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Abstract: To investigate the potential of biochar as a propagation mix component, three experiments
were conducted. A phytotoxicity test was conducted with water extract of sugarcane bagasse biochar
(SBB), SBB mixes (10%, 30%, 50%, and 70% SBB with 30% perlite (P) and the rest being peat moss
(PM); by vol.), mixed hardwood biochar (HB) mixes (10%, 30%, 50%, 70% and 100% HB with PM; by
vol.), PM, P, 70%PM:30%P, and a commercial propagation mix (exp. 1). None of the mixes caused
phytotoxicity. The same biochar mixes (except 100% HB) were used for the seedling growth test (exp.
2). Both tomato and basil seedlings grown in all of the biochar mixes (except 50% HB) had significantly
lower fresh weight, dry weight and growth index (GI) compared to a commercial propagation mix.
Six seedlings from each biochar mix were transplanted into a commercial growing mix and grown for
four weeks (exp. 3). Tomato seedlings from all biochar mixes (except 30% SBB) had similar SPAD
(Soil-Plant Analyses Development) and GI to the control. Basil seedlings from all HB mixes, 70% and
100% SBB mixes had similar GI to the control. In conclusion, 70% HB could be amended with PM for
tomato and basil seedling production without negative effects on plant biomass.
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1. Introduction

Peat moss (PM) has been widely used as a horticultural substrate due to its ideal physical and
chemical properties, such as low bulk density (BD), high water holding capacity, high aeration ratio,
and high cation exchange capacity [1–3]. Domestic PM sales in the US were 0.25 M m3 in 2016 and
almost 91% PM was sold to the horticultural industry [4]. The marketable PM estimated value in the
US was $13.0 million in 2018 [4]. Peat moss mining, however, has been questioned due to the peatland
ecosystem disturbance and/or loss, and its environmental consequences. Hence, alternative materials
such as pretreated manure composts and processed timber by-products have been introduced as PM
replacements [5].

Biochar, a carbon-rich by-product from biomass pyrolysis, has potential for substituting PM
as greenhouse growing media [6]. Pyrolysis biochar is generated from biomass thermo-chemical
decomposition in oxygen-depleted or oxygen-limited atmosphere [7–9]. Biochar has been considered
as a sustainable material because it can be derived from various sources, such as pinewood [3,10,11],
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green waste [12], wood, sugarcane bagasse [13], straw [14–18], bark [19], rice hull [20], and wheat
straw [16,21]. For the same reason, biochar properties can vary widely [22]. Most greenhouse trials
have used biochar derived from lignin-based materials, which has appropriate properties for plant
growth [12]. Graber [23] reported that citrus wood biochar has potential to improve pepper and tomato
plant growth in a systematic way, increasing the leaf area, canopy and yield. Guo [6] found that
incorporating pinewood biochar with PM-based commercial substrate increased poinsettia growth.
Huang’s [24] study showed that mixing hardwood biochar with two different composts could lead
to similar or better plant growth in basil and tomato plants in comparison to those in PM-based
commercial substrates. Tian [12] confirmed that the total biomass could be significantly increased (by
22%) by mixing green waste biochar with a PM-based substrate. When adding biochar in composted
green waste, the shoot fresh weight, shoot dry weight, root fresh weight, and root dry weight of Calathea
insignis were increased by 57.3%, 79.7%, 64.5%, and 82.0%, respectively [25]. Similar works had also
been reported on Easter lily [6,26,27]. The biochar from red oak feedstock mixed with vermiculite also
increased hybrid poplar total biomass and shoot biomass [28].

Biochar that affects greenhouse seedling production or subsequent seedling growth has seldom
been reported. As biochar from different resources has varied properties, some may have adverse effects
on plant growth due to possible phytotoxicity [29]. Phytotoxicity assessment is critical for successful
soil/soilless amendment with bioenergy by-products such as biochar [30], and the germination test is a
reliable procedure for different types of biochar phytotoxicity examinations [30]. We conducted this
study to test the phytotoxicity of two biochars from different raw materials and to explore the use of
the two biochars in subsequent container seedling production.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Experiment 1: Media Phytotoxicity and Property Test

