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Abstract: Nitrogen (N) plays an important role in sugarcane (Saccharum spp. hybrids) growth and
development; however, long-term effects of N application levels on cane and sugar production in
different sugarcane cultivars under field conditions remain unclear. In this study, we investigate the
agronomic, yield, and quality traits in three sugarcane cultivars (GT11, B9, and ROC22) under different
N levels (0, 150, and 300 kg/ha urea) from 2015 to 2019. Continuous four-year field experiments of
plant and ratoon crops were carried out by using two-factor split-plot design. The results showed that
N fertilizer application improved the tillering rate, stalk diameter, plant height, stalk weight, millable
stalks/ha, cane yield, sugar yield and juice rate of cane, and the difference between N application and
non-N application was significant. The cane yield, millable stalks/ha, juice rate, and juice gravity
purity increased with the increase of N application, but the milled juice brix and sucrose % cane
decreased with the increase of N application. The sugar yield was the highest at 150 kg/ha urea
application, while the cane yield was the highest at 300 kg/ha urea application. Different N fertilizer
application levels significantly regulated the activities of glutamic pyruvic transaminase (GPT) and
glutamic oxaloacetic transaminase (GOT) and the contents of chlorophyll and nitrate N in plant
leaves, which reflected the regulation in nitrogen metabolism and alteration in dry matter production
and distribution, cane yield and sugar accumulation in different sugarcane cultivars. During the
four-year experiment duration, the cane yield and sugar yield generally showed ROC22 > B9 > GT11.
These data suggested that 300 kg/ha urea application was suitable for the plant and first ratoon crops,
and 150 kg/ha urea application was suitable for the second and third ratoon crops. Both cane and
sugar yields could be the highest in a four-year production cycle under this circumstance.
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1. Introduction

China is one of the main sugar producers in the world. Guangxi is the largest sugarcane and
sugar-producing area in China, whose sugar production accounts for more than 60% of the total
in China [1]. Most sugarcane in Guangxi is mainly planted on dry sloping land without irrigation
conditions, and soil fertility is low. The raining season is hot, and the soil nutrients are easily lost.
In addition, the amount of chemical fertilizer application is large, generally more than 600 kg/ha
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nitrogen (N), which is more than twice the world average level, and the utilization rate of N fertilizer is
low [1,2]. In the past fifteen years, the main sugarcane cultivar in Guangxi was ROC22, whose planting
area accounts for 68% of the total sugarcane planting area, even more than 95% in some areas. Now the
cultivar ROC22 has been degenerating, and the occurrence of borer damage and smut is serious [3,4].

Previous studies have confirmed that proper application of N fertilizer is beneficial to the plant
growth and yield formation in sugarcane, but the increasing application of N fertilizer will accelerate
the loss of N in the farmland; only part of N fertilizer will be absorbed by sugarcane [5]. Usually,
only 30%–50% of N fertilizer is absorbed and utilized by crops to maintain the normal growth of
plants [6]. Excessive application of N fertilizer will reduce the nitrogen use efficiency (NUE), and make
a large amount of N leached away through rainwater and other ways, polluting the environment,
resulting in serious soil acidification, unbalanced nutrients, and potential negative impact on soil
carbon cycle [7–10].

Sugarcane growth and development need various organic matters supplied by N metabolism.
Glutamic pyruvic transaminase (GPT) and glutamic oxaloacetic transaminase (GOT) are the two key
enzymes involved in transamination, and their activities can reflect the synthesis level of amino acids
in the process of N metabolism in plants [11]. Nitrate N is an important N source for plants; it can be
converted into ammonium N after being reduced, which is catalyzed by nitrate reductase to further
synthesize amino acids or amides [11]. The content of nitrate N in plants can reflect the supply level
of soil N and the N nutrition level in plants. Nitrate N content increased in wheat leaves with the N
supply increasing [12]. N fertilizer plays an irreplaceable role in crop production [13]. Early application
of N fertilizer can promote plant elongation and dry matter accumulation, which was beneficial to the
formation of sugar yield in sugarcane [14,15]. There is a positive correlation between N uptake and
dry matter accumulation in sugarcane [16]. The proportion of N in sugarcane stalks and dead leaves
increased with the increase of N application rate. N would give priority to the shoot when N supply
was sufficient [17]. The distribution of N and biomass in the leaves was very similar to that in the stalks
in sugarcane under different N fertilization rates [18]. The more nitrogen was distributed to leaves, the
more favorable for sugarcane growth under low N condition [19]. The biomass of leaves significantly
increased with the increasing of N application rate within a certain extent [20]. Although many studies
have reported the effects of N on the nutrient uptake and NUE in crops [13,21,22], the relationship
between sugarcane yield and NUE remains unclear. It has been pointed out that there are significant
differences in N uptake and utilization in different sugarcane cultivars, and even in the same organ at
different growth stages [23–25]. The selection and application of cultivars with high NUE have become
an effective way to decrease N fertilizer application, stabilize yield, and improve NUE [26,27]. It was
reported that sugarcane yield showed an upward trend within a certain level of N fertilizer application
rate and reached a peak at 276 kg/ha N application rate [28]. N fertilization is an important N nutrition
source for the early growth stage, and up to 40% of N comes from fertilization during this stage, while
only about 10% of N comes from fertilization at the mature stage in sugarcane [29,30]. N loss is more
easily caused by a single application of N fertilizer as a basal dress, and the NUE is low [31].

B9 is a sugarcane cultivar selected by the Sugarcane Research Institute of Guangxi Academy
of Agricultural Sciences. Field experiments showed that there was no significant difference in cane
yield treated with urea between 150–300 kg/ha N application, but there was a significant difference
between the N application and non-N application for the cultivar B9 [32]. Xing et al. [33] reported that
nitrogenase activities in B9 were higher than other sugarcane cultivars. Zhang et al. [11] conducted
a field experiment using 3 sugarcane cultivars viz. ROC22, GT11, and B9 under three levels of urea
fertilization (150, 300, and 600 kg/ha) in 2013 (plant cane) and 2014 (ratoon cane), and found that the
N metabolism in sugarcane was significantly enhanced with the increase of N level within the urea
application rates of 150–300 kg/ha. The sugarcane cultivar B9 has a stronger regulative and adaptive
ability in a low N environment, and 300 kg urea application might achieve the best comprehensive
benefits for both cane and sugar production [11]. Yuan et al. [34] used three sugarcane cultivars (ROC22,
GT11, and B9) as materials to carry out experiments with three different N levels (0, 150, 300 kg/ha
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urea), and found that the photosynthetic rate of sugarcane was closely related to chloroplast number,
chloroplast ultrastructure, and grana lamella number, and these traits were affected by sugarcane
cultivars and N application rates.

