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Better Care, Better Sweet Potato, Better Profits

Introduction

Sweet potato is the third most important root crop in Palau. It is grown for the

roots and also for the vine tips, which are used as leafy vegetables. The roots

are commonly processed into chips and sweetened delicacies, for snacks, it is

also boiled as staple food like cassava.

Compared with other crops that are grown in the upland, sweet potato is eas-

ier to manage under marginal growing conditions Its potential yield, which can

reach more than 20 t/ha or 4.1 Ibs/ 10 sq. ft., can contribute significantly in

Palau's food security.
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Soil fertility management
In general, the soil in Palau is characterized by its low fertility, low organic

manner and high acidity. To maintain soil fertility and good crops we need to

put back into the soil an amount of plant food at least equal to the amount

taken out, that is what we harvest.

The PCC-CRE (Palau Community College — Cooperative Research £ Extension)

recommends the following rate of addition of soil amendment and nutrients:

a) For acidic soils, spread lime at the rate of 750 kg/ha or 1 _ Ib for every

ten square feet during land preparation.

b) Nutrient additions 2 to 6 weeks after planting:

* A handful of compost, put in a

hole 15 to 20 cm or 6 to 8 inches from the plant

* Fertilizers: 10-30-10 (or a combination of

16-20-0 and 14-14-14) at the rate of 1,500 kg/ha

or 30.7 Ibs per 1000 square feet

applied on top on a thin layer of dried leaves/weeds, put in a hole

15 to 20 cm or 6 to 8 inches from the plant.

For those who prefer to grow sweet potato organically:

a) Spread lime at the rate of 750 k/ha or 15 1/3 Ibs per 1000 square feet

during land preparation.

b) Spread 4 —6 inches compost across the entire area to be planted during

land preparation.

Weed control
Weeds rob food from your plants. If you want strong and healthy sweet pota-

toes with good yields weeds should be prevented. For the first six weeks it is

important that no weeds be allowed to grow in the field. Mulching with

betelnut leaves or other leaves will help. After the sixth week, sweet potato

should be able to shade out any weeds.
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Insect pests and diseases
The sweet potato weevil is an important (devastating) pest of the sweet pota-

to crop. It does not only leave unsightly appearance on the surface of the

roots, it also gives the flesh a bitter taste that it is not wanted even by live-

stock. There are many methods for controlling the sweet potato weevil but

the most effective and practical is hilling up. This prevents the sweet potato

weevil from reaching the roots. This should be practiced within 60 days after

planting when vines are not so very long that moving the vines will damage

them.

Some farmers place sliced sweet potato around their plants as a decoy to

attract sweet potato weevils, which are then collected and destroyed. Some

farmers have reported good results in using Noni (Ngel) fruits and leaves as a

repellent. The fruits and leaves are place around the plants. The waste from

making noni juice may be put to good use this way. Noni (Ngel) has also been

found to repel nematodes.

Rats, wild pigs and chickens are proven to be serious pests of sweet potato in

some areas. If other insect pests pose a threat consult extension officers

knowledgeable on this subject.
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Harvesting

Sweet potato is harvested in 120 to 150 days after planting. The production
and harvesting of sweet potato should be staggered to market demand, find
out how much and when customers want sweet potato before planting and
harvesting to avoid having plenty of sweet potato and not enough customers
to buy all the harvested sweet potato. Sweet potato, Ike other root crops,
cannot be held for more than a few days without losing some weight and
quality.

If the crop is not to be harvested at one time,, the big roots may be selectively
harvested leaving the small ones to grow further, A blunt knife or spading
fork is used to dig the roots carefully not to damage them. In the first harvest,
digging starts at the base of the plant towards the storage roots formed on
the nodes of the buried vine selecting only the big roots. Subsequent harvests
are done by tracing the vine and locating bi«$ roots.

In one time harvesting, all roots are harvested. Before digging, the vines are
cut and rolled to one side of the field. For sum! farms the use of knife or
spading fork or cultivating fork is the common practice in digging the roots.
After harvesting, destroy by burning all vines and sweet potato tubers, whkh
are infected by sweet potato weevil.
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It is easier to harvest root crops when they are grown on raised beds or

mounds. Position the digging tool next to the roots and press with the foot to

penetrate the soil under the roots, and then lever upward to loosen the roots.

Clean the harvested roots of the dirt remaining on their surface and put them

in clean field crates.

Post-harvest handling

The harvested roots should be cleaned, by rubbing off any dirt sticking on

them, before collecting them in the clean field containers. Sorting and grad-

ing according to size and quality, may be done in the field to avoid double

handling. Sort out all rotten and infected roots. The work area and the

equipment to be used should be clean. For food safety reason, proper hygiene

needs to be practiced.

Do not wash sweet potato before storage or curing. Wash sweet potato in

clean water before processing.

If storage of the produce is necessary, curing of any wounds or bruises incurred

on the roots should be carried out first to prevent the entry of fungus.

Curing Pile

canvas tarpaulin
or jute bags
— not plastic

at least 15 cm of cut grass placed on top of tare

This is done by covering the pile of roots with 15 cm or 6 inches thick grass and

then covering the top with a canvas (not plastic), to limit ventilation. This

will allow the temperature to rise enough to promote curing. At the same

time the air will become moist owing to the normal production of water by

the roots and high rate of evaporation from injuries. After curing, the roots

should be stored by burying them in ash. or dry sand, to prevent fungal infec-

tion.
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Some Palauans 'cure' sweet potato by placing them in a good ventilated area
out of the rain for about 4 — 7 days. Curing increases the post harvest life of
sweet potato.

When marketing raw sweet potato, pack the graded produce in sealed plastic
bag with holes punched in and delivered, without delay, to the market. When
marketing cooked sweet potato, cook the produce in clean water, then slice
and pack (after cooling) in a sealed plastic package. The packed produce
should be placed in dean crates and loaded securely on the delivery vehicle.
The vehicle should have protective canopy to prevent direct exposure of the
produce to the heat of the sun, which will hasten their deterioration. At the
market, the packed raw roots should be stocked in refrigerated shelves at 14 C
(55 to 60 F) at 80 -85 relative humidity until they are sold.

Prepared by:

I. C. Manalili with the assistance of participants of the National Training of
Trainers on Post-Harvest Handling

For: TCP/PAl/2902 - Post-Harvest Handling/Training
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