Sugarcane bagasse biochar (SBB, American Biocarbon LLC White Castle, Louisiana, USA) was
mixed with P (30%, by vol., Kinney Bonded Warehouse, Tyler, TX, USA) at rates of 10%, 30%,
50%, 70% and 100% (by vol.), with the rest being PM (Voluntary purchasing Group Inc., Bonham,
Texas, USA) when SBB and P did not add up to 100%. No P or PM were added to 100% SBB mix.
Mixed hardwood biochar (HB, Proton Power Inc. Lenouir City, Tennessee, USA) was mixed with
PM at rates of 10%, 30%, 50%, 70% and 100% (by vol.), and no P was incorporated. Another mix was
formulated by mixing PM and P at a 7:3 ratio (70%PM:30%P; by vol.). Peat moss, P, and a commercial
propagation substrate (CS, BM2, Berger, Saint-Modest, Quebec, Canada) were also included in this
study. The commercial propagation mix contained 70–80% of fine sphagnum moss with the rest
being fine P and fine vermiculite. The United States Department of Agriculture-Agricultural Research
Service, Sugarcane Research Unit (Houma, Louisiana, USA) provided the SBB, which was produced
with proprietary methods, and the Proton Power Inc. (Lenouir City, Tennessee, USA) provided HB,
which was a by-product from fast pyrolysis of mixed hardwood. Sugarcane bagasse biochar had a pH
of 5.9 and HB had a pH of 10.1. The electrical conductivity (EC) of the two biochars were 753 µS/cm
(SBB) and 1,058 µS/cm (HB), respectively [31]. Because SBB had a similar pH to PM (SBB 5.9, PM 5.0,
Table 1) and the SBB particle size was smaller (mean 0.17mm, resulting in low air space (AS)) [31],
when formulating mixes with SBB, 30% P was incorporated to increase the pH of the AS and the mix.
As HB had a higher pH (10.1) than PM (5.0), and the HB particle size was larger (67.3% > 2.0 mm,
resulting in high AS) [25], no P was incorporated when formulating mixes with HB. The properties of
all the components used in this study are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. The pH, electrical conductbity (EC), total porosity (TP), container capacity (CC), air space (AS)
and bulk density (BD) of substrate components used in this study.

Substrate Component z pH EC (µS/cm) TP (%) CC (%) AS (%) BD (g/cm3)

SBB 5.9 753 74 ± 2 71 ± 1 3 ± 1 0.11 ± 0.00
HB 10.1 1,058 87 ± 1 66 ± 1 20 ± 1 0.13 ± 0.00

PM:P (70:30) 5.6 162 79 ± 1 62 ± 1 16 ± 1 0.09 ± 0.00
CS 6.8 745 75 ± 2 66 ± 1 9 ± 1 0.09 ± 0.00
P 7.3 57 92 ± 1 59 ± 1 34 ± 0 0.05 ± 0.00

PM 5.0 179 69 ± 1 58 ± 1 11 ± 0 0.11 ± 0.00

Note: z SBB=Sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB=Mixed hardwood biochar; CS=Commercial propagation substrate;
P=Perlite; PM=Peat moss. Numbers in parens indicated the ratio of different components, by vol.

All of the mixes were subjected to a phytotoxicity test with Gravel’s method [32]. Briefly, water
extract was obtained by soaking the mixes with 100 mL deionized (DI) water and shaking for 24 hours.
The mixtures were filtered through 11cm-diameter VWR Grade 415 filter paper (quantitative) (VWR
International, LLC, Randor, Pennsylvania, USA) and 3 mL extract was used to saturate another filter
paper placed in a petri dish. Deionized water was used as the control in this experiment. Twenty-five
basil (Ocimum basilicum) (Johnny’s Selected Seeds, Winslow, Maine, USA) seeds were placed in each
petri dish. The emergence percentage (EP) of basil seeds was calculated after incubating the petri dishes
at 25 ◦C in the dark for 7 days by using the following formula: EP = (no. of emerged seedlings/total no.
of seeds) × 100%. This experimental design was a complete randomized design with six replicates.

All of the physical properties of the media, including bulk density (BD), total porosity (TP), air
space (AS) and container capacity (CC), were determined using the North Carolina State University
Horticultural Substrates Laboratory Porometers [33]. The substrate pH and EC were measured by
using a handheld pH-EC meter (Hanna Instrument, Woonsocket, Rhode Island, USA) according to the
pour-through extraction method [34]. Three replications of each substrate were measured.

