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Abstract: Nowadays, understory vegetation along the tree row is considered a vital source of
agroecosystem services and functional biodiversity improvement in the fruit orchard. Hence, current
orchard floor management systems encourage practicing a more sustainable approach that supports
vegetation cover rather than keeping bare soil herbicide use, or tillage. A two-year field trial was
conducted using two different ground management techniques; integrated mowing (mower and
brush or disc) and herbicide (glyphosate) in two commercial apple and peach orchards in a nitrogen
vulnerable zone (NVZ) of the Marche region, Italy. This study aimed to evaluate the effects of these
practices on soil N status, weed abundance, percent of soil cover, and dry weed biomass production.
Weed management systems had no significant effect on soil organic matter and N availability; however,
an improvement was noticed under integrated mowing when compared to the one treated with
herbicides. Integrated mowing had a significant effect on species richness, soil coverage, and weed
biomass production, which was approximately 2-times higher than in the herbicide-treated plots.
The overall results showed that integrated mowing maintained a balance in the soil N status of both
orchards, while supporting above-ground weed biodiversity and soil protection.

Keywords: soil management; nitrogen fertility; integrated mowing; herbicide; weed biodiversity

1. Introduction

Conventional weed management along the tree row in a fruit orchard relies heavily on herbicide
use, which is applied during the production season to suppress ground vegetation, causing desiccation
and death of herbaceous plants and roots. Herbicides can control weed competition effectively, although
they leave chemical residues in the soil which decrease soil fertility and orchard biodiversity [1,2].
We concede that such an approach may become a serious threat to environmental sustainability in the
long run. A continuous application of herbicides results in augmenting soil erosion, diminishing soil
organic matter content, and microbial activity, while impairing soil nutrients status due to the alteration
of net N mineralization [3]. Herbicides may also disturb natural nutrient decomposition in the soil by
interacting with earthworms, fungi, and bacteria [4]. However, soil quality and biodiversity can be
restored by practicing more sustainable weed management techniques that maintain the soil covered
with spontaneous vegetation [5,6]. Above ground vegetation can deliver several ecosystem services
including environmental protection [7], habitat for beneficial microorganism [8], as well as sustaining
soil fertility by hosting mycorrhizae [9]. These improve soil organic matter content, aggregates stability,
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biological activity, and nutrient cycles [4,10], through an accumulation of above ground biomass, root
exudates, and other organic compounds into the soil. Thus, they ameliorate overall soil quality by
accelerating the humification process [6] while increasing plant biodiversity and natural antagonists of
crop pests and diseases [11]. These benefits can be even more important for the growth of fruit trees
because the ‘niche effect’ of having a part of their root system in optimal allelopathic condition can
enhance resilience in the orchard, while reducing the self-residue impact [12–14].

Valdaso is the most important fruit production area in the Marche region (Italy) due to the
historical presence of a high number of specialized fruit growers. Smallholder intensive farming
systems dominate the Valdaso agricultural landscape, which is recognized to be a nitrate vulnerable
zone (NVZ) [15]. Recently, contamination of soil and aquifers has become a serious concern for
the fruit growers, due to excess nitrate leaching, and consequent contamination of water bodies in
the area [16]. However, maintaining ground vegetation along the tree row can be a viable solution
for these problems, because plants are capable of absorbing N from the soil throughout their cycle,
while sequestering it in their tissues. Thus, they can deliver N into the soil during the process of
decomposition [17,18]. For this reason, an eradication of understory vegetation along the trees row
is not desirable in sustainable orchard floor management [19]. Managing orchard floors with living
vegetation is a good agricultural practice to reduce the risk of potential leaching of nitrates [16].
The European Union (EU) introduced agri-environmental measures (AEMs) to support farmers and
reduce the environmental risks in sustainable rural development [20]. Therefore, a more ecological
approach is highly recommended, particularly in vulnerable agricultural areas like Valdaso where
small land holders operate high-input and low-efficiency fruit production systems [21].

