Proc. of the 3rd IASME/WSEAS Int. Conf. on Energy, Environment, Ecosystems and Sustainable Development, Agios Nikolaos, Greece, July 24-26, 2007 93

Innovative Postharvest Techniques for Sustainable Handling
of Horticultural Products

DULCE ANTUNES, GRACA MIGUEL, ALCINDA NEVES
Universidade do Algarve, Faculdade de Engrenaria de Recursos Naturais, Campus de
Gambelas, 8005-139 Faro,

PORTUGAL

Abstract: Fresh fruits and vegetables are important components of human food. However,
horticultural products are highly perishable and losses can be of great importance if postharvest
correct measures are not provided. There is a worldwide trend to explore new alternatives to
increase storage life, giving priority to methods that reduce horticultural product decay avoiding
negative effects to human heath and environment. The objective of our research was to apply
environmental and human health friendly techniques to preserve fresh fruit quality through
storage. Figs, apricots, oranges, pomegranates and kiwifruits were treated with sodium
bicarbonate, calcium chloride, acetic acid or subjected to modified atmosphere packaging to
increase their storage life with minimal quality loss, as well as damage to human health and
environment. The use of these treatments and techniques gave a great performance in the
reduction of fruit losses, weight loss and fruit softening. Postharvest techniques such as
modified atmosphere and calcium, sodium bicarbonate and acetic acid treatments, when applied
in adequate concentrations, help to keep fruit quality through storage, without damaging the
environment and human health. The benefit of each treatment depends on the type of fruit.
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generations to meet their own needs [19], and
integrates economic, social and environmental
factors. Sustainability requires that standards of
living and production capabilities do not decline
over time and that the natural environment is not
damaged or degraded [14].

The benefits of increased food supplies at
reasonable prices are important, but there may also
be social and environmental costs, such as for
example health or safety risks [12]. As a
consequence, individuals or society make responses

1 Introduction

Agriculture has economically challenged due to
globalization of the markets, reduced returns and
increased cost of inputs. Profitable agriculture
depends on adequate postharvest technologies which
provide good quality products for as longer as
possible in order to decrease price fluctuations.

Fresh fruits and vegetables are important
components of human food, occupying the second
place in the food pyramid. The increased market
demand for food may exert pressure on the

environment through intensive farming [12] and
postharvest technologies. However, horticultural
products are highly perishable and losses can be of
great importance if postharvest correct measures are
not provided. Losses include partial or total loss, loss
of quality, water loss, rots and physical damage.

In countries less developed where postharvest
technologies are poor, losses (in value) average 50%
in marketing chain. High losses mean small margins
and high prices, which in turn lead to lower
consumption.

Sustainable development has been defined as
development which meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future

to exploit positive or mitigate negative impacts.

There is a worldwide trend to explore new
alternatives to increase storage life, giving priority to
methods that reduce horticultural product decay
avoiding negative effects to human health and
environment.

The pre and postharvest application of calcium
salts has been used successfully in many fresh fruits
to reduce loss of firmness and to slow down the
ripening process [17]. Calcium alters intracellular
and extracellular processes which retard ripening
exemplified by lower rates of colour change,
softening, CO, and ethylene production, increase in
sugar, and a reduction in total acid content [7].



Modified atmosphere packaging (MAP) alone
or in combination with refrigerated storage, has been
known to maintain quality and reduce postharvest
losses of fruits and vegetables [10]. The objective of
MAP is to create a reduction of O, and increase in
CO, satisfactory to reduce fruit respiration. The use
of polyethylene films allowing some gas exchange,
depending on respiration rate of each horticultural
product, gives a suitable modification of the
atmosphere composition around the fruits. Besides,
MAP reduces water loss of horticultural products.
Sodium bicarbonate (BCS) is often used in food
industry and is known to be efficient to a large scale
in reducing microbial activity [6]. Treatments with
BCS have reduced fungi activity in some fruits
through storage [4, 6, 13].

Acetic acid is acting mainly in bacteria than in
fungi [18]. In banana, 0.2% acetic acid increased
storage life of banana with significantly good quality
[8].

The objective of our research was to apply
environmental and human health friendly techniques
to preserve fresh fruit quality through storage.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Plant material and treatments

Experiments focused fruit of significant importance
in Portugal, either for export or national
consumption. Commercial mature fruits were
harvested from orchards in Portugal. Recommended
harvest practices were followed, to reduce decay
through storage. Those included harvesting during
the coolest time of the day and shade of fruits;
careful handling of the fruits to avoid wounding,
bruising, crushing, or damage from humans,
equipment, or harvest containers; use of clean and
sanitized tools, packing or transport containers; and
good means and rapid transportation from the
orchard to the cold storage facility or packhouse.

After selection for uniformity of size and
freedom from defects, some fruits were used directly
for quality analyses. The remaining fruits were
submitted to postharvest treatments with sodium
bicarbonate (SBC), acetic acid or calcium chloride
CacCl,). Other fruits did not have any treatment and
were placed in storage under modified atmosphere
(MAP) or just in normal atmosphere (control) (Fig.
1).

Postharvest treatments consisted of dipping
fruits in solutions of SBC, acetic acid or CaCl, of
different concentrations, for 2 minutes. After that,
fruits were allowed to dry at ambient temperature for

1-2 hours, and then placed in single layer alveolar
boxes, as MAP and control fruits.

The trays were placed in storage rooms at the
recommended storage temperature for each fruit
species: 2°C for figs, 3°C for apricot, 5°C for
pomegranate, 0°C for kiwifruit and 7°C for oranges.
Relative humidity was maintained at 90-95%. Fruits
were analysed at harvest and at regular intervals
through storage. Measurements of weight loss,
firmness, and loss of fruits were performed.

atmosphere (MAP) or normal air (control), stored in
a refrigerator at 3°C.