2.2. Experiment 2: Biochar as Amendments for Greenhouse Media for Seedling Production

Tomato (Solanum lycopersicum ‘Red Robin’™’) (Fred C. Gloeckner & Company Inc., Harrison, NY,
USA) and basil (Ocimum basilicum) (Johnny’s Selected Seeds, Winslow, ME, USA) seeds were soaked in
DI water for 24 h before sowing in 72-cell (cell depth: 5 cm; cell top length and width: 4 cm; volume:
55 ml) plug trays with one seed per cell on 16 February, 2019.

Five SBB:P substrates were formulated by mixing SBB at 10%, 30%, 50%, 70%, and 100% (by vol.)
with 30% P (Kinney Bonded Warehouse, Tyler, TX, USA, except for the 100% SBB) and the rest being
Peat moss (PM) (Voluntary purchasing Group Inc., Bonham, TX, USA) when SBB and P did not add up
to 100%. Four HB:PM substrates were formulated by mixing HB at 10%, 30%, 50%, and 70% (by vol.)
with PM and a commercial propagation mix (CS, BM2, Berger, Saint-Modest, QC, Canada) was used as
the control.

All of the mixes had four replications (10 cells per replication), which were arranged in completely
randomized blocks in the greenhouse located on Texas A&M University campus, College Station, TX,
USA. The average greenhouse temperature, relative humidity and dew point were 22.8 ◦C, 79.7%
and 18.3 ◦C, respectively. Before the true leaves (tomato or basil) emerged, the trays were irrigated
with DI water. After the true leaves emerged, trays were irrigated with 50 mg N· L-1 (20N-4.3P-16.6K)
Peters®Professional (Everris NA Inc, Dublin, Ohio, USA) nutrient solution.

At the end of this experiment (27 March, 2019), the height of four randomly-selected seedlings
from each mix was measured from the medium surface to the highest point of the plants, and the widest
width (width 1) and its perpendicular width (width 2) were measured. The growth index (GI) was
calculated as: GI= Height/2 + (width 1+ width 2)/4 [6]. Leave greenness was indicated by Soil-Plant
Analyses Development (SPAD) readings. (SPAD 502 Plus Chlorophyll Meter, Spectrum Technologies,
Inc., Plainfield, Illinois USA). For each mix, shoots (stalk and leaf) and roots of four seedlings were
harvested separately. The total fresh weight (TFW) was determined at harvest by adding up the fresh



Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, 4713 4 of 14

weights of the stalk and leaf. Shoot dry weight (SDW) and root dry weight (RDW, after being washed)
were determined after drying at 80 ◦C in an oven until a constant weight was reached. Roots were
washed and root length, surface area, root average diameter, and the number of tips were measured by
using a root scanner (WinRHIZO, Regent Instruments Inc., Canada). The total dry weight (TDW) was
calculated by adding up the SDW and RDW.

2.3. Experiment 3: The Subsequent Growth Evaluation of Seedlings Produced in Biochar-Amended Media

At the end of the second experiment, six seedlings in each mix with similar GI were selected and
transplanted into 6-inch azalea pots (depth: 10.8 cm; top diameter: 15.5 cm; bottom diameter: 11.3
cm; volume: 1330 ml) with a commercial growing substrate (CS1, Jolly Gardener, Oldcastle Lawn &
Garden Inc. Atlanta, Georgia, USA). The commercial growing mix contained 55% (by vol.) aged pine
bark, with the other ingredients being Canadian sphagnum PM, P and vermiculite. The growth index
was measured biweekly and the SPAD was measured on 2 April, 2019. After four weeks of growing,
plants’ leaves and stems were harvested separately, and the stem DW (SDW), leaf DW (LDW) and
flower or fruit DW (FDW) were determined after drying in an oven at 80 ◦C until a constant weight
was reached. The total dry weight (TDW) was calculated by adding up the SDW, LDW and FDW.

2.4. Statistical Analysis

The experiments were set up in a completely randomized block design. Data were analyzed
with one-way analysis of variance using JMP Statistical Software (version Pro 12.2.0; SAS Institute,
Cary, North Carolina, USA) and means were separated using Dunnett’s test when treatments were
significantly different from control at p < 0.05.