In high density orchards, fruit yields and quality are controlled primarily by soil and nutritional
management. Fruit growers prefer a more sustainable approach for sustaining soil fertility with
greater nutrients and water availability, in an attempt to reduce competition between understory
vegetation and fruit trees, while striving for increasing biodiversity, orchard resilience, and reducing
risks of soil sickness [13,22]. Ground cover management can be accomplished through a broad use
of different techniques that impact soil nutritional status and plant biodiversity in different ways.
Effective weed management has to be done to balance N availability, since too little N results in lower
crop productivity. On the other hand, too much N leads to environmental pollution and its concomitant
threats to ecosystems’ health and functioning [23]. Therefore, an integrated mowing system was
developed for sustainable orchard management with two advanced tools: a rotary brush weeder and
a mower, where the rotary brush weeder facilitates bending the weed plant stems close to the tree
trunk, avoiding any trunk damage. At the same time, mowing the weeds does not disturb the soil,
and it deposits the mowed residues in the soil surface along the row [19,24]. Eventually, they are used
as mulching materials, but in any case, ensure covered soil with spontaneous vegetation along the
tree row.

In this study, we compared an integrated mechanical mowing system (mower with brush or disc)
with a standard herbicide (glyphosate) application in two commercial fruit orchards (apple and peach).
The aim of the study was to evaluate the effect of integrated mechanical weed management on soil
quality parameters including soil nitrogen status and organic matter content, and on weed biodiversity,
measurable as weed species number, percent of soil coverage, and weed biomass production.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Site Descriptions, Research Design and Management Practices

The study was conducted from 2018 to 2019 in two different commercial orchards at Valdaso in
the Marche region (central Italy, 43◦00′13.70′′ N, 13◦35′45.98′′ E). The region benefits from a warm
and temperate climate, with the average annual temperature and precipitation of 15.4 ◦C and 794 mm,
respectively (Figure 1). A three-year old apple (Malus × domestica Borkh., cv. Crimson Crisp; rootstock
M9) orchard was established on a sandy clay loam (sand 55% + silt 16.7% + clay 28.3%, USDA
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classification) Holocene alluvial soil (soil service of Marche Region, Italy). It has 1.29% organic matter,
0.14% total N, with soil pH, and EC of 8.25 (alkaline) and 0.75 mS cm−1, respectively. The trees were
spaced at 4 × 1 m (2500 trees/ha), trained to a spindle system, and covered with a white high-density
polyethylene net to protect them from insects and hailstorms. The second study site had a three
year-old peach (Prunus persica L. Batsch cv. Royal Sweet; rootstock GF677) orchard, located adjacent
to the apple farm. Peach trees were planted at the distance of 4 × 3 m (833 trees/ha) between row to
row and plant to plant. The soil was classified as above: sandy clay loam (sand 46.7% + silt 26.7%
+ clay 26.7%) with a soil organic matter, total N, soil pH, and EC of 1.16%, 0.09%, 8.04 (alkaline),
and 1.21 mS cm−1, respectively. The trees were trained to a palmette system.

Figure 1. Monthly rain (mm.), minimum/maximum and mean temperature (◦C) measured during the
experiment (2018–2019) with a meteorological station located 3 km from the experimental field (Sistema
Informativo Regionale Meteo-Idro-Pluviometrico, Marche, Italy).

In this study, two different weed management approaches were used; (1) Integrated mowing
(mower with polypropylene brush mounted on a horizontal axis or disc, Falconero Group S.R.L
company, Faenza, Italy), and (2) Herbicide (mixing 1 L glyphosate—360 g/L acid equivalent Fandango,
Monsanto Agricoltura, Italy—with 100 L of water, for 0.25 ha sprayed surface area, with a total applied
dose of 4.0 L/ha, where the amount of acid equivalent was 1.4 kg/ha). Herbicide was sprayed 2 times
in each year while integrated mowing was applied 5 times in 2018 and 7 times in 2019. In both
experimental sites, a randomized complete block design (RCBD) was laid out with three blocks and
two treatments. Each treatment was replicated three times. Each replication was comprised of 32 trees
for a total of 192 trees per species (6 replications × 32 trees). Both orchards were drip irrigated in the
summer and fertilized at an annual rate of 45 kg N, 48 kg P, 75 kg K, and 12.25 kg Ca per ha in apple,
and 84.2 kg N, 51.4 kg P, and 164 kg K per ha in peach. For NPK fertilizer, different products such as
DUNG 3.5.7s + 18C (Fomet, Italy), and YaraMila PARTNER (Yara, Italy) were used, while Neobit new
(Cifo, Italy) was used as Ca fertilizer. The total amount of fertilizer was split in two application times
(at the beginning of December, and mid-April) in apple and three times (at the beginning of December,
mid-April, and June) in the peach orchard.

