
Pests:
· Potato tuber moth 
· Tomato-potato psyllid 
· Other examples include aphids, wireworms, and potato cyst nematodes.
Diseases:
· Late blight 
· Early blight 
· Other examples include black scurf, common scab, bacterial wilt, dry rot, and potato 
viruses such as Potato Virus Y (PVY).

11. Why is weed control especially important during the early stages of crop establishment?
Weeds compete with young potato plants for water, nutrients, sunlight, and space. During crop establishment, potato plants are still developing and are less able to compete with weeds. If weeds are not controlled early, they can reduce plant growth, lower yields, and increase pest and disease problems. Effective weed control during establishment helps ensure rapid crop growth and maximises production potential.

12. What is defoliation, and how does it help prepare potatoes for harvest?
Defoliation is the removal of potato foliage once the crop has reached maturity. This is usually done chemically. Removing the foliage helps tuber skins harden and mature, reducing damage during harvesting. It also improves harvesting efficiency and encourages the conversion of sugars into starch, which improves storage life and processing quality.

13. A potato grower wants to plant potatoes in a field that was used for potatoes last year and has poor drainage. What problems could this cause, and what would you recommend instead?
Planting potatoes in the same field for consecutive years increases the risk of soil-borne pests and diseases building up in the soil. Problems such as potato cyst nematode, black scurf, and common scab may become more severe, reducing yield and tuber quality.
Poor drainage creates additional problems because waterlogged soils reduce oxygen availability for roots and tubers. This can stunt plant growth and increase the risk of diseases such as tuber rots and bacterial infections.
Instead, the grower should select a well-drained field that has not grown potatoes for at least four to five years. A field with a good crop rotation history and healthy soil structure would reduce disease pressure and provide better growing conditions for the crop.

14. During tuber bulking, a grower experiences several weeks of dry weather but decides not to irrigate. Predict how this might affect potato yield and quality and explain your reasoning.
Tuber bulking is the stage when potatoes rapidly increase in size and require large amounts of water. If irrigation is not provided during a prolonged dry period, the plants may experience moisture stress.
As a result:
· Tuber growth will slow down, producing smaller potatoes. 
· Overall yield will decrease because fewer carbohydrates are transferred into the tubers. 
· Quality problems such as hollow heart may develop. 
· Uneven soil moisture can cause misshapen, cracked, or knobbly tubers. 
· The crop may become less marketable and less profitable. 
· Providing irrigation during tuber bulking helps maintain consistent growth, maximise yields, and produce uniform, high-quality potatoes that meet market requirements.
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