3. Results

3.1. Media Phytotoxicity and Properties

The water extract of the commercial propagation mix and the P had significantly higher EP than
DI water (the control). All other biochar-amended mixes, the PM:P mix, and PM had a similar EP
compared to the control (Figure 1).

The pH of HB-amended mixes had positive linear correlations with the biochar incorporation
rate, while SBB-amended mixes showed quadratic correlations. The electrical conductivity (EC) of all
biochar-amended mixes increased with an increasing biochar incorporation rate, and had quadratic
correlations (Figure 2). All of the mixes’ TPs were within the recommended range (50% to 85%).
The TPs of the HB-amended mixes had positive linear correlations with the biochar incorporation
rate; however, the SBB-amended mixes showed quadratic correlations. All of the SBB-amended
mixes’ CCs were also within the recommended range (45% to 65%), except for 100% SBB mixes (71%).
The CC of 10% HB-amended mixes was within the recommended range (62%), while all the other
HB-amended mixes’ CCs were slightly beyond the range (68% the highest). The air space of all the
biochar-amended mixes was within the recommended range (10% to 30%), except for the 50%, 70%,
and 100% SBB-amended mixes. The air space of all SBB-amended mixes decreased as the biochar
incorporation rate increased; however, the AS of all HB-amended mixes increased with the biochar
rate. The bulk density (BD) of both SBB- and HB-amended mixes were similar (Figure 3).
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Figure 1. The emergence percentage of basil seedlings in the water extract of different mixes. *, **
indicate a significant difference from the control (DI water) using Dunnett’s test at p ≤ 0.05 and p ≤
0.01, respectively. SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB = mixed hardwood biochar; CS = commercial
propagation substrate; SBB (10%, 30%, 50%, 70% and 100%; by vol.) incorporated with 30% perlite with
the rest being peat moss; HB (10%, 30%, 50% and 70%; by vol.) incorporated with peat moss.
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Figure 2. The correlation between pH (a) and electrical conductivity (EC) (b) and biochar incorporation
rate. SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB = mixed hardwood biochar. SBB (10%, 30%, 50%, 70% and
100%; by vol.) incorporated with 30% perlite with the rest being peat moss; HB (10%, 30%, 50% and
70%; by vol.) incorporated with peat moss.
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Figure 3. The correlation between substrate total porosity (TP, a), containing capacity (CC, b), air space
(AS, c) and bulk density (BD, d) and biochar incorporation rate. SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB
= mixed hardwood biochar. SBB (10%, 30%, 50%, 70% and 100%; by vol.) incorporated with 30% perlite
with the rest being peat moss; HB (10%, 30%, 50% and 70%; by vol.) incorporated with peat moss.

3.2. Biochars as Amendment for Greenhouse Media for Seedling Production

3.2.1. Tomato Seedling Growth

The total fresh weight (TFW), total dry weight (TDW) and GI of SBB-amended mixes had positive
linear correlations with the biochar incorporation rate, while HB-amended mixes showed quadratic
correlations (Figure 4a–c). All TFWs, TDWs and GIs in biochar-amended mixes were significantly
lower than the control, except for those in 50% HB-amended mixes. Tomato seedlings grown in all
SBB-amended mixes had similar SPAD to the control (except 100% SBB, Figure 4d); however, seedlings
grown in all HB-amended mixes had significantly lower SPAD (except 10% HB).

All tomato seedlings grown in biochar-amended mixes had significantly shorter root lengths than
the control (except 30% HB, Table 2). Except for seedlings grown in 50% SBB, 30% HB and 50% HB,
all tomato seedlings grown in biochar-amended mixes had significantly smaller root surface areas
than the control. Seedlings grown in all biochar-amended mixes had similar or wider root diameters
compared to the control; however, they all had fewer root tips (except 30% HB and 50% HB).
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Figure 4. The correlations between total fresh weight (TFW, a), total dry weight (TDW, b), growth
index (GI, c) and biochar incorporation rate and the soil-Plant Analyses development (SPAD) (d) of
tomato seedlings grown in biochar-amended mixes. SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB = mixed
hardwood biochar; CS = commercial propagation substrate. SBB (10%, 30%, 50%, 70% and 100%; by
vol.) incorporated with 30% perlite with the rest being peat moss; HB (10%, 30%, 50% and 70%; by vol.)
incorporated with peat moss. (*, ** indicated significant difference from the control using Dunnett’s test
at p ≤ 0.05 and p ≤ 0.01, respectively).

