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Spring is the time for thinning, and 
hopefully you’re getting ready to thin 
your stone fruit trees, and then start 
work on apples and pears. These pictures 
show you what to aim for, and what to 
avoid.

Thinning different types of 
fruit trees... At a glance...

This week we bring you a pictorial guide to the 4 main reasons for thinning, as well as tips (and lots of before and after photos) specific to different types of fruit tree.

This week we cover the four main reasons to 
thin the fruit on your trees.  Then we’ll look in 
detail at different types of fruit.

1. Breaking the natural tendency of 
fruit trees to bear fruit only every 
2 years. This is called biennial bearing, and 
fruit thinning is our best tool to prevent trees 
from doing this. Early removal of part of the 
crop will stimulate the tree into producing a 
heavy crop again next season. It has to be 
done every year to prevent the tree from 
taking a year off, but don’t worry—you’re 
not stressing the tree because you’re also 
reducing the actual amount of fruit the tree 
bears overall. 

It is also a food security issue. If you’re 
going to put all the effort and resources into 
growing fruit each year, it’s important to get 
a return on your investment every year, not 
every second year.

Biennial bearing: the 
apple tree in the 
foreground has dark 
green leaves and a heavy 
crop of fruit, whereas 
the tree immediately 
behind it has much paler 
green leaves and no fruit, 
ie it’s having an ‘off’ year, 
possibly because it didn’t 
get thinned early enough 
last year. Next year it 
will probably have a 
bumper crop; if we thin 
it early next year, we 
should be able to break 
the cycle.

If these apricots 
had been thinned 
when they were 
smaller, and only 
one left on each 
lateral, the lateral 
would have been 
protected to go on 
and produce more 
apricots for years 
to come.

2. Protecting the structure 
of the tree is an important reason 
for thinning. Broken branches and 
laterals (side shoots) are a common 
result of failing to thin, and results 
in a double loss for the gardener – of 
both fruit and branch!

If your tree has broken branches 
from too much fruit, you may be 
able to repair it. Remove most or 
all of the fruit, pull the branch back 
into the right position, and splint 
or tie it to support it while it heals. 
This can work for larger branches; 
unfortunately smaller broken shoots 
(like the ones in the photo) usually 
have to be removed completely.

Growing good-sized fruit is much 
more satisfying, and also more 
productive.

“

”
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3. Growing fruit of a good size 
is much more satisfying, and also 
more productive.  Even though the 
actual number of fruit you pick will 
often be reduced by half or more, the 
harvest weight is often not reduced 
much if the thinning is finished early 
enough, and the ratio of edible flesh 
to stone, pips and core is much better 
as a result of thinning.

Unthinned Rival apricots 
at harvest time (mid-
December). This bunch 
was missed in the thinning. 
Only two apricots should 
have been left rather than 
these four, and they would 
probably have grown to 
roughly twice this size, 
giving a much better ratio 
of fruit to stone.

4. Thinning improves fruit 
quality by (1) removing any 
fruit that is damaged while it is 
very small; (2) removing any fruit 
that will develop limb rub or grow 
deformed due to lack of space; (3) 
removing any fruit that is diseased; 
(4) removing any diseased flowers or 
wood in contact with fruit that would 
be likely to cause disease as the 
fruit matures; (5) opening up space 
around the fruit so it dries faster 
after rain, making it less likely to get 
a fungal disease; and (6) removing 
places for earwigs, light brown apple 
moth and other insect pests to hide 
within bunches of fruit.

Healthy fruit removed by thinning 
can be left to lie under the tree where 
they quickly dry up and return to the 
soil, but fruit that is infected (as in 
the top photo) should be completely 
removed from the area (it’s fine to 
put it in the compost or worm farm).

For all varieties, it’s acceptable 
to leave damaged fruit (e.g. hail 
marked) on the tree if it’s the only 
option available for a particular 
space, because it’s better to grow 
second-grade fruit than none at all, 
but diseased fruit should always be 
removed, to help protect the health 
of the remaining fruit, fruit on other 
trees, and next year’s crop.

The diseased flower 
sitting on this apricot 
has already caused 
brown rot. Removing 
the apricot while 
thinning will prevent the 
disease spreading to 
other apricots nearby. 
Thinning is also a 
great chance to notice 
and remove diseased 
flowers or wood that is 
in contact with healthy 
fruit.

Leaf curl can also affect 
fruit as well as leaves, 
and thinning is a great 
opportunity to remove 
the damaged fruit (like 
the lower nectarine) and 
allow the tree to put its 
energy into the healthy 
nectarines.

Cherries
Cherries are the exception in that they are not thinned. In commercial 
orchards, various methods are used to try thinning cherries, but it is 
not necessary in home gardens. Cherries are not particularly prone to 
biennial bearing, and will normally have a good crop every year.
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Apricots
Apricots do not grow on stems but 
directly from the branch or lateral, 
which means they need to always be 
thinned back to well spaced singles. 
On a medium or light crop tree it’s 
acceptable to leave two apricots 
growing on opposite sides of the 
same shoot if necessary, but they will 
probably restrict each other’s growth 
to some extent.

Unless your apricot tree has a very 
light crop, you will probably need to 
remove at least half of the fruit and 
possibly more. In deciding which 
pieces of fruit to remove, choose fruit 
that is 

• growing in angles between 
branches

• already showing signs of 
disease, e.g., brown rot, freckle

• damaged by limb rub or 
flapping about in the breeze on 
the end of a long lateral

• smaller—the fruit that is bigger 
earlier in the season will be 
bigger at harvest

If your tree has suffered any blossom 
blight, also take the time to remove 
any dried flowers or dead wood that 
is in contact with the fruit you are 
leaving on the tree, as this will help 
to protect it from developing brown 
rot before it matures.

A word of warning – be careful 
pulling apricots off when they’re very 
close to each other in bunches, (they 
may even be joined at the base), as 
it’s easy to accidentally pull off the 
one you mean to leave. Hold the 
apricot you intend to stay on the 
branch, while you gently twist off the 
one(s) you mean to remove. 

before after

before after

before after
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Peaches and nectarines
Peaches and nectarines, like apricots, grow directly 
from the laterals, either in singles, doubles or great 
big bunches. Like apricots, they should always be 
thinned back to well spaced singles, however most 
peaches and nectarine varieties grow to roughly 
twice the size of most apricot varieties, so the 
spacing should accordingly be further apart.  Try 
to imagine the fully grown size of the fruit you’re 
thinning, to make sure you leave them plenty of 
space to develop to their full potential (if you’re 
new to thinning and have only ever seen your tree 
produce small fruit, imagine the size of the same 
variety as you see it in the shops). 

It’s easiest to either twist the fruit to remove it, or 
pop it off using your thumb and finger. Healthy fruit 
can be left on the ground under the tree, diseased 
fruit should be removed and destroyed.

Unless your peach or nectarine tree has a very 
light crop, you will probably need to remove at least 
half of the fruit; if they have a very heavy crop you 
may need to remove up to 80% of the fruit (yes, 
really!). In deciding which pieces of fruit to remove, 
choose fruit that is: 

• growing in tight angles between branches, or 
likely to rub on a branch as it grows

• already showing signs of disease, e.g., brown 
rot, leaf curl

• damaged by limb rub
• eaten by earwigs or garden weevils (and then 

immediately take steps to ensure no more 
damage is done to healthy fruit)

• much smaller than the other fruit—the fruit 
that is bigger early in the season will be 
bigger at harvest

• on the ends of the laterals, where it’s more 
likely to be damaged by limb rub, flapping 
about in the breeze, and birds

Some people like to remove leaves that are diseased 
with leaf curl while they are thinning. It certainly 
makes the tree look neater (and makes you feel 
better), but there’s no evidence that it hastens the 
rate at which the tree will grow out the disease, 
which is mainly dependent on temperature. There’s 
also no evidence that removing the diseased leaves 
will reduce the likelihood of the tree getting leaf curl 
next year (it probably will if it rains in spring, unless 
you spray organic fungicide at budswell). 

