Rocket (Eruca vesicaria ssp. sativa)

Rocket General Background and Basic Agronomy
Rocket is also called arugula or roquette.
It’s great how a vegetable so exotic fifteen years ago has been adopted as something of a mainstay in New Zealand cuisine.  In the market garden, rocket is a quick growing nutritious salad vegetable being especially productive in spring, early summer and autumn.  In the kitchen it is primarily used in salads, pasta dishes and with stir-fry, vegetables and fish.  It needs to be harvested and utilised quickly as it is very prone to wilting, so it doesn’t suit being a garnish.  Sales are generally packed as part of a salad or at least packaged in produce sleeves.

Plant rocket seed direct into the growing area as it will not transplant well (transplanting is okay, however, for early spring planting if desiring a particularly early harvest).  Sow shallow (half a centimeter deep, 1.5 cm apart in a row).  Germination is quick and plants can be thinned to around 8 cm apart or 20 cm apart (depending on desired size for harvest).  Rows can be around 30-40 cm apart depending on weeding maintenance requirements.  The young tender leaves are most popular and have the nicest shape.  For good yield and healthy plants, harvest a maximum of two or 4 leaves off each plant per week.  Harvesting can usually commence a month or six weeks after sowing.  Make successional sowings every two to four weeks (longer apart in cooler periods) from early to mid spring through to late summer.  Sowing in greenhouses allows sowings in late winter to early spring and also enables late summer sown plants to produce into the winter.

Rocket tends to bolt to flower quite fast if planted in late spring or early summer (it is really a cool temperature crop best planted in early spring or late autumn and it is able to stand light frosts).  Bolting can be delayed by regular picking and sufficient watering (afternoon shade will also help).  The flower stalk leaves can still be utilized but would not be saleable quality – even the leaves at the base of the stalk become smaller than desired and sharper tasting.  When a plant has started to bolt earlier than desired, cut the stalk back to the base and you will usually get a second rosette of nice leaves before it attempts to grow a replacement stalk.

The crop is hand harvested similar to spinach and generally cut and packed in the field.  It is advised that harvested plants be cooled straight away.  Only very limited storage is possible - at 0-1oC (90-95% relative humidity optimum).
Soil and Fertiliser

Not fussy about soil conditions.  Will grow best in high fertility healthy soils.
Around 25 days prior to anticipated harvest, it can be beneficial to apply a biofertiliser with the aim of improving the yield and green appearance of the crop.  A liquid fertiliser including fish or some other nitrogen source can be especially helpful.
Rocket Weed Management

Control perennial and grassy weeds prior to cropping and manage annual weeds through false seed bed technique.  Interrow cultivation is likely to be important before the spinach canopy is sufficient to smother weeds.  Intrarow weeding is more difficult but could be achieved by interrow cultivation being designed to leave some soil on the row to smother weeds.  Some hand weeding may make harvesting easier but the main concentration should be on the false seed bad technique to reduce the issue.  With any weeding operation, control while the weed seedlings are still small (e.g. three or four true leaves) is importance for speed and effectiveness of weed removal.
False Seed Bed Technique

The false seedbed technique is to cultivate a seedbed as if for planting and then allow a flush of weeds to occur (if necessary irrigating to bring on the weed flush).  The weeds are then controlled by undercutter bar or thermal weeding avoiding disturbing the soil to trigger deeper weed seeds.  This should be repeated once or twice if weed burden is high or if a high level of seed exhibiting dormancy is expected (e.g. mature fathen that had been ploughed in several years ago and the area has been once more ploughed).  

Some extra tips for false seed beds are…

Control of weeds is ideally done when weeds are very small (less than four true leaves) as regrowth after thermal weeding or light cultivation is not an issue.

Established perennial weeds should be controlled before going into the false seed bed method.

Grassy weeds are more able to regrow from thermal weeding or undercutter bar work.
Rocket Pest Management

The two main pest issues are brassicas flea beetle (eating small shotgun holes) and leaf miner (squiggly tunnels through the leaves).  Floating row covers laid down after sowing or straight after emergence provide physical protection.  Early sowings now are likely to be relatively okay anyway as will late summer sowings.  Good levels of beneficial flowering plants will help attract and maintain natural enemy populations.  If the leaf miner has got out of control, cut the plants back to the base and utilize the new leaves that come out free of leaf miner for a while at least.  Both pests can be managed with neem oil sprays; it is recommended to refrain from harvesting for three days after spraying.  Neem oil will even deter flying leaf miner adults from puncturing the leaves to access sap (a practice that leaves copious unattractive spots on the foliage).
Aphids and thrips are also potential issues.  These are covered below…
Aphids

Also see general information on aphid management.  Aphids are a concern mainly for causing poor growth and distorted foliage.

Floating row covers are effective in keeping out the pest.  And generally there should be an encouragement of beneficial flowering plants to increase levels of natural enemies of the aphids.  Flowers include phacellia for feeding hoverflies and buckwheat for general natural enemy improvement.

Thrips

The main thrip species commonly attacking rocket is the western flower thrip (Frankliniella occidentalis).  They rasp the leaf surface leaving a characteristic silvery appearance.  Sucking on plant sap, they can reduce crop yields.

Thrips have a life cycle of several flightless instar larvae all of which feed on plants and a mature phase capable of flying.  If populations build up, this can result in serious damage to the crop.  In unsprayed conditions, the levels of natural enemies may be able to build up.  The natural enemies present in New Zealand include predators and parasites.  Numbers of thrips are also affected by local sources of thrips and host condition.

Attention should be paid to the surrounding area.  Ideally there would be refuges such as beetle banks for spiders, spider mites, ground beetles, lacewings, pirate bugs, ladybirds etc.  On the other hand areas of weeds and old crops that may serve as a source of thrips should be tidied.  Bad thrip infestations can result from a nearby thrip infested crop that has been left to mature.

Some thrip predators and parasites will be improved in number and activity if there is the provision of suitable flowers for providing pollen and nectar.  For example the pirate bug eats thrips and mites but also derives food from pollen of open flowers e.g. buckwheat.  Hoverflies attracted and boosted by phacelia, buckwheat and other flowers can also aid the biological control of thrips.

A stressed crop will be more prone to thrip infestation.  A common issue is shortage of soil moisture and irrigation should be kept up to ensure healthy growth without summer dry stress.  Crop nutrition is also important with a desire for uninhibited growth with adequate provision of calcium and possibly boron.  Excess nitrogen should be avoided as this can provide an easy and desirable food source for thrips.

Rocket Disease Management

Partly due to its fast growing nature, there are not usually any significant disease issues in rocket crops.