Table 2. Root growth of tomato seedlings grown in different mixes (*, ** indicate a significant difference
from the control using Dunnett’s test at p ≤ 0.05 and p ≤ 0.01, respectively).

Mixes z Root Length (cm) Root Surface Area
(cm2)

Average Diameter
(mm)

Number of Tips

SBB:PM:P(10:60:30) 125 ± 10** 27 ± 3** 0.69 ± 0.05** 410 ± 45**
SBB:PM:P(30:40:30) 209 ± 8** 37 ± 1** 0.57 ± 0.01 625 ± 60**
SBB:PM:P(50:20:30) 277 ± 27** 55 ± 4 0.64 ± 0.03* 789 ± 120*
SBB:PM:P(70:0:30) 259 ± 26** 49 ± 4* 0.60 ± 0.02 657 ± 26**
SBB:PM:P(100:0:0) 281 ± 50* 52 ± 7* 0.60 ± 0.03 718 ± 91*

HB:PM(10:90) 243 ± 36** 46 ± 5** 0.62 ± 0.04 648 ± 30*
HB:PM(30:70) 350 ± 26 64 ± 4 0.58 ± 0.04 817 ± 64
HB:PM(50:50) 278 ± 31** 56 ± 3 0.66 ± 0.05* 1055 ± 148
HB:PM(70:30) 271 ± 21** 50 ± 2* 0.60 ± 0.02 746 ± 47**

Control 432 ± 35 68 ± 4 0.50 ± 0.01 1147 ± 141

Note: z SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB = mixed hardwood biochar; P = perlite; PM = peat moss; Control =
commercial propagation substrate. Numbers in parentheses indicate the ratio of different components, by vol.

3.2.2. Basil Seedling Growth

The total fresh weight (TFW), total dry weight (TDW) and GI of seedlings in SBB-amended mixes
had positive linear correlations with the biochar incorporation rate, while seedlings in HB-amended
mixes showed quadratic correlations (Figure 5a–c). All TFWs (except 30% and 50% HB), TDWs and GIs
(except 50% HB) in biochar-amended mixes were significantly lower than the control. Basil seedlings
grown in all biochar-amended mixes had similar or higher SPAD than the control (except 100% SBB,
Figure 5d).
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Figure 5. The correlations between total fresh weight (TFW, a), total dry weight (TDW, b), growth index
(GI, c) and biochar incorporation rate and the SPAD (d) of basil seedlings grown in biochar-amended
mixes. SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB = mixed hardwood biochar; CS = commercial propagation
substrate. SBB (10%, 30%, 50%, 70% and 100%; by vol.) incorporated with 30% perlite with the rest
being peat moss; HB (10%, 30%, 50% and 70%; by vol.) incorporated with peat moss. (*, ** indicate a
significant difference from the control using Dunnett’s test at p ≤ 0.05 and p ≤ 0.01, respectively).

All basil seedlings grown in biochar-amended mixes had significantly shorter root lengths,
smaller root surface areas and fewer root tips than the control (Table 3); however, they all had similar
root diameters.

Table 3. Root growth of basil seedlings grown in different mixes (*, ** indicate a significant difference
from the control using Dunnett’s test at p ≤ 0.05 and p ≤ 0.01, respectively).

Mixes z Root Length (cm) Root Surface Area
(cm2)

Average Diameter
(mm)

Number of Tips

SBB:PM:P(10:60:30) 121 ± 13** 16 ± 1** 0.43 ± 0.03 480 ± 42**
SBB:PM:P(30:40:30) 295 ± 523** 34 ± 11** 0.37 ± 0.01 819 ± 88**
SBB:PM:P(50:20:30) 433 ± 23** 51 ± 6** 0.37 ± 0.01 1408 ± 235**
SBB:PM:P(70:0:30) 617 ± 92** 72 ± 22** 0.37 ± 0.01 1204 ± 118**
SBB:PM:P(100:0:0) 841 ± 95* 97 ± 15** 0.37 ± 0.02 1584 ± 163**