However, if your tree has suffered any blossom 
blight, it can definitely reduce the likelihood of 
healthy fruit developing brown rot later in the 
season if you take the time to remove any dried 
flowers or diseased wood while you are thinning.

Thinning is also a good time to monitor damage 
from earwigs, garden weevils or any other insects 
that are munching on your fruit, particularly 
nectarines, one of their favourite targets. If you spot 
much damage you know the insects are already in 
the tree, so your response will need to include (a) 
preventing more insects getting into the tree and 
(b) giving each branch a firm shake to dislodge as 
many earwigs as you can. It’s worth spending a few 
minutes having a hunt in dark secluded places in 
the tree to ferret them out and knock them to the 
ground. They’re nocturnal, so it’s unusual to see 
them crawling along the branches during the day.

The earlier in the season your peaches and 
nectarines ripen, the greater benefit you’ll get (in 
terms of fruit size and return crop next year) from 
doing the thinning very early, and quite hard - 
peaches and nectarines usually ‘shed out’ quite early. 

nicely thinned Anzac peach

before after

before after
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Plums
Plums grow on stems, which gives 
them more space to grow.  Some 
plum varieties are more likely to natu-
rally have a biennial bearing pattern, 
but some seem to manage to produce 
a big crop every year. 

Either way, plums are usually 
thinned back to singles, but due to 
having stems, the singles can often 
be left a bit closer together than for 
apricots or peaches. Use the chart in 
the October program to calculate how 
hard to thin each variety of plum. 

For most plum varieties, you will 
probably need to remove at least half 
of the fruit. In deciding which pieces 
of fruit to remove, choose fruit that is: 

• hanging close to a branch 
where it is likely to develop 
limb rub as it matures

• growing from the top of the 
branch (make the most of 
gravity, and choose fruit that is 
naturally growing downwards)

• damaged by limb rub, some 
other deformity or insect 
damage

• too small

Generally speaking, it’s more 
acceptable to leave two plums close 
together if they are on opposite sides 
of the limb, and if they are a long-
stemmed variety, you may even be 
able to leave them hanging in doubles, 
particularly if the tree is only bearing 
a light or medium crop. 

Rather than pulling the fruit off 
(which can accidentally pull off a 
whole bunch), take hold of each 
individual plum and pop it off the 
stem using your thumb and finger. 
The stem will just fall off later.  The 
thinned fruit can be left under the 
tree as long as it’s healthy, and will 
quickly disappear.

before after

before

after
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Apples, pears, nashi and quince
These fruit all grow on stems, either short or long depending on the variety. As for plums, this means you can at times 
leave fruit a bit closer together, as the stems allow a little extra space for the fruit to grow as it matures, particularly on 
long stemmed varieties. This is only relevant for medium and light crop trees, where you are more able to leave doubles, 
or even triples hanging together, without overloading the tree too much and causing it to have an ‘off’ year the following 
season. When thinning a tree with a heavy crop, you should only ever leave the fruit hanging in well-spaced singles. 

For most apple and pear varieties, you will probably need to remove at least half of the fruit most years. In deciding 
which pieces of fruit to remove, choose fruit that is: 

• already damaged by black spot (apple scab), dimple bug or other insect
• damaged by codling moth (in which case the fruit and it’s codling moth larvae passenger should be destroyed)
• hanging close to a branch or in a tight angle where it is likely to run out of space and be squashed as it matures
• damaged by limb rub or some other deformity
• too small

For short-stemmed varieties, it’s easiest to either twist the fruit off the stem, or pull the stem off with the fruit, because 
trying to pull the fruit off the stem can too easily pull off the whole bunch. 

Long stemmed apples and pears can be annoyingly difficult to thin because they don’t easily snap off the stem; for 
some varieties it’s possible to bend and snap the stem in half, for others it’s easiest to hold the piece of fruit and pull it 
upwards so the stem peels off the bunch—you’ll need to experiment to find the best method for each variety.

Apples and pears tend to grow in bunches with a ‘king’ piece of fruit in the middle, which is the largest, and unless it’s 
damaged or diseased, is usually the one that’s left to grow, with all the smaller pieces around it removed.

before

after

before

after
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A reminder about when to start 
thinning

Wait until the ‘shedding out’ process has finished before you 
start thinning. Most varieties will have finished shedding out 
by now, except possibly some of the later varieties of apples 
and pears. 

These Satsuma plums are another great example of 
why there’s no point thinning too early, as a week 
before this photo was taken it would have looked 
like the tree had a much heavier crop than in fact it 
does. The pink/yellow plums are those that were not 
fertilised, and will have fallen off by themselves in 
another day or two, leaving a very light crop behind 
that will in fact require hardly any thinning.

Thinning before shedding out has 
finished (as you can see in this photo 
of Amber Jewel plums) is a waste 
of time, as many of these flowers 
are not fertilised and will fall off by 
themselves. More importantly, it’s too 
early to assess how heavy the crop 
load on the tree is, which is important 
to know in deciding how much fruit 
you will take off.
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Home Spray Units....

Part of your essential toolkit for 
growing fruit is the right spray 
equipment for the times when you 
need to spray your trees—either as a 
pest or disease control measure, or 
for something nutritional. 

What equipment you’ll need largely 
depends on the number of trees 
you have, or intend to have. There’s 
nothing worse than being faced by a 
job that needs doing and not having 
the equipment to tackle it, or having 
wrong or inadequate equipment.   

There’s 4 main types of sprayers, 
which are basically defined by size—
hand sprayers (1–2 litre capacity), 
bottle sprayers (5–8 litres), knapsack 
sprayers (12–20 litres), and larger 
powered sprayers (50–100+ litres). 
As with most of these things there’s a 
wide variety available, and the quality 
is equally variable. As usual, you 
pretty much get what you pay for and 
it’s worth buying something decent 

that will still be doing the job in 10 
years. 

So what should you buy and why? 
Below we’ve given some examples 
of what’s available, but haven’t 
mentioned the really cheap stuff 
which, in our opinion, is generally not 
worth considering. 

Hand Sprayers
Pretty much everyone needs one 
of these, regardless of how many 
trees they have. They are not really 
designed for spraying whole trees 
(although you could use them for 
this—it would take time and you 
may need a ladder), but are perfect 
for spot spraying when you need to 
spray concentrated small areas, such 
as controlling an outbreak of aphids. 
They are great for this because it’s 
not hard to limit the spray to what 
you are actually trying to hit, and 
therefore there’s less risk of harming 
nontarget insects, which may be 
beneficial.  

Hand sprayers usually have a 
pressure pump system, where you 
pump the pressure up by the hand 
plunger and then the spray comes 
out in a low-pressure stream. Nozzles 
are often adjustable so you can vary 
between a single stream or a spread-
out fan spray. 

A couple of examples: Hills have 
a 1.5-litre sprayer for around $15, 
or for something a bit better there’s 
the Stihl SG10 1.6 litre sprayer (see 
picture) for around $25.

Bottle Sprayers
To spray whole trees you are really 
looking at a bottle or knapsack-type 
sprayer. Bottle sprayers (we’re calling 
them this for lack of a better term—
they don’t seem to have a name) of 
5–8 litres tend to be larger versions 
of the small hand sprayers, so have 
a plunger-type pump on a bottle and 
usually just a strap to sling them over 
your shoulder. Where they also differ 
from small hand units is they have a 
wand (60 cm or so) with a nozzle on 
the end, and a handpiece with trigger 
on the other. This makes it much 
more practical to spray whole trees as 
you have much greater reach. They 
are a bit limited in that they don’t 
hold much and you need to constantly 
stop, put the sprayer down, and 
pump the pressure up again. 

Examples: Hozelock 7-litre bottle 
~$30; Solo 457, 7-litre bottle, ~$100

At a glance...
Even in an organic garden or orchard, sometimes you need to spray, for both pests and diseases, and also for applying products like compost tea. Having the right equipment for the job not only keeps you safer, but makes the job both more efficient and more effective.

5 litres or 50 litres  — which 
sprayer do I need?