In the present study, three sugarcane cultivars (GT11, B9 and ROC22) and three N levels (0,
150, 300 kg/ha urea) were used to grow one-year plant crop and three-year ratoon crops to study
the long-term effects of different N levels on growth, yield, quality, and N metabolism in different
sugarcane cultivars. The purpose of this study is to provide a reference for N fertilizer application
in sugarcane production, to reduce N application rate, improve N utilization efficiency, and reduce
sugarcane production cost and environmental pollution caused by excessive application of N fertilizer.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Materials and Growth Conditions

Three sugarcane cultivars that are currently used in commercial production, GT11, B9, and
ROC22 were selected. Urea (N 46%, product of Guangxi Hechi Chemical Fertilizer Company, China)
was used as the nitrogenous fertilizer. Calcium magnesium phosphate fertilizer (P2O5 18.8%) and
potassium chloride fertilizer (K2O 60%) were applied as recommended for common commercial
sugarcane production. The present study was conducted in the experimental field of College of
Agriculture, Guangxi University, Nanning, Guangxi, China (longitude: 108◦19′ E; latitude: 22◦49′

N) from 2015 to 2018. The experimental spot is located in the subtropical monsoon climate zone; the
average temperature, rainfall, and sunshine from 2015 to 2018 are 22.0 ◦C, 1434.4 mm, and 1532.9 h,
respectively. The precipitation from June to September accounted for 54% of the total precipitation
(Figure 1). The soil is upland red loam and the former crop was sugarcane. The 5-point sampling
method was used to take soil samples from row to row (0–30 cm depth) before fertilization in 2015,
2016, 2017, and 2018, respectively. Soil samples were dried, ground, and screened with a 1-mm sieve
before analysis. The soil physical and chemical properties are shown in Table 1.
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Figure 1. The rainfall, temperature, and sunshine in the experimental field from 2015 to 2018. 
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Table 1. The soil chemical properties before fertilization from 2015 to 2018.

Soil Property
Plant Ratoon
2015 2016 2017 2018

U1 U2 U3 U1 U2 U3 U1 U2 U3

pH 6.83 7.06 6.86 6.96 6.93 7.07 6.73 7.02 7.24 7.20
Organic matter (g/kg) 4.97 6.01 5.59 6.47 6.69 7.26 7.40 4.95 4.90 5.02
Total N (g/kg) 0.44 0.45 0.46 0.48 0.33 0.36 0.37 0.2 0.26 0.25
Alkaline N (mg/kg) 21.76 38.73 41.17 50.70 24.27 27.03 42.73 20.86 20.39 18.27

2.2. Experimental Design

A two-factor split-plot design was adopted in this experiment. N application levels were set as the
main plot, and three levels, 0, 150, and 300 kg/ha urea, were denoted as U1, U2, and U3, respectively.
The same amounts of calcium magnesium phosphate fertilizer (600 kg/ha) and potassium chloride
fertilizer (300 kg/ha) were applied for all the treatments. Three sugarcane cultivars (GT11, B9, and
ROC22) were set as the subplot. Each subplot had 7 rows with 6.5 m in length, 1.2 m in spacing, and
54.6 m2 in area. Protective rows were set around the experimental field.

Sugarcane planting was carried out on 2 March 2015. Sugarcane seedcanes were cut into double
bud setts and soaked in 50% carbendazim 800 times solution for 15 min before planting. The planting
density was 105,000 buds/ha. Fertilizer was applied two times as basal and dressing fertilizations,
respectively, in 2015 (plant crop). Then, 50% urea (75, 150 kg/ha for U2, U3, respectively) and all the
calcium magnesium phosphate fertilizer (600 kg/ha) were applied as basal fertilizers. Additionally, the
remaining 50% urea and all the potassium chloride fertilizer (300 kg/ha) were applied on 15 May 2015.
For ratoon crops from 2016 to 2018, all the fertilizers, including urea, calcium magnesium phosphate,
and potassium chloride, were applied at the same time in April of each year.

2.3. Investigation of Pests, Diseases, and Agronomic and Yield Traits

Investigations were done for withered heart incidence rate, smut incidence rate, emergence
rate (shooting rate for ratoon crop), and tillering rate during the experiment. The plant shoots and
withered heart and smut incidences were investigated from April to June every year. The withered
heart incidence rate, smut incidence rate, emergence rate (shooting rate for ratoon crop), and tillering
rate were calculated, respectively. Plant height, stalk diameter, growth speed, stalk weight, millable
stalks/ha, cane yield, and sugar yield were investigated. Fifteen main shoots were selected from each
subplot for observation, the plant height was measured, and the growth speed (cm/d) was calculated
from April to October every year. Fifteen millable stalks were randomly cut from each subplot before
harvesting, and their plant height and stalk diameter were measured. The actual cane yield in each
subplot was weighed after harvest, and the millable stalks/ha and stalk weight were investigated.

2.4. Quality and Physiological Analyses

Field brix was measured in October, November, and December of each year by a double scale
concentration meter (PAL-BX/RI, Atago, Japan). Fifteen sugarcane plants were selected randomly from
each subplot every month to measured relative chlorophyll content (SPAD value) in leaf +1 (top visible
dewlap leaf) by chlorophyll analyzer (SPAD-502Plus, Konica Minolta, Japan) from May to September.
Six stalks were selected and cut randomly from each subplot every month in November, December, and
January (next year) and sent to the Sugarcane Research Institute of Guangxi Academy of Agricultural
Sciences for cane quality analysis.

Determination of GPT, GOT activity, and nitrate N content in sugarcane leaves were referred
to Zhang et al. [11]. Determination of dry matter and total N content in sugarcane was operated as
follows: Six plants were randomly selected from each subplot, and the leaves and stalks were separated
and heated at 105 ◦C for 30 min, and then dried at 60 ◦C to constant weight. After weighing, they were
crushed and sifted into a 0.15 mm mesh sieve and bagged. The samples were used to determine total
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N content with the Kjeldahl method. NUE of each treatment was determined using the formula [35]
as follows:

NUE = (Total N accumulation at U2, U3 level−Total N accumulation at U1 level)/N application
rate × 100%.