HB:PM(10:90) 331 ± 29** 40 ± 7** 0.39 ± 0.01 873 ± 45**
HB:PM(30:70) 757 ± 67** 88 ± 19** 0.37 ± 0.01 1758 ± 177**
HB:PM(50:50) 793 ± 145** 96 ± 35** 0.39 ± 0.01 1761 ± 167**
HB:PM(70:30) 690 ± 44** 85 ± 6** 0.39 ± 0.01 1446 ± 194**

Control 1181 ± 67 145± 21 0.39± 0.02 3001 ± 214

Note: z SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB = mixed hardwood biochar; P = perlite; PM = peat moss; Control =
commercial propagation substrate. Numbers in parentheses indicate the ratio of different components, by vol.
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3.3. The After-Growth Evaluation of Seedlings Produced in Biochar-Amended Media

3.3.1. Tomato Plant Growth

Tomato seedlings from different biochar-amended mixes (except 50% HB) all had significantly
lower GI at transplanting compared to those from the commercial propagation mix (Figure 6a).
However, after growing in CS1 for four weeks, all plants from SBB- and HB-amended mixes had
similar GI (except 30% SBB) and SPAD to the control (Figure 6a,b). In addition, tomato plants from all
biochar-amended mixes had similar SDW (except 10% SBB, 30% SBB and 10% HB) and leaf dry weight
(LDW) (except 10% SBB) in comparison to the control (Table 4); however, they had significantly lower
FDW and TDW than the control.
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Figure 6. The growth index (a) and SPAD (b) of tomato seedlings from biochar-amended mixes after
four weeks in commercial substrate. SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB = mixed hardwood biochar;
CS1 = commercial growing substrate. SBB (10%, 30%, 50%, 70% and 100%; by vol.) incorporated with
30% perlite with the rest being peat moss; HB (10%, 30%, 50% and 70%; by vol.) incorporated with peat
moss. (*, ** indicate a significant difference from the control using Dunnett’s test at p ≤ 0.05 and p ≤
0.01, respectively).

Table 4. Stalk, leaf, and fruit dry weight (g) of tomato seedlings from biochar-amended mixes after
four weeks in the commercial substrate. (*, ** indicate a significant difference from the control using
Dunnett’s test at p ≤ 0.05 and p ≤ 0.01, respectively).

Mixes z Stalk DW(g) Leaf DW(g) Fruit DW(g) Total DW (g)

SBB:PM:P(10:60:30) 1.7 ± 0.1** 6.5 ± 0.1 ** 0.3 ± 0. 0** 8.5 ± 0.2***
SBB:PM:P(30:40:30) 2.0 ± 0.2** 7.6 ± 0.4 1.0 ± 0.3** 10.6 ± 0.9***
SBB:PM:P(50:20:30) 2.7 ± 0.2 8.8 ± 0.5 0.9 ± 0.1** 12.5 ± 0.6***
SBB:PM:P(70:0:30) 3.2 ± 0.3 8.7 ± 0.4 1.3 ± 0.2** 13.2 ± 0.9**
SBB:PM:P(100:0:0) 3.5± 0.2 8.6 ± 0.2 2.4 ± 0.2** 14.5 ± 0.4**

HB:PM(10:90) 2.4 ± 0.3* 8.9 ± 0.5 1.3 ± 0.2** 12.6 ± 0.8***
HB:PM(30:70) 2.9 ± 0.3 7.8 ± 0.4 3.2 ± 0.7** 13.9 ± 1.0**
HB:PM(50:50) 3.2 ± 0.2 8.1 ± 0.2 4.0 ± 0.5* 15.4 ± 0.5*
HB:PM(70:30) 2.6 ± 0.2 8.4 ± 0.2 2.0 ± 0.3** 12.9 ± 0.6***

Control 3.4 ± 0.1 8.1 ± 0.5 7.7 ± 2.3 19.2 ± 2.1

Note: z SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB = mixed hardwood biochar; P = perlite; PM = peat moss; Control =
commercial growing substrate. Numbers in parentheses indicate the ratio of different components, by vol.

