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Research programmes aimed at improving the quality of strawberry fruit are important.  A significant aspect of strawberry fruit quality is related to the health benefits, since the berries contain high concentrations of potentially beneficial phytochemicals and antioxidants, such as ascorbic acid (vitamin C) and ellagic acid (Potter, 1997; Eastwood, 1999; Urquiaga and Leighton, 2000). Ascorbic acid needs little introduction, as it is a well known antioxidant with numerous associated health benefits.  The antioxidant activity of ascorbic acid is due to the ease with which it loses electrons and acts as a reducing agent for a number of reactive oxidant species (Klein and Kurilich, 2000; Prior and Cao, 2000). Ellagic acid is a polyphenolic secondary metabolite that accumulates to high concentrations in strawberry and raspberry fruits, e.g. 63 and 150 mg 100 g -1 fruit dry weight respectively (Häkkinen et al., 1999). It also has anticarcinogen properties  (Maas et al., 1991a; Perchellet et al., 2002).





The aims of this work were, firstly to survey the ellagic acid concentration for a number of UK strawberry varieties and secondly, determine the ability to enhance fruit ellagic acid concentration by altering crop load: manipulation of crop load can change the partitioning of resources and, in particular, the fruit-to-fruit competition for polyphenols such as ellagic acid. Stopar et al. (2002) has shown that polyphenol concentration in apple was increased by reducing crop load. As it is believed that most of the ellagic acid in strawberry is not available as free-ellagic acid, but as the primary conjugated form (ellagitannins), so this was also measured.





We attempted also to determine if the concentrations of ellagic acid and ascorbic acid, of two strawberry cultivars, could be enhanced through the use of light reflective mulches (Wang et al., 1998).  Such mulches work by enhancing light interception; this may improve crop photosynthesis, solar heat transmission, nutrient uptake, soil moisture conservation, root development, flower development, fruit set, fruit development, fruit maturity, fruit quality (colour), yield and disease control.  Red colour development, at least in apple, is well documented as being light regulated (Siegelman and Hendricks, 1958; Lancaster, 1992). The development of agronomic techniques to enhance production of useful secondary metabolites provides an opportunity to optimise currently available cultivars, and may have a generic effect on a range of phytochemicals.