2.5. Data Analysis

Data analyses were performed using the SPSS 22.0 software package (IBM SPSS Statistics 22).
Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was done to evaluate the effects of different N levels and sugarcane
cultivars, and the N application level × cultivar interactions. The results were reported as the mean
values of the experiments. Graphs were generated with Sigma Plot 10.0, Origin 2019b and Microsoft
Excel 2010.

3. Results

3.1. Incidences of Withered Heart and Smut

It can be seen from Table 2 that withered heart seedlings mainly occurred in the plant crop,
so the withered heart incidence rate was lower in the ratoon crops. The withered heart incidence
rate and smut incidence rate in the ratoon crops increased first and then decreased. The mean of
withered heart incidence rate showed a trend of U1 > U3 > U2, and significantly different between
U1 and U2. For different crops, it showed significantly higher in U1 and U2 than U3 in the plant
crop, but significantly higher in U3 than U1 and U2 in the first ratoon crop (2016). The mean of
smut incidence rate showed a trend of U3 > U2 > U1, and significantly different between U1 and U3
although an exception was observed in the first ratoon crop which showed U2 > U3 > U1 (Table 2),
suggesting that the smut incidence rate might in general increase with the increase of urea application
rate. For different sugarcane cultivars, although the mean of withered heart incidence rate showed no
significant differences, there were significant differences for different cultivars in different planting
years. It was significantly higher in B9 than GT11 in the plant crop, in ROC22 than B9 and GT11 in the
first and third ratoon crops, in GT11 than B9 in the first ratoon crop. The smut incidence rate showed a
trend of GT11 > ROC22, B9 for different sugarcane cultivars.

Table 2. The effects of N application level and cultivar on withered heart incidence and smut incidence
rates in sugarcane.

Treatment
Withered Heart Incidence Rate (%) Smut Incidence Rate (%)

2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean 2016 2017 2018 Mean

Urea level (t/ha)
U1 (0) 21.38a 5.27b 9.43a 3.98a 8.81a 2.46c 12.29a 5.95a 6.90b
U2 (150) 21.37a 5.00b 8.54a 4.28a 6.54b 3.35a 12.57a 10.00a 8.64ab
U3 (300) 17.71b 6.61a 8.10a 2.83a 7.98ab 3.13b 16.95a 10.99a 10.35a
Cultivar
GT11 16.49b 5.42b 8.32a 2.69b 8.23a 2.65b 17.71a 13.18a 11.18a
B9 23.82a 4.37c 8.14a 3.41ab 7.87a 3.67a 10.98a 6.93b 7.19b
ROC22 - 7.10a 9.61a 4.99a 7.23a 2.62b 13.11a 6.83b 7.52b
Urea level 0.02 0.01 0.42 0.72 0.08 0.01 0.46 0.26 0.09
Cultivar 0.01 0.01 0.25 0.10 0.12 0.01 0.14 0.03 0.02
Urea level × Cultivar 1.00 0.01 0.34 0.92 0.01 0.01 0.54 0.59 0.45

Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range
test (DMRT).

There was an interaction between N fertilizer and sugarcane cultivars on the withered heart
incidence rate (Table 2). It was found that the lowest withered heart incidence rate occurred in the
combination U2 × B9 (sugarcane cultivar B9 applied with 150 kg/ha urea). There was no interaction
between N fertilizer level and sugarcane cultivar for the smut incidence rate (Table 2), and the best
combination was U1 × B9.
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3.2. Emergence Rate, Shooting Rate, and Tillering Rate

There was no significant difference in the emergence rate in different treatments in the plant crop,
but the shooting rate showed U3 < U1, U2 significantly (Table 3). Obviously, the highest N fertilization
level (300 kg/ha urea) inhibited the bud germination and early growth in the ratoon crops. The tillering
rate was significantly higher in U2 than U1. The tillering rate was positively correlated with the level
of N fertilization in the plant crop, with significant differences among U1, U2, and U3, indicating that
increasing applications of N fertilizer could promote the tillering in the plant crop. The tillering rate in
the treatment U2 increased year by year in the ratoon crop, while that in U1 and U3 increased in the
first ratoon and then decreased with time. For different cultivars, the tillering rate showed B9 > ROC22
> GT11, and significantly higher in B9 than ROC22 and GT11 (Table 3).

Table 3. The effects of N application level and cultivar on emergence rate, shooting rate, and tillering
rate in sugarcane.

Treatment
Emergence

Rate (%) 2015
Shooting Rate (%) Tillering Rate (%)

2016 2017 2018 Mean 2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean

Urea level (t/ha)
U1 (0) 66.9a 98.2a 89.9a 115.5ab 101.2a 21.3c 19.2a 55.8b 46.2b 36.8b
U2 (150) 67.1a 97.9a 80.2b 125.4a 101.2a 33.9b 33.2a 59.0b 88.9a 68.6a
U3 (300) 64.8a 95.8a 68.0c 101.6b 88.5b 40.3a 28.6a 81.5a 77.5ab 58.1ab
Cultivar
GT11 65.9a 88.7b 71.1b 94.1b 84.7b 19.5b 28.0a 64.8b 68.8a 45.1b
B9 66.7a 102.9a 82.6a 147.6a 111.0a 44.2a 22.4a 87.2a 77.2a 71.1a
ROC22 - 100.3ab 84.2a 100.8b 95.1b - 30.5a 44.3b 66.5a 47.1b
Urea level 0.55 0.93 0.01 0.03 0.03 0.01 0.49 0.06 0.05 0.07
Cultivar 0.71 0.06 0.04 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.68 0.01 0.80 0.08
Urea level × Cultivar 0.89 0.06 0.01 0.33 0.29 0.01 0.95 0.14 0.90 0.32

Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range
test (DMRT).

In general, the effects of urea application level and sugarcane cultivar on the emergence rate,
the shooting rate, and the tillering rate were independent of each other, and there was no interaction
between the urea application level and cultivar in the three indexes (Table 3). The best performance in
the emergence rate, the shooting rate, and the tillering rate was found in the U2 × B9 combination.
However, there was an interaction between urea application level and sugarcane cultivar in the tillering
rate in the plant crop (Table 3), and the best was found in the U3 × B9 combination by using DMRT.