Hand sprayers are perfect 
when you want a targeted 
spot spray, such as when 
hitting an outbreak of 
aphids...
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Knapsack Sprayers
Knapsack sprayers (up to 20 litres) generally have a full harness so you can 
strap them on your back, making it easier to carry the greater weight. They 
have a pump handle so you can be pumping with one hand and spraying 
with the other simultaneously, which means you’re not having to stop and 
pump all the time. They are really the best solution for spraying more than 
just a tree or two. They are generally set up for right-handed use (as is most 
equipment—lefties unite, end discrimination!) and so left handers may find it 
a bit awkward initially. 

If you really want 
to get fancy there 
are motor-powered 
knapsack sprayers! But 
be warned, these are 
expensive (~$800) and 
if you were going to this 
length it might be better 
to consider an electric 
sprayer (see below).

A cheaper example:  
Hills 12-litre ~$50 

More expensive: Stihl 
SG20, 18-litres, ~$189; 
Solo 425, 15 litres, 
~$190 (right). 

Larger 
Sprayers
If you’ve got more than 
about 10 trees then 
you’re probably going to 
need to think in terms of 
a sprayer with a higher 
volume and mechanical electric pump. With a capacity of 50–100 litres these 
are not something to be carried around your orchard, so you need to be able 
drive around, either on a quad bike (or similar) or 4WD or car, and have 
access to 12v power (usually the vehicle battery).

While it may seem like a major outlay, with a larger home orchard these 
units turn major jobs into much more manageable ones, which means there’s 
much more chance they will get done! 

Silvan have a 50-litre unit (SP50-S7) which sells for about $400, which is 
pretty reasonable when you consider that you will pay well over $100 for a 
decent quality knapsack, and they have a good reputation (below). You can 
find similar ones for as little as $140 online but we can’t really vouch for the 
quality—they may be fine, they may be rubbish.

Of course things don’t stop here—there’s plenty of bigger sprayers 
available, but unless you’re doing things on a commercial scale the ones 
we’ve described should cover most home garden situations.

8-litre bottle sprayer

50-litre 12 volt unit, ideal for a quad bike or 
ride-on mower in a small orchard or bigger block
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Soil tests...do I 
need them?
While it can be interesting to know 
exactly what’s in your soil, there’s 
no real need to pay for a soil test 
unless there is a specific problem 
or you want to rule something 
out. Laboratory tests are relatively 
expensive, and there are several 
different types depending on what 
you are testing for. There are some 
simple tests you can do at home, but 
these tell you more about your soil 
characteristics than what’s in the soil.

Lab Tests
If there’s a spot in your garden that 
never does well, or where things 
constantly die or struggle despite 
getting the same treatment as 
elsewhere, then something is amiss 
and a soil test may be a good idea if 
there’s no other obvious cause (such 
as poor drainage). It’s possible that 

there is a severe mineral or element 
deficiency or excess that is causing 
problems, or the area may have 
been contaminated by previous use 
(old mining and landfill sites can be 
difficult). 

Mineral and nutrient analysis: 
For nutrients and minerals, a soil 
analysis test will tell you what levels 
of nutrients and major and minor 
trace elements are found in your soil, 
and from these you can take steps 
such as adding lime or gypsum to 
help to get things back in balance. 
Or you may discover very high levels 
of a certain trace element which has 
the consequence of binding other 
elements, making them unavailable to 
the plants.

As important as the test itself is 
interpretation of the results. Without 
this a page full of results will be fairly 

meaningless. 
Most labs are 
providing tests 
for commercial 
growers 
working with 
an agronomist 
and so leave the 
interpretive work 
to them. 

One lab which 
offers a service 
that the home 
gardener can 
use is SWEP 
Analytical 
Laboratories. 
One of their 
tests is the 
ordinary soil test 
($110) which 
includes the 
basic nutrient 
and mineral 
analysis. This 
test also gives 

recommendations for applications 
of NPK (which stands for nitrogen, 
phosphorous, potassium, which 
is how these fertilisers are often 
described) to address any imbalance, 
but we would advise against using 
these.

SWEP also offers some organic 
soil testing, such as the Organic Soil 
Audit Analysis which includes tests for 
heavy metal and organophosphate 
contaminants, but at a cost of $600, 
you’d need a pretty good reason 
to get this test (such as a strong 
suspicion of organophosphate 
poisoning of your soil).

More useful is the Environmental 
Analysis Laboratory (EAL) Agricultural 
plus Totals and Heavy Metals test 
($154), which will give you all your 
element and nutrition information, 
plus levels of contaminants such as 
mercury, arsenic, cadmium, and lead.

Collecting soil samples: If you 
decide to have a lab test done, to 
ensure that your sample gives a true 
representation, collect soil from 5–10 
different spots, mix it together and 
then use as much of this as required 
by the lab (all labs have their own 
specific collection instructions). If you 
are getting a general test of a large 
area, avoid sampling from obviously 
contaminated areas, from high-traffic 
areas such as gateways or vehicle 
tracks, or gullies or water courses, as 
this may seriously skew the result. 
When sampling, scrape away any 
material on the surface, and sample 
the top 150 mm of soil using a clean 
shovel, collecting into a clean plastic 
bucket. 

  

A sample soil test report

Lab details:

SWEP - www.swep.com.au
EAL - scu.edu.au/eal/

At a glance...
There are lots of things you can test your soil for, but unless you have a specific reason to do so, it’s not usually worth spending much money on it. There are a few simple tests you can do at home, plus three main types of diagnostic tests you can do if you want to take it further.

http://www.swep.com.au
http://scu.edu.au/eal/
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Home Soil Tests 
Growing good organic fruit (or any 
other crops, for that matter) is 
completely dependent on having 
healthy soil—it is by far our greatest 
asset. The more we know about our 
soil, the better growers we will be! 
We encourage you to do these tests—
in different parts of your garden—at 
least every year or so, to get to know 
your soil, identify problems, and track 
any changes and improvements that 
are happening.

There’s a few simple tests that 
can reveal quite a bit about the 
characteristics of your soil, although 
they are of little help if you have a 
deficiency or contamination problem.

pH test: Normal healthy soil should 
have a pH of 5.5–6.5 (i.e., very 
slightly acidic). pH can change 
depending on temperature, moisture 
levels, and biological activity by as 
much as 2 points over a year. It’s 
not stable and should not be used as 
more than a guide to soil conditions. 

Much is said and written about soil 
pH and the merits of trying to adjust 
the level in your soil, but the best 
advice we can give is that, as long 
as your soil is not extremely acidic or 
alkaline—so as long as it is the range 
of 5.0–7.0—the pH level will correct 
itself in time as long as your soil 
biology is active and you are actively 
building it (e.g., with compost).   

Soil pH testing kits are available for 
about $20 from garden centres. To 
test your soil place a small amount 
of soil in a pile, add a few drops of 
indicator liquid and stir to a paste. 
Sprinkle on the powder and compare 
colour to chart.

If you don’t have a pH kit, here’s 
a way to get a rough idea of your 
soil’s pH. With about a tablespoon 
of dry soil, 

• add several drops of vinegar; 
if it fizzes, your pH is greater 
that 7.5 and quite alkaline;

• water the soil until it is moist, 
then add a pinch of baking 
powder (bicarb soda); if it 
fizzes, your soil pH is less 
than 5.0 and quite acid.

Ribbon test: The ribbon test will 
enable you to categorise your soil 
by its texture, which is really telling 
you how much clay it has in it (see 
table). This can be useful when 
working out how best to treat your 
soil and what to plant where. Soil 
texture can give an indication of 
how easily (or otherwise) water, air, 
and nutrients can move through the 
soil. 

Take a sample of soil to fit 
comfortably into the palm of your 
hand. Moisten with water, add a 
little at a time and knead until the 
ball of soil just fails to stick to the 
fingers (add more soil or water to 
get the right consistency). Keep 
kneading until the soil ball stops 
changing in appearance, usually 1–2 
minutes. Now gradually slide your 
thumb across the surface of the 
soil and force soil out between the 
thumb and forefinger to create a 
ribbon about 1 cm wide and 2 mm 
thick; the length the ribbon gets to 
before it falls is what you measure.