2.2. Soil Samples and Analysis

Soil samples were taken with an auger soil sampler at 0–20 cm and 20–40 cm from each replication
of the treatment on 11 July and 24 September in 2018; 5 April, 26 July, and 10 October in 2019. A total
of 60 samples for each treatment were collected over two years. The soil was air-dried and ground
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to pass through a 2 mm and 0.5 mm sieve before analysis. All roots and visible plant residues were
removed by hand-picking. The soil samples were then stored at 4 ◦C in the refrigerator.

Soil oxidable organic carbon (SOC) was measured according to the Walkley and Black method,
as described by Nelson and Sommers [25]. The soil organic matter (SOM) content was calculated by
multiplying the determined organic carbon by 1.724. Total nitrogen (TN) concentration was determined
on air-dried soil, where subsamples of 20 mg finely smashed soil were weighed in tin caps and analyzed
with an elemental analyzer (CHNS-O Elemental Analyzer CE1110, ThermoQuest, Italy). Soil nitrate
(NO3

−) was extracted from 5 g of soil with a solution of 50 mL of KCl (0.01 M) [26]; the samples
were agitated for 1 h followed by centrifugation, then the solutions were filtered and stored until
analyzed through ion chromatography (Dionex ICS 1000, San Diego, CA, USA). Ammonium (NH4

+)
was determined from 5 g of soil using a solution of 20 mL of K2SO4 (0.5 M); then samples were prepared
by following the same agitation and centrifugation procedure as for soil nitrate solutions and analyzed
according to the modified Berthelot method [26]. Soil mineral N (Nmin) was calculated as the sum of
the amount of nitrate (NO3

−) and ammonium (NH4
+), while soil organic N (org N) was determined by

cutting off the total mineral N concentration from the total N.
To measure the level of NO3

− in the leached water, high end suction lysimeters (Irrometer company,
Riverside, CA, USA) equipped with a tube (OD 22 mm, ID 16 mm, and wall 3 mm) and a ceramic
tip (7 cm) were installed at 15 cm and 45 cm soil depth, along the tree row in three replications in
each of the treatments. They were installed to the respective depth by drilling the soil with an auger.
A part of the removed soil was put back for the fixing of the lysimeters while adding the corresponding
soil to each depth. Collections of the soil solutions were made using a manual pump (27 July and
24 September in 2018) and 25 May, 27 June, 26 July, and 10 October in 2019. The solution was removed
from inside the lysimeters with a syringe attached to a hose. Thus, a total of 72 samples per each
treatment were collected and stored in plastic test tube until analyzed by ion chromatography (Dionex
ICS 1000, San Diego, CA, USA).

2.3. Weed Biomass and Biodiversity Assessment

Dry weed biomass production, weed species number, and percentage of soil coverage were
considered as weed biodiversity variables in our study. Above ground weed biomass measurements
were collected prior to a weed control event, during the summer season of each year (July–August),
from three random locations per treatment, using a frame of 0.50 m2 (1 m × 0.5 m). Collected weed
samples were placed in a separate paper bag before drying them in an oven at 65 ◦C for 48 h. Dry
weed biomass was weighed using a digital balance. The measurements of species numbers and the
percentage of soil cover along the tree row were estimated using the Braun–Blanquet method [27].
Visual weed ratings for each plot were recorded the day before the treatment application by randomly
selecting 10 m2 (5 m × 2 m) area along the tree row. A total of 48 samples for each treatment were
considered for all weed biodiversity parameters.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

A two–way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was the procedure employed for the data analysis.
This considered four factors for soil data (orchard, treatment, soil depth, and sampling time) and three
factors (orchard, treatment, and year) for weed biodiversity data. A one-way ANOVA was considered
for the analysis of NO3