3.3. Stalk Diameter and Plant Height

It can be seen from Table 4 that the stalk diameter and plant height showed the same as U2,
U3 > U1 significantly in all the years except for the stalk diameter in 2018. The mean of stalk diameter
in U2 and U3 was 2.6 cm and 2.5-fold larger than that in U1, respectively, and the mean of plant
height in U2 and U3 was the same, 43 cm higher than that in U1. For different sugarcane cultivars, the
stalk diameter showed GT11 > ROC22, B9, and the mean in GT11 was 2.5 and 2.1 mm significantly
larger than that in B9 and ROC22, respectively (Table 4). For all the years, the plant height showed
ROC22 > B9 > GT11 significantly, and the mean in ROC22 was 28 and 53 cm higher than B9 and GT11,
respectively, and the mean in B9 was 25 cm higher than that in GT11.

There was no interaction between urea application level and cultivar in stalk diameter and plant
height of sugarcane (Table 4). The best performance for stalk diameter was found in the combination
U2 × GT11 and for plant height in the combination U3 × ROC22.
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Table 4. The effects of N application level and cultivar on stalk diameter and plant height in sugarcane.

Treatment
Stalk Diameter (mm) Plant Height (cm)

2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean 2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean

Urea level (t/ha)
U1 (0) 23.4b 25.0b 24.8b 25.2a 24.6b 374b 317b 297b 303b 323b
U2 (150) 26.6a 28.0a 28.0a 26.0a 27.2a 431a 372a 327a 336a 366a
U3 (300) 26.9a 27.8a 27.4a 26.3a 27.1a 429a 362a 328a 344a 366a
Cultivar
GT11 27.0a 27.8a 28.8a 27.7a 27.8a 380c 326c 294c 304c 326c
B9 24.9b 26.9a 25.2b 24.2c 25.3b 415b 349b 311b 328b 351b
ROC22 25.0b 26.1a 26.3b 25.6b 25.7b 439a 376a 350a 351a 379a
Urea level 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.10 0.01 0.08 0.01 0.06 0.01 0.01
Cultivar 0.03 0.12 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Urea level × Cultivar 0.56 0.01 0.05 0.66 0.13 0.24 0.01 0.05 0.33 0.15

Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range
test (DMRT).

3.4. Relative Chlorophyll Content (SPAD Value)

The data in Figure 2 showed that the SPAD values in sugarcane leaves were affected by both
cultivar and urea application level. In general, the SPAD values were lower in U1 than U2 and U3,
the same in different years, and slightly higher in U3 than U2 in most cases. The SPAD values were
significantly lower in GT11 than B9 in both the plant or ratoon crops, and also significantly lower than
ROC22 in the ratoon crops.Agronomy 2020, 10, 353 8 of 25 
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levels, 26.9% and 38.6% significantly higher in U2 and U3 than that in U1, respectively. The millable 
stalks/ha was considerably higher in the plant crop than the ratoon crops. For different cultivars, 
the mean of millable stalks/ha was 36.4% and 34.1% significantly higher in B9 and ROC22 than 
GT11, respectively, and similar results were observed in all the years. 

Figure 2. SPAD values (relative chlorophyll content) of sugarcane leaves from May to September
during the 4-year planting duration under different N levels. Data with different letters in the same
column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range test (DMRT).

3.5. Stalk Weight and Millable Stalks/ha

The data in Table 5 indicate that the mean of stalk weight showed U1 < U2, U3 significantly, which
was 0.23 and 0.13 kg significantly higher in U2 and U3 than U1, respectively. It showed the same trend
as the total mean in the plant crop but varied in different years of the ratoon crops.

It was found in Table 5 that the mean of millable stalks/ha showed U1 < U2, U3 for different N
levels, 26.9% and 38.6% significantly higher in U2 and U3 than that in U1, respectively. The millable
stalks/ha was considerably higher in the plant crop than the ratoon crops. For different cultivars, the
mean of millable stalks/ha was 36.4% and 34.1% significantly higher in B9 and ROC22 than GT11,
respectively, and similar results were observed in all the years.
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Table 5. The effects of N application level and cultivar on stalk weight and millable stalks/ha
in sugarcane.

Treatment
Stalk Weight (kg) Millable Stalks/ha (×1000)

2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean 2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean

Urea level (t/ha)
U1 (0) 1.12b 1.22ab 0.89b 1.16a 1.10b 156.2b 98.1c 116.3b 94.0b 116.2b
U2 (150) 1.45a 1.29a 1.42a 1.14a 1.33a 195.3a 117.9b 122.2b 154.6a 147.5a
U3 (300) 1.50a 1.13b 1.05b 1.23a 1.23a 205.1a 140.3a 168.6a 130.3ab 161.1a
Cultivar
GT11 1.47a 1.35a 1.02a 1.02b 1.22a 164.3b 97.1b 99.5b 97.7b 114.7b
B9 1.30a 1.15b 1.15a 1.24a 1.21a 190.5a 133.3a 168.3a 133.4a 156.4a
ROC22 1.29a 1.13b 1.19a 1.26a 1.22a 201.8a 126.0a 139.4a 147.8a 153.8a
Urea level 0.01 0.08 0.15 0.37 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.05 0.01
Cultivar 0.23 0.01 0.58 0.05 0.36 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Urea level × Cultivar 0.95 0.01 0.14 0.80 0.26 0.64 0.01 0.07 0.55 0.02

Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range
test (DMRT).

There was no interaction between N fertilizer application level and sugarcane cultivar in stalk
weight (Table 5), and the best performance was observed in the U2 × GT11 combination. There was an
interaction between N fertilizer application level and sugarcane cultivar in millable stalks/ha (Table 5),
and the best performance was observed in the U3 × B9 combination.

3.6. Cane and Sugar Yield

As shown in Table 6, the cane yield generally showed U1 < U2, U3 for different N application
levels. The U2 and U3 treatments significantly increased the mean of cane yield by 49.3% and 50.9%,
respectively, compared with U1. Higher cane yield was obtained in the plant crop (2015) and first
ratoon crop (2016), and then decreased sharply in 2017, which showed no significant difference form
2018. The sugar yield also showed the same trend as the cane yield, and the U2 and U3 treatments
significantly increased it by 51.9% and 50.4%, respectively, compared with U1 (Table 6).