3.3.2. Basil Plant Growth

Basil seedlings from different biochar-amended mixes (except 50% HB) all had significantly lower
GI at transplanting compared to those from the commercial propagation mix (Figure 7a). However,
after growing in CS1 for four weeks, all plants from SBB- and HB-amended mixes (except 10% SBB,
30% SBB and 50% SBB) had similar GI and SPAD (except 30% SBB, 70% SBB, 100% SBB, 30% HB, 50%
HB and 70% HB) to the control (Figure 7a,b). In addition, basil plants from all biochar-amended mixes
had similar LDW (except 10% SBB, 30% SBB and 50% SBB) and FDW (except 10% SBB, 30% SBB, 50%
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SBB and 10% HB) in comparison to the control (Table 5). Plants from SBB-amended mixes all had
significantly lower SDW and TDW compared to the control; however, plants from HB-amended mixes
all had similar SDW (except 10% HB) and TDW (except 10% HB and 70% HB) to the control.
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Figure 7. The growth index (a) and SPAD (b) of basil plants transplanted from biochar-amended mixes
after four weeks. SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB = mixed hardwood bioTA CS1 = commercial
growing substrate. SBB (10%, 30%, 50%, 70% and 100%; by vol.) incorporated with 30% perlite with the
rest being peat moss; HB (10%, 30%, 50% and 70%; by vol.) incorporated with peat moss. (*, ** indicate
a significant difference from the control using Dunnett’s test at p ≤ 0.05 and p ≤ 0.01, respectively).

Table 5. Biomass of basil plants transplanted from biochar-amended mixes after four weeks. (*,
** indicate a significant difference from the control using Dunnett’s test at p ≤ 0.05 and p ≤ 0.01,
respectively).

Mixes z Stalk DW(g) Leaf DW(g) Flower DW (g) Total DW (g)

SBB:PM:P(10:60:30) 1.8 ± 0.2** 4.3 ± 0.4** 0.4 ± 0.1** 6.4 ± 0.7***
SBB:PM:P(30:40:30) 3.3 ± 0.2** 6.2 ± 0.2* 1.1 ± 0.2** 10.5 ± 0.5***
SBB:PM:P(50:20:30) 3.1 ± 0.2** 6.0 ± 0.4** 0.8 ± 0.2** 9.9 ± 0.5***
SBB:PM:P(70:0:30) 3.3 ± 0.1** 5.9 ± 0.2 1.0 ± 0.1** 10.2 ± 0.2***
SBB:PM:P(100:0:0) 3.9 ± 0.08** 6.9 ± 0.3 1.7 ± 0.3 12.5 ± 0.3*

HB:PM(10:90) 3.6 ± 0.1** 6.4 ± 0.1 1.2 ± 0.2* 11.3 ± 0.3***
HB:PM(30:70) 4.3 ± 0.1 7.3 ± 0.3 2.0 ± 0.2 13.5 ± 0.4
HB:PM(50:50) 4.4 ± 0.1 7.3 ± 0.2 1.9 ± 0.4 13.6 ± 0.6
HB:PM(70:30) 4.1 ± 0.3 6.4 ± 0.6 1.5 ± 0.5 11.9 ± 0.7**

Control 4.8 ± 0.2 7.7 ± 0.3 2.5 ± 0.2 14.9 ± 0.6

Note: z SBB = sugarcane bagasse biochar; HB = mixed hardwood biochar; P = perlite; PM = peat moss; Control =
commercial growing substrate. Numbers in parentheses indicate the ratio of different components, by vol.

4. Discussion

4.1. Media Phytotoxicity and Substrate Properties

Prior to incorporating biochar into any soilless substrate, simple germination tests could be used
to test the phytotoxicity of biochar, and a phytotoxicity assessment is essential for successful soilless
amendment [30]. The soilless petri dish bioassay (also known as the germination test) is a rapid and
simple preliminary test recommended by Solaiman to test potential biochar toxicity [35]. In this study,
the extracts of SBB, HB, their mixes with PM, PM, P, 70%PM:30%P and the commercial propagation
mix all showed no phytotoxicity, which is consistent with Taek–Keun’s findings [36].