Length 
of 
ribbon

Soil 
texture

Amount of 
clay Characteristics

0–5 mm Sand Less than 5% clay Single grains stick to fingers

5–15 mm Loamy sand 5–10% clay Slight coherence

15–20 mm Sandy loam 10–15% clay Sand grains very visible

20–25 mm Light sandy 
clay loam

15–20% clay Coherent but still sandy

20–25 mm Loam 25% clay & 25% 
silt

Coherent and spongy, smooth 
feel, no obvious sandiness, might 
be a bit greasy if large amount of 
organic matter present

25–40 mm Sandy clay 
loam

20–30% clay Strongly coherent, sandy to touch

50–75 mm Sandy clay & 
light clay

35–40% clay Plastic feeling, slight resistance to 
shearing

>75 mm Clay >40% clay Smooth plastic bolus, definite 
resistance to shearing, can be 
moulded into rods

Squeeze a strip out 
between thumb and 
forefinger

Measure the length 
of the ribbon to 
gauge soil texture

Ribbon test Results
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Penetrometer: You can buy penetrometers to 
measure how hard or compacted your soil is, but a 
home-made one will give a good guide. Take a 40 cm 
long piece of heavy gauge fencing wire, or 5 mm mild 
steel rod. Bend the end 15 cm into a loop to make 
a handle. With a file, mark every 2 cm on the wire 
(starting from the nonhandle end) so you can measure 
how deep it pushes into the soil.

Push the penetrometer into the soil slowly until you 
reach resistance that is not easy to push past – this 
is a compaction layer which roots find it difficult to 
penetrate. Pull the penetrometer out and note the 
distance it went into the soil.

It’s a good idea to try and break up any compaction 
layer close to the surface, especially when planting. 
Deep ripping is also good if planting over a larger area 
and you have the equipment available. Soil biology will 
deal with compaction in time, but it does take time 
and so digging or ripping will speed the process up 
significantly. keyline ploughing is aimed at breaking up 
the compaction and encouraging biological activity in 
the soil.

Dig a hole: Dig a hole at least 60 cm deep, as this is 
the root zone of most plants. Make it wide enough that 
you can see the different layers in the wall of the hole 
(or soil horizons, as they’re called). You should now be 
able to measure your topsoil (hopefully there is some!), 
subsoil, and then (probably) the underlying clay and 
perhaps bedrock. There’s usually a noticeable line 
(horizon) where layers change, and the colour usually 
changes too. Can you see earthworms or other bugs, 
any evidence of fungal strands? Can you identify the 
root zone? 

This visual test is another way of gauging your soil 
characteristics and how well air and water will move 
through the soil. It’s much easier to do this in winter 
when the soil is moist.

Jar test: Shake 
a small handful of 
soil in a jar of water 
and allow it to settle 
until layers form 
(this may take a day 
or so). There will probably be a small amount of organic 
matter that floats, then a big layer of cloudy water (which 
will eventually clear), followed by layers of clay, silt , and 
sand. 

Infiltration test: This simple test tells you how quickly 
water can soak down into your soil, and from this you can 
make some educated guesses about your soil structure. 
Soil management—cultivation and the level of organic 
matter—affects the ability of soil to soak up water. Soils 
with high levels of organic matter can trap water much 
more easily, which then allows it to infiltrate slowly, 
reducing runoff. Organic matter also builds structure, 
creating pockets that can also trap water. Soil that has 
been heavily cultivated often has very poor structure and 
so water cannot easily infiltrate and tends to run off easily.

Pour 1 litre of water into a large empty tin or plastic 
container (small bucket). Measure the depth of water 
(mm), then empty the container. Cut the bottom out of the 
container and push it about 5 cm into the soil, and then 
pour in 1 litre of water. Record the time it takes for the 
water to soak into the soil. Divide the depth of water by 
the time in hours that it takes—this gives the infiltration 
rate in mm/hr.

0–10 mm/hr: very low infiltration rate, very poor soil 
structure, high clay content, high runoff potential

10–30 mm/hr: low, poor soil structure, high runoff in 
heavy rain

30–70 mm/hr: good, moderate soil structure, runoff 
after heavy rain

>70 mm/hr: very good, good soil structure, low runoff.

Go to this week’s ‘Indoor Jobs’ on page 14 for step-by-
step instructions on how to complete, and record a Soil 
Score Card for your garden. 

Cross-section through the soil 
clearly shows the different 
layers
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Learn from grafting 
success
—and failure!

At a glance...
It’s usually pretty obvious by the end of spring whether or not your grafts have taken, which gives you the chance to decide what to do next.  This month we look at some successes and failures to see what we can learn.

Cherry grafts
Each year in our on-farm tree nursery we graft hundreds 
of trees, which we use for planting new orchards, for filling 
gaps in our existing orchards, and to sell.  The photo on the 
left below is one of this year’s failures.

Even though some of this year’s grafts didn’t ‘take’, the 
rootstocks all survived, and put up new shoots. Of the ones 
that failed, the next step is to remove the dead graft, and 
select one, two or three of the shoots to grow on through 
summer, ready to be budded in February, as you can see in 
the middle photo. Budding is a great chance to make up for 
winter grafting failures!

The photo on the right is a success story - a graft that 
successfully ‘took’.

So what’s the difference? Why does one graft work, and 

another fails? There are lots of variables to think about, 
including when the graft was done, the rootstock, the scion 
wood, and the technique. 

These two grafts were done at the same time, on the 
same type of rootstock. The main difference in this case 
was how the scion wood was stored. The failed graft was 
done with scion wood that had been stored rolled up in a 
hessian bag, in a coolroom. When we took the wood out, 
it was obvious it had dried out a bit. But by then it was 
too late to collect any more, so we went ahead and chose 
the least dry looking pieces to use, and that’s the result. 
The second batch of wood was carefully and completely 
wrapped in plastic wrap before storing in a coolroom, and 
when unwrapped was still plump and in great condition. A 
great lesson about the correct storage of scion wood!

failure 

Grafting is a tricky business – everything needs to be just right for it to work! The 
rootstock has to be healthy, the scion wood must have been collected at the right time and 
stored correctly, and the timing has to be right. And then there’s working on your technique, not to mention having 
the correct equipment, and keeping your knives sharp! Grafting is an art that needs to be honed and improved over many 
years.

It can be just as useful to look at the failures as the successes (and there’s usually plenty of both!). Here’s a few of 
ours. Having said that, it’s an ancient art that has been practiced for centuries, so it can’t be too hard. The way to get 
good at it is too practice, and then practice again.

Cherry grafts

plan B success
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As soon as you’ve finished the 
grafting for the year, there’s plenty 
of other little jobs to keep an eye on 
when you’re growing your own trees:

Look after successful grafts 
and buds
• Remove any competing shoots 

growing from the rootstock or soil
• Remove grafting bandage if it’s in 

danger of causing a constriction
• Prune if the graft has become too 

‘top heavy’ and is in danger of 
snapping off

Prepare failed grafts for re-
grafting (budding) in summer
• Prune away the dead graft
• Hopefully, the rootstock will have 

grown some new shoots. Choose 
one, two or three to grow on for 
budding in Feb or grafting next 
winter, and remove the rest.

Look after seedlings or 
cuttings
• If you have seedlings growing, 

keep them weed free and watered
• If you have plum cuttings which 

have started growing and have 
produced multiple shoots, remove 
all but the strongest shoot. If it 
grows strongly enough it will be 
large enough to be budded in 
February (or grafted next winter). 
If you prefer, you can keep three 
shoots and bud all of them.

Prepare mature trees for 
budding or grafting
• Remove branches if they  are 

larger than 5 cm diameter, at 
about knee height if possible (or 
close to the main trunk, leaving 
about a 10–20 cm stump). This 
should stimulate a lot of new 
shoots to grow, which will be 
the right diameter for budding in 
summer or grafting next winter.

• Leave one ‘nurse’ limb so the tree 
doesn’t die

• The sooner you do this the more 
time the shoots will have to grow. 
It should be done in spring while 
the tree is actively growing.