For different sugarcane cultivars, the cane yield significantly increased by 27.3% and 25.8%,
respectively, and the sugar yield significantly increased by 38.1% and 32.6%, respectively, in ROC22
and B9 than GT11 (Table 6).

There was no interaction between N fertilizer application level and sugarcane cultivar in cane
yield and sugar yield (Table 6). The highest cane yield was observed in the combination U3 × ROC22,
and the highest sugar yield was found in the combination U2 × ROC22. However, there was an
interaction between N fertilizer application level and sugarcane cultivar in cane yield and sugar yield
in the first ratoon crop (Table 6), the highest cane yield was observed in the combination U3 × ROC22,
and the highest sugar yield in the combination U3 × B9.

Table 6. The effects of N application level and cultivar on cane and sugar yield in sugarcane.

Treatment
Cane Yield (t/ha) Sugar Yield (t/ha)

2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean 2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean

Urea level (t/ha)
U1 (0) 173.6b 235.3c 104.1a 109.3b 155.8b 26.5b 34.3b 16.2a 16.4b 23.5b
U2 (150) 280.6a 296.6b 174.9a 178.6a 232.7a 42.9a 44.8a 27.6a 27.5a 35.7a
U3 (300) 301.6a 305.8a 172.3a 161.1a 235.2a 44.0a 45.7a 26.5a 24.4a 35.3a
Cultivar
GT11 238.1a 260.8c 105.3b 101.3b 176.6b 34.3a 37.6c 15.5b 14.4b 25.5b
B9 251.7a 293.8a 178.9a 164.6a 222.3a 39.3a 42.6b 27.9a 24.9a 33.8a
ROC22 266.0a 283.1b 167.1a 183.1a 224.8a 39.6a 44.7a 26.9a 28.9a 35.2a
Urea level 0.01 0.01 0.20 0.04 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.20 0.04 0.01
Cultivar 0.31 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.01 0.12 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.01
Urea level × Cultivar 0.56 0.01 0.70 0.73 0.78 0.60 0.01 0.60 0.80 0.68

Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range
test (DMRT).
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3.7. Field Brix and Milled Juice Brix

It was found that the field brix was significantly lower in U3 than U1 and U2 for different N levels
in the plant crop but the same in the mean and the ratoon crops (Table 7). The milled juice brix also
showed U3 < U1, U2 significantly for different N levels. For different sugarcane cultivars, both the
means of field brix and milled juice brix showed significantly lower in GT11 than B9 and ROC22,
but B9 > ROC22 > GT11 significantly in the plant crop. There was no interaction between N fertilizer
application level and cultivar in the field brix and milled juice brix. The highest field brix and milled
juice brix was found in the combination U2 × B9.

Table 7. The effects of N application level and cultivar on field and milled juice brix in sugarcane.

Treatment
Field Brix Milled Juice Brix

2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean 2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean

Urea level (t/ha)
U1 (0) 20.65a 21.56a 21.25a 20.10a 20.89a 20.36a 19.96a 20.29a 19.70b 20.08a
U2 (150) 20.29a 21.67a 21.32a 21.03a 21.08a 19.97a 19.99a 20.32a 20.11a 20.10a
U3 (300) 19.10b 21.15a 21.41a 20.74a 20.60a 18.99b 19.55a 20.10a 19.96b 19.65b
Cultivar
GT11 19.15c 21.07a 20.80b 20.62a 20.41b 18.97c 19.03b 19.44b 18.93b 19.09b
B9 20.87a 21.68a 21.75a 20.36a 21.17a 20.62a 20.19a 20.59a 20.32a 20.43a
ROC22 20.02b 21.63a 21.43a 20.89a 20.99a 19.74b 20.28a 20.68a 20.52a 20.30a
Urea level 0.03 0.20 0.26 0.14 0.13 0.01 0.28 0.33 0.10 0.02
Cultivar 0.01 0.23 0.01 0.24 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Urea level × Cultivar 0.05 0.90 0.01 0.28 0.07 0.11 0.70 0.01 0.22 0.09

Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range
test (DMRT).

3.8. Juice Gravity Purity

The data in Table 8 show that there is no significant difference on juice gravity purity for different
N application levels. For sugarcane cultivars, the juice gravity purity showed ROC22 > B9 > GT11
significantly in the ratoon crops but not in the plant crop. There was no interaction between N fertilizer
application level and sugarcane cultivar in juice gravity purity. The combination U3 × ROC22 recorded
the highest juice gravity purity.

Table 8. The effects of N application level and cultivar on juice gravity purity in sugarcane.

Treatment 2015 2016 2017 2018 Mean

Urea level (t/ha)
U1 (0) 91.21a 92.18a 93.58a 93.10a 92.52a
U2 (150) 91.49a 92.38a 93.77a 93.42a 92.76a
U3 (300) 91.58a 92.61a 93.75a 93.30a 92.81a
Cultivar
GT11 90.75a 91.27c 92.92c 92.19c 91.78c
B9 92.11a 92.36b 93.61b 93.16b 92.81b
ROC22 91.42a 93.55a 94.56a 94.48a 93.50a
Urea level 0.87 0.29 0.61 0.34 0.44
Cultivar 0.13 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Urea level × Cultivar 0.92 0.61 0.15 0.09 0.83

Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range
test (DMRT).

3.9. Juice Rate and Sucrose % Cane

As presented in Table 9, the mean of sugarcane juice rate showed U1 < U2, U3 for different N
application levels. For different cultivars, the juice rate showed ROC22 > GT11 > B9. There was an
interaction between N fertilizer application level and sugarcane cultivar in juice rate. The combination
with highest juice rate was U3 × ROC22.
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Table 9. The effects of N application level and cultivar on juice rate and sucrose % cane in sugarcane.