− concentration in soil solutions. Significant differences were compared using
mean separation with the Tukey–Kramer honestly significant difference (HSD) test (p ≤ 0.05). Statistical
analysis was carried out with JMP Software (Release 8; SAS Institute Inc., Cary, NC, USA, 2009).
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3. Results

3.1. Soil Organic Matter (SOM)

Soil organic matter (SOM) did not differ significantly between the two treatments. However,
it varied greatly, depending on the orchard, soil depth, and different sampling times (Table 1). Where
SOM content was considerably higher in the apple orchard, at the upper soil surface (0–20 cm), in July
2018 and October 2019. However, no interaction effects were found among different factors.

Table 1. Two-way ANOVA for the effects of treatment, orchard, soil depth, sampling time, and their
interactions on soil N variables and soil organic matter.

Parameters NO3−

(mg kg−1)
NH4

+

(mg kg−1)
Mineral N
(mg kg−1)

Organic N
(g kg−1)

Total N
(g kg−1) SOM (%)

Orchard (O)
Apple 58.2 10.5 68.7 1.25 a z 1.32 a 1.62 a
Peach 48.8 11.8 60.7 1.09 b 1.15 b 1.27 b

p-value 0.068 0.301 0.149 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001

Treatment (T)
Herbicide 51.30 10.98 58.5 1.18 1.23 1.44

Integrated mowing 55.75 11.31 62.8 1.17 1.24 1.45
p-value 0.385 0.800 0.387 0.898 0.916 0.892

Soil depth (SD)
0–20 cm 67.68 a 12.51 75.3 a 1.26 a 1.34 a 1.61 a

20–40 cm 39.36 b 9.78 46 b 1.08 b 1.13 b 1.28 b
p-value 0.0001 0.407 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001

Sampling time (ST)
18 July 37.7 bc 17.33 a 53.1 b 1.13 b 1.18 c 1.60 a

18 September 23.5 c 8.95 bc 24 c 0.98 c 1.01 d 1.32 b
19 April 113.8 a 14.08 ab 148 a 1.18 b 1.30 b 1.24 b
19 July 54.3 b 6.75 c 40.6 bc 1.38 a 1.44 a 1.46 ab

19 October 38.4 bc 8.62 bc 37.5 bc 1.19 b 1.24 bc 1.60 a
p-value 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001

Interaction (p-value)
O × T 0.914 0.919 0.93 0.083 0.08 0.32

O × SD 0.0001 0.544 0.78 0.834 0.55 0.85
O×ST 0.0001 0.0333 0.0003 0.089 0.103 0.07
T × SD 0.0622 0.199 0.0408 0.385 0.198 0.26
T × ST 0.0306 0.995 0.0762 0.293 0.6250 0.86

SD × ST 0.0001 0.442 0.0001 0.290 0.9017 0.68
O × T × SD 0.40 0.1139 0.244 0.680 0.916 0.4313
O × T × ST 0.4796 0.969 0.59 0.168 0.1820 0.194

O × SD × ST 0.0001 0.994 0.0001 0.678 0.944 0.915
T × SD × ST 0.08 0.203 0.185 0.964 0.96 0.88

O × ST × SD × T 0.120 0.0884 0.095 0.928 0.955 0.91
z Means with the same letter in a column for each parameter are not significantly different at p ≤ 0.05 (Tukey–Kramer
HSD test).

3.2. Soil Nitrogen Status

Assessment of soil nitrogen availability is vital in the orchard, as fruit trees absorb N in both
NO3

− and NH4
+ forms [28]. Soil NO3

− concentration did not differ between the weed management
treatments, though integrated mowing plots showed the highest concentrations of NO3

− than herbicide
treated plots (Table 1). The apple orchard soil had a higher concentration of soil NO3

− (58.2 mg kg−1)
than peach (48.8 mg kg−1). Nevertheless, at 0–20 cm soil depth in April 2019, there was a higher soil
NO3

− when compared to 20–40 cm at other sampling times (Table 1, Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Interaction effects of treatment and sampling time on soil available NO3
− in both apple and

peach orchards. Bars represent the standard error.