Pear grafts
The next one (top photo, below) is a pear graft from wood of a variety we don’t 
yet grow (we’re always adding new varieties, so we were keen to graft it onto 
an existing pear tree just to get some wood growing on the property, which we 
can then use for future grafting). The wood had been stored well, but 2 year old 
wood had been selected, rather than the 1 year old wood that is normally used 
for grafting. We hadn’t tried it before, but figured we had nothing to lose. We 
did two grafts, and one of them worked, so only a 50% success rate, but under 
the circumstances, a very useful result. We should get enough wood from the 
successful graft to bud at least half a dozen trees in the nursery in February. 

The second photo below is of the second pear graft, and though it hasn’t 
grown, you can see where it’s been scratched that it’s still green underneath, so 
we haven’t given up hope (but realistically, it probably won’t grow!).

A graft using 2 
year old wood

Not dead, but 
not growing!
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Picking, care, and storage 
of cherries

If you’re lucky enough to have cherry trees, you may be getting very close 
to harvesting the first of the crop, depending on where you live. At our 
farm in central Victoria, the earliest varieties are normally picked around 
the middle of November.

How do you know if your cherries are 
ripe?
As a general rule, (and unlike other fruit) skin colour is a good, reliable 
indicator of ripeness. The longer the fruit stays on the tree (up to peak 
ripeness), the more the colour will darken, and sugars and size will both 
increase. The size of cherries can increase dramatically, by as much as 
25% in the last week before they are fully mature, so it’s definitely worth 
waiting until they’re ripe before you pick them. 

Cherries should be picked at peak ripeness, or they can get overripe on 
the tree, and start losing their firmness, flavour, and keeping quality.

Commercial growers often use this Cherry Colour Chart, with numbered 
colours from 1 (pink) through to 7 (purple-black). You certainly don’t need 
to go into that much detail at home, but it’s a useful tool to help us guide 
you as to what colour different varieties are when they’re ripe.

If you’re not sure of the varieties of cherries in your garden, you can 
use this guide to do some detective work and maybe figure out which 
ones you have (see table next page).

Cherry farmers also use a couple of other tools, including a chart to 
measure the different sizes of cherries (in mm diameter, from 22 mm 
through to 34 mm), and machines to measure cherry firmness—which 
is sort of interesting, but not relevant to home growers, who are usually 
delighted with whatever crop they manage to save from the birds, 
regardless of size or firmness!

Another simple tool you can buy for home use is called a Brix meter, 
or refractometer, which measures the soluble sugars, minerals and other 
dissolved nutrients in the juice. In small fruit like cherries this can help 
to determine ripeness, but it’s also a useful test of the nutrient density 
of your fruit, so can be a good reflection of your tree and soil health.  For 
cherries, a Brix reading of 6=poor, 8=average, 14=good and 16=excellent. 
You can pick up a Brix meter from eBay for around $70 or less.

What’s the best way to pick cherries?
Cherries are picked with stems intact, by holding the bump at the top 
of the stem and gently twisting to remove it. This is important, because 
when a cherry is pulled off its stem it creates a wound in the fruit, and the 
cherry starts deteriorating immediately and rapidly. 

Twist rather than pull the stem from the tree, to make sure you don’t 
accidentally pull the leaves off, as the buds for next year’s cherries are at 
the base of the leaves.

Cherries bruise easily and must be picked gently. If possible, pick 
into the container they will be stored in, to reduce double handling and 
bruising. Don’t drop them when you put them in the container, place them 
in gently (as we tell our pickers, you should never be able to hear the 
cherries). 

Don’t overfill containers, and if moving fruit from one container to 
another, tip gently while holding your hand beneath the cherries to 
cushion their fall and prevent bruising. 

Cherry size and colour 
chart

Picking cherries
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All fruit stays in the best condition if it’s picked in the cool of the day, and then refrigerated as soon as possible. Always 
plan to pick in the mornings, particularly on hot days.

Unfortunately cherries are really vulnerable to lots of damage on the tree, for example bird pecks, earwig or garden 
weevil holes, or cracks from the rain. When we’re picking for farmers markets, we throw the damaged fruit on the ground 
where it’s quickly cleaned up by various animals, but for home use this is too wasteful, because they’re often perfectly 
good for preserving or cooking.

You may choose to pick the damaged ones with the good ones and sort them later, or separate them into two containers 
as you’re picking. They should definitely not be stored together, as the damaged fruit will quickly start to go off and rot, 
and it can quickly spread to the healthy fruit.

Once they’re picked...then what?
Never leave fruit sitting in the sun after it’s picked, as it will quickly become much hotter than it was on the tree, as the 
tree provides a cooling protection for the fruit. If it can’t be immediately refrigerated, store it in the shade, or covered 
with something light coloured that will reflect the heat. 

If you decided to save the damaged cherries as you picked, then separate them out before storing the fruit, which can 
be quite a time consuming job (which is why in commercial orchards the damaged fruit is just dropped on the ground, as 
it’s uneconomic to sort it).

Cherries should not be washed after picking unless you have a particular reason for doing so—for example they’re 
covered in dust. If you must wash them, rinse them quickly under running water or quickly dunk them into a sink or 
bucket of cool water (don’t sit them in water for any length of time), then make sure they are completely dry again before 
they’re stored, or they may split and go off in the fridge. They can be dried by leaving to sit on a tea towel—turn them at 
least once to make sure they’re dry all over.  

It’s much preferable to store them immediately after picking, then wash them if necessary before you eat them. As long 
as you’re following our recommendations for organic growing, you can be quite confident that unless you’ve suffered a 
dust storm, or the tree is next to a dusty road, or a bird has deposited on them, they will be clean enough to eat straight 
off the tree.

Cherries are best stored in the fridge in plastic containers with lids. The lid is important to stop them drying out too 
quickly, which is one of the main causes of deterioration in storage. The second best storage option is a paper bag.  It’s 
best not to store them in plastic bags, as the cherries sweat as they cool down, and are more likely to split or rot in 
storage if they are stored wet. 

There is a type of plastic bag available (and allowable for organic producers) called “Peakfresh”, which provide a 
modified atmosphere by removing ethylene gas as the fruit produces it, which slows ageing. If you look after them they’re 
re-usable, and they can extend the storage life of your fruit by at least a couple of weeks. We use them to line our picking 
boxes, and seal them once the fruit has cooled down, to keep the cherries as fresh as possible. They’re available in 5 kg 
and 2 kg sizes, in rolls of 1,000 bags, from Yarra Valley Packaging.

Once your cherries are dry, cold and stored properly, they will last at least a week, and more likely a fortnight or more 
in good condition in the fridge.

If you’re trying to keep cherries for longer, choose perfect, undamaged cherries that are at, or just before, peak 
ripeness. Discard (well, eat) any that are damaged or overripe, as they will cause the other cherries to ripen faster. 

The very best way to eat cherries is immediately after they’re picked, and it can be a struggle saving any to store in the 
fridge at all, but it is also a delight to enjoy them for weeks after the last ones have come off the tree.

White 
(yellow/orange 
skin, cream flesh)

Red
(4 & 5)* 

Black
(6 & 7)*

Early season 
varieties

Vega Lewis Seedling, Early 
Burlat, Merchant

Burgsdorf, Empress, 
Supreme, Chelan, Earlise 

Mid-season 
varieties

Rainier Venus, Bing, Van 
Morello, Vista

Ron’s Seedling, Stella,  
Sylvia, Sam, Ulster

Late season 
varieties

Lambert, Lapins 
Sweetheart

Kordia, Black Douglas, 
Sunburst, Simone

* refers to Cherry Colour Chart grading number

Guide to picking time and colour at maturity of common cherry varieties

http://www.yvpack.com.au/
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Spotlight on...
earwigs and 
garden weevils   

At a glance...
Earwigs and garden weevils are quite different groups of insects, but are pests in your fruit trees in very similar ways. Both climb up your fruit trees and then live in them where they are active at night, and eat young shoots, leaves and worst of all, fruit!

