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Watermelon

Crtrullus lanatius

Mating & Breeding System

Most watermelon varieties bear both male and female flowers, although a few have male and hermaphrodite flowers. Indi-
vidual plants are self-fertile, but require a pollinator to bring about pollination, even within a hermaphrodite flower. Seed-
less watermelon varieties are triploid and produce inviable pollen. They must be interplanted with a diploid pollenizer varie-
ty, because successful fruit set requires viable pollen.

Pollination, Quality & Yield

There is a strong correlation between the weight of a mature watermelon and both the number and weight of mature seeds
present in the fruit. Seedless watermelon require even more pollinator visits to set marketable fruit, because pollen must be
carried from a pollenizer variety further away. Experiments have shown that adding honey bees can increase melon weight
and/or number of melons per plot. It has also been found that bumble bee visits produce higher seed set per visit than do
honey bees. It is likely that wild pollinators can pollinate commercial watermelon fields, yet if they are lacking then honey
bees or commercial bumble bees must be added. Better yields near the margins of large fields than in the centre suggests
that wild pollinators nesting in these habitats play an important role in crop development. Growers could improve pollina-
tion and reduce costs by encouraging wild pollinators in and around their fields (i.e., reduced mowing, judicious use of pesti-
cides, conserving marginal areas and hedgerows), in addition to using managed pollinators.

Pollination Recommendations

Honey bees remain the pollinator of choice for watermelon, readily providing the large numbers of visits required to set high
quality fruit. In larger fields at least, addition of honey bees should be added to improve pollination at a rate of 1-2.5 strong
colonies per hectare. Shade and water should be provided for the bees on hot days. Managed bumble bees and the hoary
squash bee (Peponapis pruinosa) have also been shown to be highly effective pollinators of watermelon. Further investiga-
tion of their effectiveness in commercial watermelon production, together with that of other wild solitary bees, is warrant-
ed.
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