The concentration of NO3
− in the soil solution varied significantly between treatments, at different

sampling times and soil depths (Table 1, Figure 3). Integrated mowing showed the highest NO3
−

levels at 15 cm soil depth, at every sampling time, except May 2019, whereas under herbicide use,
the highest NO3

− values were measured at 45 cm, excluding July 2018. However, only traces of NO3
−

were detected in October 2019 under both treatments and soil depths.

Figure 3. Treatment effect (H = herbicide and IM = integrated mowing) on the concentration of NO3
−

of leached water, in both apple and peach orchards. Bars represent the standard error.

These weed management approaches had a similar effect on ammonium (NH4
+) concentrations in

the soil, which averaged 11 mg kg−1 (Table 1). However, different sampling times showed that this N
form (NH4+) was higher (17.3 mg kg−1) in the sampling conducted in July 2018. In July 2019, the level
of soil ammonium (NH4

+) dropped to 6.75 mg kg−1. Such a situation might be due to the depletion of
the oxidation process of NH4

+ into NO2, and eventually into NO3
−, known as nitrification [29].
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Overall, soil mineral nitrogen did not vary significantly between the two treatments (Table 1).
Integrated mowing exhibited a little more mineral N value (62.8 mg kg−1) when compared to herbicide
(58.5 mg kg−1). At 0–20 cm soil depth, the concentration of soil mineral N was higher at depths of
20–40 cm, where integrated mowing and herbicide demonstrated highest mineral N at upper and
lower soil depth (Table 1, Figure 4). Among the sampling times, April 2019 revealed higher mineral N
concentrations over others.

Figure 4. Interaction effects of treatment and soil depth on available mineral N in both apple and peach
orchards. Bars represent the standard error.

Soil organic N was determined from total N after deducting of mineral N concentration. Both weed
management methods showed a similar impact on soil organic N (Table 1). However, a significant effect
was detected between two orchards, soil depth, and among different sampling times. For example,
in the apple orchard, 12.8% higher organic N was produced than in the peach orchard. Again, upper
soil layers (0–20 cm) had 14.3% more organic N than at 20–40 cm. Data collected from July 2019
demonstrated a considerably higher amount of organic N compared to others, while September 2018
displayed a reduced level of organic N.

Soil total N was highly affected by orchard soil, soil depth, and different sampling time, under
two different weed management systems (Table 1). Apple orchard soil had higher total N content than
peach soil, while upper soil layers possessed higher soil total N contents, throughout the experimental
period. The concentration of total N in soil decreased with soil depth [30]. Among the sampling time,
the highest total N was reached in July 2019, while the lowest in July 2018.

3.3. Weed Biomass and Species Diversity

Soil cover (%) significantly differed between the treatments (Table 2). The integrated mowing
plot maintained a higher percent of soil cover (92.3%), which was 2 times higher than the herbicide
treatment. No year effect was observed, but soil coverage increased 12.8% in 2019, when compared to
2018. However, the apple orchard had a higher percent of vegetation coverage than the peach orchard.

Weed management practices had a significant effect on the number of weed species during the
summer season of each year without differences among apple and peach orchards (Table 2). The results
indicated that a substantial number of weed species were present in the integrated mowing plot,
compared to the herbicide plot in each year without differences among apple and peach orchards
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(Figure 5). Nevertheless, weed species numbers were significantly reduced in the second year under
both treatments.

Table 2. Two-way ANOVA for the effect of treatment, orchard, soil depth, sampling time, and their
interactions on weed biodiversity parameters during the summer seasons in 2018–2019.

Parameters Soil Cover (%) Weed Species Number (n) Dry Weed Biomass (g/m2)

Orchard (O)
Apple 68.3 4.9 97.0
Peach 56.9 4.2 95.2

p-value 0.063 0.138 0.060

Treatment (T)
Herbicide 32.9 b Z 2.2 b 55.5 b

Integrated mowing 92.3 a 7.0 a 137 a
p-value 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001

Year (Y)
2018 58.3 5.5 a 131.7 a
2019 66.9 3.7 b 69.0 b

p-value 0.1654 0.0004 0.0001

Interaction (p-value)
O × T 0.972 0.381 0.438
O × Y 0.040 0.019 0.0001
T × Y 0.396 0.930 0.988

O × T × Y 0.610 0.38 0.264
Z Means with the same letter in a column for each parameter are not significantly different at p ≤ 0.05 (Tukey–Kramer
HSD test).