Treatment
Juice Rate (%)

Mean
Sucrose % Cane

Mean2015 2016 2017 2018 2015 2016 2017 2018

Urea level (t/ha)
U1 (0) 69.6b 56.7b 68.6c 65.7b 65.1b 15.31a 14.48b 15.42a 14.76b 14.99a
U2 (150) 70.9ab 61.4a 69.6b 67.0a 67.2a 15.21ab 15.12a 15.53a 15.19a 15.26a
U3 (300) 71.9a 60.4a 70.3a 67.1a 67.4a 14.59b 14.95b 15.39a 15.05ab 15.00a
Cultivar
GT11 70.9b 58.2b 69.2b 66.0b 66.1b 14.43c 14.32b 14.74c 14.11c 14.40c
B9 69.4c 58.6b 68.3b 65.4b 65.4c 15.63a 14.49b 15.52b 15.11b 15.20b
ROC22 72.0a 61.8a 70.9a 68.4a 68.3a 15.05b 15.74a 16.08a 15.79a 15.66a
Urea level 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.06 0.02 0.60 0.06 0.12
Cultivar 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Urea level × Cultivar 0.04 0.13 0.62 0.09 0.04 0.33 0.53 0.01 0.17 0.23

Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range
test (DMRT).

The sucrose % cane was the highest in U1, which was significantly higher than U3 in the plant
crop. In the ratoon crops, however, that in U2 was the highest among the three N level treatments,
and significantly higher than the other two in the first ratoon crop and higher than U1 in the third ratoon
crop (Table 9). For different cultivars, the sucrose % cane showed B9 > ROC22 > GT11 significantly in
the plant crop, but ROC22 > B9 > GT11 in the ratoon crops and total mean. There was no interaction
between N fertilizer and sugarcane cultivar on sucrose % cane except for the year 2017 (Table 9), and the
combination with highest sucrose % cane was U2 × ROC22.

3.10. GPT, GOT, and Nitrate N in Leaves

The data in Figure 3 show that, in general, the GPT activity in leaves of different sugarcane
cultivars under different N levels is stronger at the late tillering stage and great elongation stage than
great tillering stage and late elongation stage. For the three sugarcane cultivars, the GPT activity was
lower in GT11 than B9 and ROC22 at tillering stage under low N conditions. Consistent with this,
GT11 showed lower tillering rate than B9 and ROC22 (Table 3). Obviously, the effects of different N
levels and sugarcane cultivars on GPT activity varied significantly at different growth stages.

The GOT activity in leaves was found lower in GT11 than B9 and ROC22 under different N levels.
In general, that was higher in B9 than ROC22 at U1 and U2 levels except for late elongation stage
(Figure 4).

As shown in Figure 5, the nitrate N content in leaves of different sugarcane cultivars under
different N levels had an increasing trend with plant growth. Generally, the nitrate N content showed
the highest in ROC22 while the lowest in GT11 under different N levels. The nitrate N content generally
showed U3 > U2 > U1 for the same sugarcane cultivar.
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Figure 3. The glutamic pyruvic transaminase (GPT) activity in leaves of sugarcane at different N levels. Figure 3. The glutamic pyruvic transaminase (GPT) activity in leaves of sugarcane at different N levels. Data with different letters in the same column are significantly
different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range test (DMRT).
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Figure 4. The glutamic oxaloacetic transaminase (GOT) activity in leaves of sugarcane at different N levels.Figure 4. The glutamic oxaloacetic transaminase (GOT) activity in leaves of sugarcane at different N levels. Data with different letters in the same column are

significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range test (DMRT).
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Figure 5. The Nitrate N content in leaves of sugarcane at different N levels. Figure 5. The Nitrate N content in leaves of sugarcane at different N levels. Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using
Duncan′s multiple range test (DMRT).
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3.11. Dry Matter Distribution

It can be seen from Figure 6 that the N levels had a significant effect on the dry matter distribution
in different sugarcane cultivars. The ratio of dry matter of stalks to leaves at U1 level was the lowest in
GT11 at the tillering stage, which indicated that the application of N fertilizer at the tillering stage
significantly promoted the dry matter distribution to the stalks in this cultivar. The ratio showed the
highest in B9 among the three cultivars under different N levels, so the N application at the tillering
stage was not conducive to dry matter distribution to the stalks in this cultivar. For ROC22, the ratio
basically showed higher at U3 than U2 and U1 levels. During the elongation stage, the ratio in GT11
generally showed U1 > U2 > U3 for different N levels, and that in B9 was significantly higher at U3
than U2 and U1 levels. At the mature stage, the ratio generally showed U2 > U3 > U1 in GT11 and
ROC22 while U3 > U2 > U1 in B9 for different N levels.
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Figure 6. Dry matter distribution in sugarcane in different combinations of nitrogen application level and sugarcane cultivar. Figure 6. Dry matter distribution in sugarcane in different combinations of nitrogen application level and sugarcane cultivar.
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3.12. NUE

As presented in Table 10, the NUE showed generally as U3 > U2 > U1 for different N levels, and
B9 > GT11 > ROC22 among the sugarcane cultivars. From tillering to mature stages, the NUE in GT11
increased first and then decreased, while that in B9 and ROC22 increased continuously. From the
perspective of difference analysis, it was found that B9 showed higher NUE than GT11 and ROC22 at
the tillering and elongation stages. There was an interaction between N application level and sugarcane
cultivar in NUE. The NUE was much higher in leaves than stalks under different N application levels
in the three cultivars (Table 11). The NUE in leaves increased from tillering to mature stage at U2 and
U3 levels while that in stalks increased first and then decreased, and that in stalks at U3 level showed
the highest. The NUE was higher in B9 than GT11 and ROC22, and showed an increase with growth in
different sugarcane cultivars. N application level and sugarcane cultivar interacted significantly each
other in NUE in both leaves and stalks of sugarcane.
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Table 10. The effects of N application level and cultivar on NUE in sugarcane during 2016 to 2018.

Treatment
Tillering Stage (%)

Mean
Elongation Stage (%)

Mean
Mature Stage (%)

Mean
2016 2017 2018 2016 2017 2018 2016 2017 2018

Urea level (t/ha)
U1 0c 0c 0c 0c 0b 0b 0c 0b 0c 0b 0c 0b
U2 22.85b 22.25b 24.62b 23.24b 29.93a 26.68a 30.64a 29.09a 28.70b 26.70a 29.60b 28.33a
U3 24.99a 24.42a 26.53a 25.31a 30.09a 26.85a 30.34b 29.09a 31.02a 27.49a 30.24a 29.59a
Cultivar
GT11 14.96b 15.60b 15.89b 15.48b 18.56c 19.61a 19.93b 19.37b 18.00c 17.02a 18.22b 17.75b
B9 18.24a 16.77a 19.58a 18.20a 21.61a 15.70c 21.40a 19.57a 20.77b 17.38a 20.75a 19.63a
ROC22 14.64c 14.31c 15.68c 14.88c 19.86b 18.23b 19.65c 19.25b 20.95a 19.78a 20.88a 20.54a
Urea level 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Cultivar 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.15 0.01 0.01
Urea level × Cultivar 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.13 0.01 0.01

Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range test (DMRT).