About: 
Earwigs and garden weevils are similarly destructive to fruit, particularly small, 
soft skinned fruit like cherries, apricots, and nectarines, and in a bad year can 
also affect peaches. For some reason, earwigs are rarely a problem in plums, or 
pears, or peaches, and they can even be of benefit in apples, where they are predators of codling 
moth eggs, snails and woolly aphids. 

Garden weevils (and various other sorts of weevils, or curculio beetles) can also be pests in 
apples, causing damage to both fruit and leaves. 

There are two main types of earwigs: European, which are pests, and native earwigs, which are 
useful predators. 

Earwigs and garden weevils are nocturnal and hide during the day inside damaged fruit, under 
loose bark or debris. One of their favourite spots is in between pieces of fruit, which is a great 
reason to thin your fruit so no two pieces are touching, thereby removing their habitat.

Life cycle 
Garden weevils have a complete life cycle, which means they go through each insect development 
stage of adults laying eggs, which hatch into larvae, which pupate, and adults emerge from the 
pupae. Adults emerge from over-wintering pupae in about October, so begin monitoring from then 
onwards. The first batch of eggs hatch into larvae in about December. Fully grown weevils are only 
about 5 mm long.

Earwigs have an incomplete life cycle, which 
means adults lay eggs, which hatch into nymphs, 
and the nymphs mature into adults, moulting 
(losing their skin) four times as they grow. Adults 
live for 1 year, and can overwinter in the soil, 
though many die during winter. The survivors 
are mainly females, which rear a batch of young 
earwigs and then die. Females lay up to 60 round 
eggs in small nests in the top 5 cm of soil, and 
the mother tends the young in the nest for the 
first 2 weeks, before they leave the nest. A small 
percentage of females lay a second batch of eggs 
in the same year.

Monitoring 
The main damage they cause is directly to 
the fruit, so monitor apricots, nectarines and 
cherries, particularly the fruit closest to the 
ground, and towards the centre of the tree, 
where damage is more likely to occur. If you’re 
planning to put a barrier around the trunk of the 
tree (see below), it’s much better to do it before 
you see any damage to the fruit, preferably 
during October when the adults are likely to 
emerge. Here we’ve used double-sided sticky 
tape, but you could use horticultural glue.
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Prevention and 
treatment: 
Predators include birds, lizards and 
nematodes, so provide diverse habitat!
The easiest way to prevent these walking 
insects is with a sticky barrier around 
the trunk of your tree. This can either be 
horticultural glue, or some kind of sticky 
tape. We use the double-sided sticky tape 
in the resources section. Traditionally 
people used petroleum grease, but this 
can damage the tree. If you’re not sure of 
the impact on the health of the tree of the 
product you have available, wrap a layer 
of cling wrap tightly around the trunk 
first and put the sticky stuff on it but be 
warned, it may not be rain-fast and might 
need to be replaced. Put the barrier as 
high in the tree as practical, but below the 
fruit. This helps keep it out of the way of 
grass, lizards, etc.

Traps can be made from containers of 
beer, buried in the ground so the opening 
is level with the ground, and the insects will fall in and 
drown. You can then feed them to chickens, who will 
love the treat.

Because these insects are nocturnal and seek dark 
places for shelter during the day, very effective traps 
can be made either from rolled up newspapers (held 
with a rubber band), or a 30 cm piece of poly pipe 
folded in half and held together either with a piece of 
hay band or a rubber band. Place the traps at the base 
of your trees, and empty them each morning into a 
bucket of water to drown the insects. These traps will 
catch any insects on the ground, or those that descend 
from the tree during the day, but be aware that some 
insects will be spending the day hiding in the tree. 

Shaking each branch vigorously will dislodge a 
certain amount of the insects, but not all of them – it’s 
amazing how tightly they can hold on!
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What to look for in Spring 
to help you plan 
your garden...
Keeping good records of your fruit trees, whether you use the Fruit Tree Diary 
we provide in the Resources section of the GGF Forum, or some other way, can 
provide some really useful info to draw on when you’re making decisions later in 
the year about how to improve your garden. 

One of the aims of growing fruit trees is to produce, well, fruit! Ideally the 
right amount, of the right varieties, at the right time, to suit your family each 
year. There’s always something more you can do to help your garden achieve 
your aims, whether it’s by adding more fruit trees, grafting on a polliniser, 
getting to the bottom of a persistent disease issue, or creating the right 
microclimate to help your trees succeed.

Gathering the right info is the first step. Make a date to visit your trees at 
least once a week—even a quick 5 minute visit can yield a lot of information, 
and will help you become familiar with the way your trees look at different times 
of the year. Trees also have a wonderful stillness, and immovability, that can be 
a great reminder to slow down and take stock.

So, here’s a few things to keep an eye 
out for when you’re saying g’day to your 
trees this month.

Trees have a wonderful 
stillness, and immovability, 
that can be a great reminder 
to slow down and take 
stock..

Flowers:  
Did the tree flower well, were the 
flowers damaged by anything? If so, 
can you tell what? Look for evidence 
of dried flowers in the tree now. The 
normal, healthy process of flowers 
drying up and dropping off means 
they usually end up on the ground 
beneath the tree, where they quickly 
disappear (so you’re unlikely to see 
them at this time of year). Dried 
flowers that are still visible in the 
tree in late spring are often signs that 
you’ve had a fungal disease, and on 
close inspection, you may even be 
able to see fungal spores on the dried 
flowers. The dried up remnant of a 

healthy flower, which will 
soon fall off

Flowers with fungal 
disease

Fruit
Is there fruit on the tree? Can you 
assess whether the tree has a heavy, 
medium or light crop? Is there any 
disease in the fruit?

These apples have set  
heavily and will need 
thinning

Cherries don’t get thinned, 
and usually set a moderate 
to heavy crop

Only one of these plum 
flowers has set

At a glance...
Observing your garden closely in spring and summer is not only heaps of fun, and constantly intriguing, but also a great planning tool. This month we give you a list of things to be looking out for.
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Leaves 
Are the new leaves on your trees emerging green, shiny and healthy looking? 
Do they unfold easily, are they large or small? It’s normal for some trees to 
have orange-tinged new leaves (right) but they should rapidly turn green and 
start photosynthesising. 

If leaves stay or turn orange, red or brown it can be a sign of disease or 
nutritional deficiency. 

It’s quite normal for leaves to accumulate quite a bit of damage throughout 
the season, and they can end up looking quite tatty by the end of summer, 
but if there’s a lot of damage occurring in spring it be useful to diagnose 
insect pests that might prove to be a problem later.

Shoots 
Are there new shoots on your tree? Some leaf buds should be elongating 
and extending into new growth—on a young tree that’s growing well, it’s not 
uncommon to see up to 60 cm or more of new shoot growth. This is exactly 
what we want; these new shoots become the branches of our mature tree. 
Even in an established tree, this new shoot growth in spring is essential to 
the ongoing health and productivity of the tree. It’s particularly important in 
peaches and nectarines, because this year’s growth is the only place where 
the tree will produce fruit next year. 

Though trees can keep growing right through summer, spring is the main 
time of growth. 

It’s not uncommon for growth to slow down and then be kick-started again 
by a heavy downpour of rain during summer.

Diseases 
Blossom blight and leaf curl are just some of the diseases that may be in 
evidence in spring, and may be the culprits of lack of fruit or growth on your 
trees. 

Insects 
It’s good to keep an eye out for pests such as aphids, codling moth, pear and 
cherry slug, or apple dimpling bug in spring, but more generally, look for a 
diversity of insects. 

If you have the time and inclination, stand and observe your trees for a 
while—particularly on a warm sunny day—and count how many different 
types of insects you can see. It doesn’t matter if you can’t identify them, just 
try to notice the differences. Watch what they do, how they interact, and how 
they move around the tree. 

It’s this diversity of insect life that is the key to getting good pollination, 
and keeping the insect pests under control. 

Bacterial spot and nitrogen 
deficiency in peach leaves

Healthy plum tree 
growth 

Normal red-tinged growth 
on a young apricot tree

Good shoot growth in 
a nectarine

Blossom blight in apricot

Leaf curl in peach
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Prevention: 
Prune out as much infected wood as possible when you do your pruning, and 
remove the wood from the vicinity of the tree and destroy it. 