2.2 Measurements

Weight loss was expressed as a percentage of the
initial fruit weight. Loss of fruits (rotten; overripe)
was calculated as percentage of total initial fruit
number. Firmness was measured with a Chatillon
TCD200 penetrometer and expressed in Newtons.
For kiwifruit the penetrometer was fitted with a flat
8mm tip. The tip was inserted after skin removal, at
the fruit equator to a depth of 7mm for flesh
firmness measurements.

For apricots the penetrometer was fitted with a
conical plunger of 6.5 mm diameter and 2.4 mm
height. The tip was inserted with fruit skin to a depth
of 12 mm. For oranges, firmness was determined by
compression with the same Chatillon TCD200
texture meter fitted with a plate of 92 mm diameter.
The necessary force to move the fruit 10 mm was
recorded.
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2.3 Statistical analysis

Statistical analyses were carried out with a SPSS
computer program. Two-way analyses of variance
(ANOVA) tests at (P<0.05) for comparisons
between treatments over time were conducted.

3 Results and discussion

3.1. Fruit loss
Loss of fruits (rotten; overripe) was significantly
reduced by the use of sodium bicarbonate (BCS) or
acetic acid (Table 1). In fig fruit, either the use of
0.5% SBC or 1% acetic acid kept fruits health during
20 days storage at 2°C while not treated fruits
(control) had 25% losses.

For apricot fruits 0.5% SBC was very efficient
in reducing fruit loss which was only 8% after 28
days storage at 3°C, when compared to control fruits.

Acetic acid and SBC are known to be efficient
to control microbial activity [6, 8, 13]. Reduction of
fruit loss by using SBC or acetic acid was also
observed by Antunes et al. [4, 5]. The important
finding was that low concentrations such as 0.5%
SBC and 1 % acetic acid can have a great effect in
reducing fig and apricot decay through storage.

Table 1. Loss of fruits (rotten; overripe) as % of total
fruit, through storage, subjected to different
ostharvest treatments

Fruit Storage days/ | Treatment Fruit loss
Temperature (%)
Fig 20 days / 2°C Control 25
0.5% SBC 0
1% AceticAc 0
Apricot | 28 days/ 3°C Control 30
0.5% SBC 8

3.2. Weight loss

Weight loss was significantly reduced by the use of
modified atmosphere in apricot and pomegranate
fruits (Table 2). Apricot had only 3% weight loss of
the fruits after 18 days storage while control fruits
(no MAP covering) lost 8% of their weight.
Pomegranate had a reduction in fruit weigh of 7%
after 60 days storage under MAP, while control
fruits reduced their weight in 13%.

Weight loss is mostly dependent on the
relative humidity surrounding the fruit, but can be
also associated with a slight reduction in flesh
firmness [1, 9]. Weight loss is of great importance
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because it can cause fruit shrivelling and advance
senescence.

The use of MAP significantly reduced weigh
loss in apricot and pomegranate since it is known to
be efficient in reducing water loss by fruit as well as
respiration rate[15].

This work suggests that the use of MAP in
apricots during 18 days at 3°C and on pomegranate
during 60 days at 5°C benefits storage life capacity.

Table 2. Weight loss of fruits (% of total weight)
through storage, subjected to different postharvest
treatments

Fruit Storage days/| Treatment |Weight loss
Temperature (%)
Apricot 18 days / 3°C| Control 8
MAP 3
Pomegranate |60 days / 5°C| Control 13
MAP 7

3.3. Firmness

Oranges treated with 3% CaCl, showed a
significantly higher fruit firmness than non treated
fruits even after 45 days storage at 7°C (Table 2).
The same for apricot fruits treated with the same
CaCl, concentration which showed 20N formness
after 21 days storage at 3°C while control fruits had
12N flesh firmness (Table 2). Kiwifruit showed 28N
firmness after 120 days storage at 0°C when treated
with 2% CaCl,, while control fruit were softer 17N
flesh firmness (Table 2).

Table 3. Firmness of fruits, through storage,
subjected to different postharvest treatments

Fruit Storage days | Treatment | Firmness
Temperature (N)
Oranges 45 Control 70
7°C 3% CaCl, 82
Apricot 21 Control 12
3°C 3% CaCl, 20
Kiwifruit 120 Control 17
0°C 2% CaCl, 28

It is known that calcium ions make bridges
between peptic molecules in the middle lamella
being responsible for cell cohesion [11]. So,
softening can be the result of the loss of calcium
from the middle lamella and/or a loss of its place in
the connections between the peptic molecules [11].

Calcium infiltrations pre and postharvest in
fruit tissues, delays softening rate and ripening, by
retarding the loss of disintegration of cell walls [16].
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Reduction of fruit softening was also observed for
those fruits by Souty [17] and Antunes [2, 3, 4].

This work suggests that immersion of oranges
and apricot in 3% CaCl,, and kiwifruit in 2% CaCl,
postharvest benefits storage life capacity.

5. Conclusions

Horticultural products are highly perishable. To
make  sustainable horticultural production
postharvest handling is of great importance.
Postharvest technologies should avoid negative
effects to human heath and environment.

Preharvest adequate cultural practices are very
important to give a quality product which keeps
better in postharvest life. In addition, correct harvest
measures provide reduction of postharvest losses.

Postharvest techniques such as modified
atmosphere and calcium, sodium bicarbonate and
acetic acid treatments, when applied in adequate
concentrations, help to keep fruit quality through
storage, without damaging the environment and
human health.
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