Biochar may or may not have phytotoxic effects on plants depending on the original feedstock
and process conditions [30]. For instance, the biochar from hardwood, corn and switchgrass under
different process conditions had no effect on germination rate [29], while biochar from olive mill waste
was phytotoxic [37]. In this study, the germination rates of all basil seeds in the aqueous extracts of
biochar-amended mixes were higher than those in DI water, which indicated no phytotoxicity for the
biochar used in this study. This is similar to what had been found in Rogovska’s work [29]. However,
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biochar-amended mixes having no effects on seedling germination rates does not necessarily mean
they had no inhibition on shoot growth because plant’s shoot growth can be inhibited by polycyclic
aromatic hydrocarbons present in aqueous extracts [29], or by the poor physical–chemical properties
of the mixes [2]. The seedlings grown in SBB-amended mixes had significantly lower DW than the
control, which may be due to their low AS [38].

Even though the effects of biochar on substrate properties also varies depending on original
feedstock and process conditions [22,30], some biochar types have been proven to improve the physical
properties of the growing media [39]. For instance, pinewood biochar from fast pyrolysis of pinewood
at 450 ◦C can make the substrate better for poinsettia and Easter lily to grow [6,27]. Mixed hardwood
biochar from fast pyrolysis can also improve the substrate properties for tomato and basil plant
growth [24]. Sugarcane bagasse biochar and pinewood biochar improved the growing mix properties
for bean and cucurbit seedlings production [31]. The pruning residue biochar produced from pyrolysis
at 500◦C can improve growing media properties for soilless vegetable production [13,39]. The biochar
could also replace perlite and has a liming effect when incorporated into a soilless substrate [40,41].
These improvements were also observed in this study, especially for HB.

4.2. Biochar Effects on Plant Growth

The effects of biochar on plant growth could be positive, null and negative [6,42,43], depending
on the types of biochar and the incorporation rates. Incorporating biochar made from woodchips of
Pinus densiflora and Quercus acutissima and rice husk at 20% (by vol.) with growing media, Zelkova
serrata seedlings showed better performance than the control in a containerized production system;
however, biochar made from crab shell had negative effects on seedling growth [44]. In this study,
seedling biomass increased with the SBB (10–100%) and HB (10–50%) incorporation rate, which is
slightly different from Webber’s results [31]. Tomato plants from all biochar-amended mixes had
significantly lower FDW (yield), basil plants from biochar-amended mixes (except for 10% SBB, 30%
SBB and 50% SBB) had similar LDW (yield) to the control.

Even though the effects of biochar on plant biomass can be variable [6,42,43], the effects of biochar
on plant GI is more often positively reported [6,27,45]. The GI of plants can be an important parameter
for landscape plants such as Magnolia, Ilex, Lagerstroemia and other species [46]. Biochar has also been
reported to have positive effects on some ornamental plant GIs, such as poinsettia, Easter lily and
“Firework” Gomphrena [6,27,45]. In this study, even though seedlings grown in biochar-amended mixes
(SBB-, 10%, 30% and 70% HB-amended) had significantly lower TDW than the control, after growing in
CS1 for four weeks, plants from biochar-amended mixes (except 30% SBB for tomato, 10%, 30% SBB for
basil) all had a similar GI to the control. As landscape plants need more time to grow from seedling to
a marketable size, the biochar-amended mixes used in this study might be used more successfully for
landscape plants seedling production. More biochar studies on landscape plants should be conducted
in the future.

Detailed studies on biochar–root interactions are few [47], but plant roots are the first contacting
points to biochar particles. Plants with longer root length, larger surface area and more root tips may
be able to obtain more nutrients and grow better [47,48]. In this study, root length, surface area and the
number of tips of seedlings grown in biochar-amended mixes (except for 50%HB-amended) were all
shorter, smaller or less than those grown in the control, which can explain why seedlings grown in
most biochar-amended mixes did not perform as well as the control.

5. Conclusions

The biochar-amended mixes used in this experiment had acceptable BD, CC, AS, and TP (except
50%, 70% and 100% SBB). The results from this experiment indicated PM mixed with up to 50% HB
could be used for tomato and basil seedling production in a greenhouse. Both tomato and basil
seedlings grown in 50% HB-amended mixes exhibited greater or similar growth compared to those in a
commercial propagation mix, as reflected by similar seedling FW, DW, GI, SPAD and root development.
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Seedlings grown in 70% HB-amended mixes had significantly lower DW than the control, however,
after growing in commercial growing media for four weeks, their DWs were similar to the control. Up
to 70% of HB could be amended with PM for tomato and basil seedling production without negative
effects on plant biomass.
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