Figure 5. Effects of treatment on dry weed biomass (A) and species number (B) during the summer
season. Bars represent standard error. Bars with different letters in a year are significantly different at p
≤ 0.05 (Tukey–Kramer HSD test).

A significantly higher above ground dry weed biomass during the summer season was recorded
from integrated mowing plots (137.0 g/m2), which indicates that the alternative treatment induced
59.5% more dry weed biomass compared to the herbicide system (Table 2). In the first year, weed
biomass production was higher, but it decreased in the subsequent year. However, integrated mowing
plots had significantly higher dry weed biomass in both years (Figure 5). Overall, both orchards
yielded similar biomass production over two years.

4. Discussion

Nitrogen is essential for nutrition and growth of trees [31], and soil organic carbon is a fundamental
indicator of soil quality [32], including ecological system evolution [33]. For this reason, this research
emphasized soil organic matter content and nitrogen status assessment, especially as the area is
recognized as NVZ. In addition, the climatic conditions of the study sites may have played a role in the
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mineralization of organic matter [24] and decomposition of plant residues [34], since temperature and
rainfall distribution varied throughout the experimental period (Figure 1). However, no significant
differences for soil organic matter were detected between soil management treatments and this is
probably due to the short-term duration of the study and slow rate of change in behavior of organic
matter content in the soil [35]. Nevertheless, soil organic matter content was slightly higher in the
apple orchard where the percent of soil cover by the weed was higher, resulting in the integrated
mowing plot response as we hypothesized. This outcome could be also the consequence of maintaining
soil cover with vegetation and a deposition of mowed residues along the tree row, benefiting soil
physical and chemical properties [36]. The upper soil layer (0–20 cm) always maintained a higher SOM
under all treatment conditions. In addition to this, different sampling times demonstrated a significant
effect on SOM content. In 2018, the value was higher in July, then decreased in September, which was
followed by a low value in April 2019, while it increased again in July and in October 2019. Seasonal
and climatic factors could be responsible for this kind of variation among sampling times. For example,
77.4 mm higher rainfall was recorded in 2019 than in 2018, while the average monthly temperature
varied from 15.3 to 15.6 ◦C between years. Thus, these climatic fluctuations could be responsible for
temporary changes of SOM by changing the overall oxidizing condition of soil at different sampling
time. Mineral N is the key source of N for fruit trees; yet, it should be managed carefully to avoid risks
of environmental pollution [30], especially when the trees are not absorbing nutrients from the soil
(i.e., during the winter). For the management of soil mineral N in agroecosystems, the farmers are
increasingly requesting for the development of an eco-friendly management system [37]. An assessment
of mineral nitrogen can provide convincing evidence about available soil nitrogen [38], where soil
NO3

− and NH4
+ are the main forms. In this study, soil mineral N and NO3

− concentrations showed
the same patterns during the experiment, as described by Brunetto et al. [24]. Higher mineral N and
NO3

− concentrations were measured in the integrated mowing treatment compared to the herbicide
(Table 1). In April 2019, the concentration of mineral N increased under both treatments (Figure 3)
probably due to the effect of spring fertigation. In contrast, herbicide treatment showed lower NO3

−

concentrations because of a higher leaching occurrence in the bare ground, than in vegetation covered
soil [24,39]. The level of soil NO3

− at depths of 20–40 cm increased in the herbicide plot when compared
to mowing, while the opposite response was observed at 0–20 cm soil depth. However, lower mineral
N and NO3

− concentrations were detected in September 2018 and October 2019, and this could be
due to the end of the growing season, when trees require less nutrients to maintain their physiological
function. Our results revealed that the mineral N comprises of 80–85% NO3