Table 11. The NUE in sugarcane leaves and stalks in 2016–2018.

Table
Leaves Stalks

Tillering Stage (%) Elongation Stage (%) Mature Stage (%) Tillering Stage (%) Elongation Stage (%) Mature Stage (%)

Urea level (t/ha)
U1 0c 0c 0c 0c 0c 0b
U2 16.20a 19.38a 21.23b 7.04b 9.71b 7.10a
U3 15.50b 19.10b 21.77a 9.81a 10.00a 7.82a
Cultivar
GT11 10.39b 12.83b 13.09c 5.09b 6.53b 4.66a
B9 11.38a 13.12a 14.99a 6.81a 6.45b 4.64a
ROC22 9.93c 12.52c 14.92b 4.94c 6.72a 5.62a
Urea level 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Cultivar 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.13
Urea level × Cultivar 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.02

Data with different letters in the same column are significantly different at LSR 0.05 using Duncan′s multiple range test (DMRT).
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4. Discussion

Sugar yield per hectare is determined by cane yield and sucrose % cane, while millable stalks/ha and
stalk weight are the components of cane yield in sugarcane. Millable stalks/ha is mainly determined by
seedcane rate, emergence rate, shooting rate, and tillering rate, while stalk weight is mainly determined
by plant height and stalk diameter. The quality of sugarcane is determined by sucrose % cane, juice
rate, and juice gravity purity [36]. Nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium are three essential factors
for plant growth. They not only affect plant growth and cane yield but also affect the cane quality.
Meanwhile, cultivation methods and pests are also important factors affecting sugar content, yield,
and quality of sugarcane [1].

4.1. Effects of Different N Application Levels on Agronomic Traits in Sugarcane

It was found in this study that an appropriate N application can reduce the withered heart
incidence rate in sugarcane. It is speculated that N application may improve the tillering rate and
increase the number of shoots, thereby reduce the withered heart rate indirectly. Tillering rate basically
increases with the increase of N application level, different cultivars show different responses to N
fertilization, and an N-efficient cultivar shows a particularly prominent effect. In this study, the tillering
rate was found significantly higher in B9 than ROC22 and GT11 at the same N level. Smut is one of
the most serious fungal diseases causing a great economic loss in sugarcane production, especially in
ratoon crops of susceptible cultivars [37]. GT11 had the highest smut incidence rate among the three
cultivars, causing considerable loss of shoots, and resulting in the lowest millable stalks/ha and cane
yield at the same N level. In this study, it was found that different N fertilization levels affected the
emergence rate and shooting rate in sugarcane, low N, or no N application was more conducive to the
emergence in the plant crop, while high N fertilizer treatment reduced the germination and shooting
rates significantly. The shooting rate also varied from cultivar to cultivar, and the cultivar B9 showed
the best ratoon ability among the three cultivars at the same N level.

There is a strong correlation between chlorophyll content and N content in leaves, so the N content
in leaves can be indirectly determined by measuring the SPAD value of leaves [38]. In this study, the
application of N fertilizer significantly increased the SPAD value in sugarcane leaves and decreased
with plant growth. Previous studies indicated leaves are the largest N sink organ at the early growth
stage, and N content in green leaves showed a downward trend with growth, and then the stalk became
the largest N pool in sugarcane [39,40]. In this study, the SPAD values in sugarcane leaves were higher
in May and June than August and September in the two treatments with N application. From August
to September, the SPAD values decreased, which may be mainly related to the transfer of N from leaf
to stalk. In 2017, the SPAD value was lower in July than August and September, which may be due to
drought. Chlorophyll content in leaves is closely related to photosynthesis and then affects the plant’s
normal growth and yield [41,42]. In this study, the SPAD values in different sugarcane cultivars were
different. The cultivars with higher SPAD values had higher cane yield, sugar yield, sucrose % cane,
and juice gravity purity. In addition, there was a significant positive correlation between the SPAD
value and the juice gravity purity, which was consistent with the research results of Zhao et al. [43],
and similar to the results in wheat and other crops [44,45].

4.2. Effects of Different N Application Levels on Yield and Quality in Sugarcane

The components of cane yield include stalk length, stalk diameter, and millable stalks/ha in
sugarcane. The millable stalks/ha is mainly determined by the plant population at the early stage,
while the growth of individuals depends on the nutrient competitiveness at the later stage. Therefore,
N application mainly affects millable stalks/ha by affecting the emergence rate and tillering rate and
then jointly determines the cane yield by affecting the stalk length, stalk diameter, and stalk weight
of sugarcane at the later stage. In this study, with the increase of N levels, the stalk length and stalk
diameter increased to a certain extent, but they did not show a significant difference between the
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treatments with 150 and 300 kg urea/kg application levels. In general, all three sugarcane cultivars
obtained the highest cane and sugar yields at the U3 level from 2015 to 2016 and at the U2 level from
2017 to 2018. In total, for the four years, the highest sugar yield was obtained in the treatment with
urea 150 kg/ha application.

Stalk is the most economically valuable part of sugarcane, and carbohydrate is the most important
organic components in stalk. N level affects the cane quality by regulating the balance of carbohydrates
in plants. Sucrose content is the most important quality index for sugar milling, and juice gravity
purity is an important index reflecting the sugarcane maturity, so the higher the better. Under the
conditions of the present study, the juice gravity purity tended to increase with the increase of N
application levels, although the difference was not significant between U2 and U3, and the juice gravity
purity in ROC22 was the highest at the same N level among the three sugarcane cultivars. Brix is
another indicator of sugarcane maturity and quality. The brix at U2 level was the highest in this study.
For different cultivars, B9 presented the highest brix during the whole 4-year planting period under
the same N level. Brix is highly correlated with sucrose % cane in sugarcane. Obviously, the treatment
with 150 kg/ha urea produced the best cane quality and the highest sugar yield, and further increase
in the level of N fertilizer had a negative effect on the cane brix and sucrose content. These results
are consistent with those of previous studies [46]. It was reported that the high N supply level will
lead to the decrease of sucrose content in cane stalks, thus reducing the economic value of sugarcane
stalks [47], which is consistent with the results of this study.