Be careful that irrigation doesn’t wet the leaves, because shot-hole (and 
many other fungal diseases) can only get established if the trees are wet for 
extended periods.

The preventive fungicides you’ll be applying to your trees in spring to prevent 
other fungal diseases (blossom blight, leaf curl) will usually be enough to 
control shot-hole to within acceptable levels.

Treatment:
If you’ve had a bad shot-hole infection, a lime sulphur spray in winter can help 
to reduce the amount of spores that carry over from the previous crop.

If you’ve had an outbreak and identified the black spore-forming bodies, 
and rain is predicted, you can prevent the disease getting worse by applying a 
preventive organic fungicide, such as wettable sulphur, before the rain. 

Spotlight on shot-hole 
About: 
Shot-hole occurs on all types of summer fruit, but is less severe on plums. It’s a fungal disease (Wilsonomyces 
carpophilus) and affects leaves, fruit and buds. The disease decreases the efficiency of the tree by decreasing its 
photosynthetic capacity. If leaf infection is severe, premature leaf fall can occur. Fruit infections disfigure the fruit but are 
only on the skin, the flesh underneath is still usable.

Life cycle: 
New spores are produced on infected twigs and buds during rainy weather 
during dormancy and up until budswell, and are then dispersed by rain, 
allowing a new infection to start. The dispersed spores stay viable for several 
months, which means a primary infection can start any time up until about 
mid-summer if conditions favour the disease, ie., consistently wet for more 
than 24 hours. Secondary lesions can also form during the season, which 
means the disease can get progressively worse during a very wet spring and 
summer.

Monitoring: 
Monitor leaves from ‘shuck fall’ (when the blossoms fall) to harvest, especially 
when it has been wet in late winter and early spring, or after shuck fall when 
leaves have been wet for at least 24 hours. Leaf lesions start as reddish specks that enlarge and develop tan centres 
with purple margins. Often leaf lesions will be surrounded by a light green or yellow halo. The brown tissue in the centre 
usually falls out, leaving a typical ‘shot-hole’ appearance, though unfortunately several other diseases (and some insect 
damage) cause similar symptoms. A diagnostic feature is the presence of tiny, black, spore-forming structures in the 
centre of the tan lesions, you should be able to see them with a  hand magnifying glass.

Lesions on twigs look similar to those on leaves, ie, initially red then turn tan with a purplish margin as they grow. The 
same black spore-forming structures can be seen in their centres.

Fruit infection is favoured by wet spring weather. The marks on the fruit are similar to those on leaves and twigs, with a 
brownish-purple border and a tan centre, but they lack the black spore-forming bodies.
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Help your soil recover 
from flooding...
Soil flooding does not have to involve 
actual submersion of your fruit trees; 
it also describes what happens during 
a very rainy time when the soil 
becomes saturated and stays that 
way for an extended period, which 
will probably show up as water sitting 
on the surface in puddles for a long 
time, at least for several days.

Though floods are unpredictable, 
it’s possible to imagine you’ll get 
a flood some time, and prepare 
accordingly. Our farm is in the 
foothills of Mount Alexander in central 
Victoria and has excellent slope and 
drainage, but even we lost a whole 
orchard to flooding in 2010, mainly 
due to the sheer volume of water that 
came through the farm over about a 2 
month period.

Avoiding flood 
damage through good 
preparation
The first step to avoiding flood 
damage is to address drainage. It’s 
ideal to have a drainage system 
in place before or when you plant 
your fruit trees, that can drain off 
excess water once the soil becomes 
saturated. It’s also possible to retrofit 
a drainage system once the trees are 
in place, and it’s not too late to do 
that once it’s clear that you’re in for a 
very wet spell. 

The second step is to build up 
the levels of organic matter in your 
soil. This not only helps in floods by 
providing habitat for the soil microbes 
to take refuge during the flood event, 
helping them to repopulate the soil 
quickly after the water has gone, but 
also helps your soil withstand drought 
situations by massively increasing the 
water holding capacity of your soil.

The third thing to consider if you’re 
in a flood-prone area is to plant trees 

that are particularly sensitive to wet 
roots (e.g., cherries) on mounds 
at least half a metre above the 
surrounding soil, to help the water 
drain away from their roots quickly.

The last thing to think about in the 
preparation phase is breaking up any 
compaction layer in the soil where 
you plan to plant your fruit trees, as 
it can act as a ‘bowl’ that stops water 
draining away. The compaction layer 
will naturally disappear anyway as 
you improve your soil by the addition 
of organic matter and by encouraging 
the right plants to grow under your 
fruit trees, but it can really speed 
things up to break through the layer 
before you plant.

During the flood
Check whether there’s anything you 
can do to assist drainage to help the 
water get away from your fruit trees 
as quickly as possible. This may be 
as simple as using a shovel to dig a 
surface ditch to direct water away 
from your trees, or placing a diversion 
barrier uphill from your trees to stop 
water flooding over them. If you 
have a large number of trees you are 
trying to protect, it’s worth getting 
a local contractor with earthmoving 
equipment to have a look at your 
situation to see if there’s anything 
they can do immediately, or when the 
water has receded somewhat.

Don’t drive, and avoid walking too 
much over wet soil, because it is very 
prone to compaction, which makes all 
the flood symptoms worse. Also avoid 
animals from walking on saturated 
soils, especially heavy animals like 
horses and cows, to avoid creating 
pugging, or areas of heavily churned 
up soil. 

After the flood
Erosion and new soil deposits: 
Assess overall damage to your soil. 
If you suffered inundation, and 
had water moving rapidly through 
your property, you may have lost 
considerable topsoil to erosion and, 
conversely, may have acquired new 
deposits of soil (or sand, silt, or just 
plain rubbish) where there was none 
before.

If you’ve lost topsoil, you will also 
have lost nutrients, and this will need 
to be remedied as soon as possible. 
Replacing topsoil is expensive and 
heavy work, and there’s no point in 
doing that unless you also improve 
drainage to ensure the new topsoil 
won’t be lost again in the next flood 
event (because rest assured, there 
will be one eventually). A cheaper, 
but more long-term solution is to 
start building more topsoil on the site 
by the addition of as much organic 
matter as you can afford, particularly 
compost and mulch. 

If there are surviving trees left 
on the site that has lost topsoil, 
recognise that nutrition will be lacking, 
and provide some extra nutritional 
support until the soil is restored. Plant 
a quick-growing green manure crop 
to help the soil recover. 

Even if most of the topsoil is still 
intact, you will still have lost a lot of 
nutrients through leaching, and you 
may have lost a lot of organic matter 
that was lying on the soil, which you 
can quickly start replacing by lightly 

Our farm in 
Harcourt during a 
major flood

At a glance...
Flood can be devastating if you’re growing fruit trees, and depending on how long your trees are affected, can easily kill them. Here’s some tips for helping your trees to survive and your soil to recover.
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mulching around your trees.
In areas that have gained new 

deposits of soil, there are a couple of 
things to be aware of:

Depending on where the soil has 
come from, it could contain high 
levels of salt or other contaminants.

The surface of the deposited soil 
can bake hard quickly after it dries 
up, stopping water and oxygen 
getting into the soil and creating 
an anaerobic situation underneath, 
which make all the symptoms of flood 
damage even worse.

Tree deaths: Affected trees might 
show waterlogging symptoms quite 
quickly, like leaf yellowing, fruit 
changing colour and/or falling off, and 
leaves starting to drop. Or, the tree 
may quickly die with its leaves and 
fruit still intact. Other trees may take 
weeks or even months to show the 
symptoms.

The anaerobic (low oxygen) 
conditions that result from water 
logged soils can actually change your 
soil chemistry, releasing toxic levels of 
manganese, aluminium and hydrogen 
sulphide which can cause root death.

It can be useful to get new 
soil tests after a flood event, to 
check what’s happened in the soil, 
particularly with nutrient levels 
and salt levels, but it’s not really 
necessary because following our 
recommendations for soil recovery 
will gradually restore these to the 
right levels anyway.