−, while NH4
+ contributed

only 15–20% in both orchards. Likewise, soil organic N and total N showed the same trend under all
the variables considered in this study (Table 1). Additionally, N availability and SOM were higher in
the apple orchard, integrated mowing plot, upper soil layer, and in July 2019. A significant difference
between July 2018 and July 2019 sampling times was detected because of climatic fluctuations that
had occurred during the two years. Our results showed a positive trend of total N content in the
vegetative cover soil plot, managed by integrated mowing. However, NO3

− concentration in leached
water differed greatly among different sampling times, whereas maximum NO3

− leaching occurred
during July with a minimum in October. This could have been the result of greater availability of
NO3

− during the productive growing season of the trees than the off-season. In addition, the NO3
−

concentration in leached water was higher in the deeper soil depths of the herbicide plot. Integrated
mowing appeared to be able to limit NO3

− leaching, which is not only crucial for healthy drinking
water, but also for preserving the river water, within a vulnerable area (NVZ).

In sustainable orchard management systems, ground vegetations are considered as a source of
enhancement of agroecosystem services and functional biodiversity [40,41]. The integrated mowing
mimics a sustainable approach while supporting orchard biodiversity. This is crucial for diversifying
residues which may buffer the presence of self-produced fruit crop residues [12]. Our results
demonstrated that the integrated mowing technique maintained a significant percentage of soil coverage,
species diversity, and dry weed biomass production in both orchards, which was approximately 2-times
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higher than in the herbicide system. This maintenance of covered soil using integrated mowing
throughout the experimental period is advantageous for system sustainability, even though it needs to
be controlled with repeated interventions to reduce the possible competition for water. In contrast,
the soil remained bare in the herbicide plot, resulting in lower weed biodiversity, but it requires less
weeding intervention and management cost [19]. It was worth noting that the year had a great effect
on species diversity and weed biomass productions in both orchards (Table 2), and this could be due
to the climatic variations and chemical residual effects. A total of 48 weed species were observed in
both orchards over two years, where the total number of annual, perennial, and geophyte species
were 30, 14, and 4, respectively [19]. The most dominant weed species in the integrated mowing and
herbicide plots were perennial dandelion (Taraxacum officinale Weber) and annual birdeye speedwell
(Veronica persica Poir.). However, a full list of weed species identified over two years can be found
in our previous study by Mia et al. [19]. In 2019, the number of weed species was reduced in the
apple but increased in the peach orchards, while an opposite result was obtained for weed biomass
production. This response might have been due to the increased number of weeding interventions
plus the short interval between two interventions during the summer season in peaches than in apple
in 2019. This was probably because of the variation in other orchard management systems such as
fertilizer application, supply of irrigation, and climatic conditions. For this reason, the apple orchard
exhibited superior weed biodiversity than the peach orchard.

Fruit yield measured in our previous study [19] demonstrated comparable apple production
between the two treatments, while the herbicide treatment showed a significantly higher fruit
production in peach. In both orchards, various fruit quality attributes such as fruit firmness, soluble
solids content (SSC), and dry matter content (DMC) responded more positively to the integrated
mowing than herbicide. In addition, the higher costs involving integrated practices was covered by
EU subsidy under the agro-environmental agreement (AEA) of Valdaso area, which supported this
transition phase [19].

5. Conclusions

The findings of this study support the idea of maintaining vegetation coverage along the tree
row. In comparison with herbicide-bare ground, the application of the integrated mowing technique
(5–7 times per year) by combining the mower with a polypropylene brush or disc had no negative
effect on overall soil N variables and organic matter content. Nitrate (NO3

−) leaching was reduced
considerably in leached water under the integrated mowing plot, which is of the utmost importance
in a nitrogen vulnerable zone (NVZ). In addition, integrated mowing showed promising weed
biodiversity (approximately 2–3 times higher than herbicide), including ground species number,
percentage of soil coverage and aboveground dry weed biomass in both apple and peach orchards.
In local agri-environmental agreements, government subsidies were given to the farmers to offset the
additional costs needed for integrated technique. We believe that this study is the first step towards
the possibility of supporting a balance of soil N and weed biodiversity in nitrogen vulnerable zone
(NVZ) orchards in central Italy.
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