4.3. Effects of Different N Application Levels on N Metabolism in Sugarcane

N metabolism is the most basic physiological metabolism in sugarcane, and its strength affects
the cane yield and quality. Transaminase is essential in sugarcane N metabolism. The activity of
GOT in rice leaves increased significantly with the increase of N levels within a certain range [48].
Ge et al. [49] showed that N treatment could effectively improve the activities of GOT and GPT in
tomato, and similar results were also found in wheat [50]. In this study, the activities of GPT and GOT
in different sugarcane cultivars under different N levels were stronger at the late tillering and great
elongation stages than at the great tillering stage. From the late tillering stage to great elongation stage
of sugarcane growth, the temperature in the environment is high, sunlight and rain are abundant, so
sugarcane crop grows vigorously, and the N metabolism is active. The results of the present study
indicated that, at the beginning of the great tillering stage, the temperature had just started to rise, there
was less rainfall, and the activity of N metabolism was relatively low. The direction of N metabolism
in sugarcane leaves before the late tillering stage is dominated by assimilation and absorption of N,
and the conversion and utilization of N gradually increased from late tillering stage to great elongation
stage, which is similar to previous studies [11]. However, it was found that the GOT activity in
sugarcane at the end of the elongation stage still increased to a certain extent while the GPT activity
decreased significantly. This may be because the temperature and rainfall had gradually decreased
at the end of the elongation stage. Previous studies have shown that GPT activity is very sensitive
to temperature, and the reaction rate of GTPase is the highest at 35 ◦C [51]. From the great tillering
stage to the late elongation stage, the GOT activity was higher in B9 and ROC22 than GT11. Nitrate N
is an important N source for sugarcane. In previous studies, the nitrate N content in rice leaves was
significantly increased by increasing N application during the rice filling stage [52], which is consistent
with the results of this study. The present study shows that the nitrate N content in different sugarcane
cultivars under different N levels basically increased with growth, showing an increasing ability to
absorb N nutrients. Moreover, the result of a previous study indicated that the dynamic change of
nitrate N content in leaves of spring maize was restricted by the N levels and the growth period, and
nitrate N in the leaves was mainly accumulated during the early growth stage and reused at the late
growth stage [53].

N levels affect the accumulation and distribution of dry matter during plant growth and
development. In this study, the distribution of dry matter in stalks and leaves of sugarcane varied
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with sugarcane cultivars at different growth stages and different N levels, which is consistent with
previous studies [54]. The ratio of dry matter of stalks to leaves was higher than 1 in different sugarcane
cultivars at different growth stages at different N levels. The sugarcane cultivar GT11 distributed
more dry matter to stalks at U2 than U1 and U3 levels at tillering and mature stages, but less at U2
level at elongation stage. This may be one of the reasons why GT11 showed larger stalk diameter but
lower plant height than ROC22 and B9, which resulted in lower single stalk weight. The ratio in B9
was the highest at U1 level at the tillering stage and the lowest at U1 level at both elongation and
mature stages. The ratio in ROC22 was relatively higher at U3 level from tillering to mature stages,
so it is speculated that, for ROC22, the dry matter is contributed more to the stalk part at a high N
level. It has been reported that the distribution rate of dry matter in stalk decreased with the increase
of N application [54,55]. However, it was not the same in this study; this may be caused by different
application rates of nitrogen fertilizer and different experimental conditions. The results showed that
the accumulation and distribution of dry matter varied with sugarcane cultivars, and changed with
the growth stage and the level of N application. The dry matter distribution was a complex process,
and more cultivars and fertilization experiments were needed for further explanation.

The N loss in soil increases significantly with the increase of N levels when excessive N is
applied [56,57]. The NUE at different growth stages increased with the increase of N application level
in this study, which may be because the sugarcane crop had not reached the turning point from high to
low in NUE at U3 level. Therefore, the N levels set for this study is reasonable and right. The sugarcane
cultivars showed the greatest difference in NUE at the tillering stage under different N levels, and the
NUE was higher at U3 level for all three cultivars. In general, the cultivar B9 showed the highest NUE
among the cultivars. Interestingly, B9 also presented the highest emergence rate, tillering rate, and
millable stalks/ha. Similar to the results in maize [58], the cultivars with higher N metabolism related
enzyme activity could have higher NUE and yield. The NUE in GT11 showed higher compared with
ROC22 and similar in withered heart and smut incidence rate performance, which had a great impact
on the total number of plants in both cultivars. However, there was no positive correlation between
the tillering rate and millable stalks and NUE in GT11 and ROC22. It was also found that the cane
yield in a sugarcane cultivar with higher NUE at different N levels was not necessarily higher than that
in those with lower NUE. At the mature stage, the NUE showed a positive correlation with sucrose %
cane and sugar yield in sugarcane.

4.4. Interaction between N Application Level and Sugarcane Cultivar

In this study, there were significant interactions between N application level and sugarcane cultivar
in withered heart incidence rate, millable stalks/ha, and juice rate. Besides, there were significant
interactions between N application level and sugarcane cultivar in smut incidence rate, tillering rate,
cane yield and sugar yield in 2016, and in stalk diameter and plant height in 2016 and 2017. At the
same time, the elongation rate was found fluctuated greatly in 2015 and 2016, while relatively more
stable in 2015 and 2018. The stalk diameter, stalk weight, cane yield, and sugar yield were the highest
in 2016 compared to the other years. The cane yield declined sharply in 2017, which was similar to
2018. This may be due to the shallow distribution of sugarcane shoots from the upper buds in the
ratoon crops, which could reduce the nutrient uptake. The compaction of soil was increased while soil
permeability decreased in the ratoon crops, which not only hindered the growth of the root system and
the nutrient absorption but also lost fertilizer more easily.

5. Conclusions

Appropriate application of nitrogen fertilizer promotes the tillering, growth, nitrogen metabolism,
dry matter distribution, and sugar accumulation, and so significantly improves nitrogen use efficiency
and cane and sugar productivity in sugarcane, but there are significant interactions between N
application level and sugarcane cultivar. Under the condition of the present study, 300 kg/ha urea is



Agronomy 2020, 10, 353 21 of 23

recommended for plant and the first ratoon crops, and 150 kg/ha urea for the second and third ratoon
crops, which could produce the highest sugar yield.
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