Cleaning the tree: If the tree 
has been completely or partially 
submerged and the leaves are dirty 
when the water recedes, clean them 
as quickly as possible (with a hose or 
bucket and sponge) so the tree can 
start photosynthesising again.

Phytophthora: One of the 
main problems after flooding is 
the waterborne root rot fungus 
Phytophthora. The best organic 
defence against this pathogenic 
(disease-causing) fungus is having a 
strong population of active ‘good’ soil 

fungi, so it’s important to reinoculate 
your soil as soon as possible with 
good fungi (compost tea or worm 
juice are excellent ways of doing 
this), and then providing the right 
conditions for them to thrive – add 
microbe food (liquid seaweed and 
fish), make sure the soil is aerated, 
as Phytophthora likes anaerobic (low 
oxygen) conditions, and continue (as 
always) to add lots of organic matter 
by mowing the understorey plants, or 
adding compost or mulch.

In chemical growing systems, a 
spray called phosphonic acid (also 
called phosphorous acid, but not the 
same as phosphoric acid) is used to 
combat Phytophthora, often injected 
straight into the tree. We’re not 
allowed to use this in organic systems, 
but there have been successful trials 
using neem oil injected straight into 
the tree, and it’s also worth applying 
a compost made from chicken 
manure, which is relatively high in 
phosphorus.

Pruning: If the trees die back 
quickly, prune the dead wood back to 
sound branches. Applying an organic 
fertiliser directly to the leaves, e.g. 
worm juice or seaweed extract can 
help the tree to start producing new 
shoots. Neem oil (as mentioned 
above) is actually registered for use 
in organic gardens as a foliar tonic for 
trees, so is a great product to use in 
this situation.

 
Traffic: Keep traffic on the soil to 
a minimum to make sure you don’t 
worsen the symptoms by compacting 
the soil.

Water table and salinity: Flooding 
may cause the ground water to rise, 
especially in coarse textured soils like 
sandy loams. If the water table is 
less than 2 metres below the surface 
of the soil and contains high levels 
of salt, then salinity can become 
a problem. A fast-growing green 
manure crop may help to remedy this.

 
Other diseases: Trees will be more 
prone to all sorts of other diseases 

in a flood year, partly because they 
are weakened by everything we’ve 
described above, and partly because 
the wet conditions also favour every 
other fungal disease under the sun!  
Apply preventive organic fungicides 
wherever possible to try to stop 
any diseases getting a hold in your 
trees. Nutritional sprays and the use 
of compost tea on the leaves will 
also help the trees to fight off these 
opportunistic fungal diseases.

Future planning
After the growing season has 
finished, assess how well your trees 
recovered from the flood, and make 
a decision about what to do next. If 
the tree is still alive and attempted 
some regrowth, you may decide to 
persevere with soil recovery to give 
the tree the best possible chance of 
recovery. If so, make a recovery plan 
that addresses:

• drainage
• organic matter
• aeration
• nutritional health of the tree – 

it will really need some good 
attention for the next couple of 
years if it’s going to survive!

If the tree died, or you think it’s going 
to die, sometimes it’s best to cut 
your losses and remove it and start 
again. In that case, it’s great to plant 
a green manure crop before you plant 
again, and then don’t put another 
tree back in exactly the same place. 
In fact, part of your future planning 
might be to take on board your new 
knowledge about how different parts 
of your garden respond to particularly 
wet conditions, and move flood-
sensitive plants to areas that are best 
suited to them. If you’ve lost a tree 
to wet conditions, you may be better 
to plant trees known to have higher 
tolerance to water-logging (e.g. pears 
and plums). 

Floods have a lesser impact on soils 
with good structure and high organic 
content, so the best way you can 
prepare for the next flood event is to 
work continuously on improving your 
soil.

Drainage is 
important to 
ensure excess 
water drains away 
quickly after a 
flood (note the 
mounding which 
helped these trees 
survive
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Switch on to 
summer pruning...
In our world, there’s no “right” or 
“wrong” when it comes to pruning; 
it’s a matter of learning the basic 
principles so you can understand how 
your tree will react when you make 
particular pruning cuts, at different 
times of the growing cycle.

So let’s start by reminding 
ourselves of the first four principles of 
pruning (as we teach them):
1. Remove dead and diseased 

wood: Pruning is one of the 
main defences against disease 
in your fruit trees, second 
only to building healthy soil. 
Thinning during spring is a great 
opportunity to remove dead and 
diseased wood that was either 
not removed as part of the last 
routine pruning, or wood that has 
become diseased since.

2. Prune as little as possible 
to maintain the correct shape

3. Winter pruning encourages 
vigour: spring pruning may also 
encourage vigour in the trees, if 
done early enough in the season 
and the tree is healthy, well 
watered and has good nutrition.

4. Summer pruning slows 
growth: Therefore pruning 
in summer can be used in all 
fruit trees (not just cherries and 
apricots) to remove vigorous 
spring growth, water shoots (ie, 
strong, upright, vertical shoots) 
or shading branches, without 
encouraging too much regrowth. 
This is often used in commercial 
orchards to allow more light in 
the tree, for example, to help 
Pink Lady apples achieve the right 
colour.

Summer pruning can be used as part 
of your renovation pruning strategy 
for as big old fruit tree that is out of 
control. removing large limbs in mid-
to-late summer will usually produce 
a weaker growth response in the tree 
than making the same cuts in winter, 
so it can be a way to gradually reduce 
the size of your tree.

We more commonly use the term 
‘summer pruning’ to refer to the 
practice of pruning cherry and apricot 
trees after you’ve picked the fruit 
from the trees. It’s usually done in 
mid to late summer, because these 
trees are particularly prone to fungal 
diseases that result in dieback, and 
pruning while the sap is still flowing 
strongly in the tree and the weather 
is warm and dry encourages the 
pruning wounds to heal quickly and 
prevents disease getting hold.

Fruit trees do their fastest growing 
in spring, then the rate of growth 
slows down during summer until it 
finishes for the year in late summer/
early autumn. 

If you do any pruning now, while 
the tree is growing strongly, you may 
in effect mimic winter pruning, and 
encourage the tree to grow vigorously 

Gummosis marking the tree’s 
response to dieback from 
blossom blight

You could cut back to the first 
healthy side shoot, here.

A better cut is back to the 
larger, stronger side shoot that 
is closer to the limb, as this 
meets the long-term objective 
for the tree of keeping the 
fruiting wood growing as close 
to the limb as possible.

and replace the wood you’ve removed. 
Unless you’re specifically trying to 
encourage your apricot or cherry tree 
to grow really vigorously, keep any 
pruning you do now to a minimum.

However, it can be very beneficial 
to your trees, and to the fruit, to 
do a quick once-over the tree with 
a pair of secateurs to remove any 
dead or diseased wood in spring. 
This can really help to limit diseases 
like blossom blight getting worse as 
the season progresses. The most 
efficient way to do this is to keep your 
secateurs with you when you’re doing 
the thinning. 

Whenever you make a cut to 
remove some dead or diseased wood, 
choose a cut that also fits with your 
long term plan for the shape of the 
tree. So, for example if you’re aiming 
to grow a ‘vase’ shaped tree, and a 
lateral has partly died back due to 
disease (e.g. blossom blight, which 
often leads to lateral die-back), it’s 
silly just removing the diseased part 
if you’re going to come back later and 
cut the same lateral back even further, 
as part of your normal pruning 
routine. Make one cut now, in the 
right place, and save time later!

“

”

Whenever you make a cut to 
remove some dead or diseased 
wood, choose a cut that also fits 
with your long term plan for the 
shape of the tree

At a glance...
It’s a bit early to be thinking about summer pruning—we normally prune cherries and apricots post-harvest, when the tree has finished most of its summer growing. However, having the secateurs handy when you’re doing the thinning can be useful, and save a bit of work later on.
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Do you have a weed 
problem, or is it an animal 
deficiency?
Animals have in important role in 
recycling nutrients in organic gardens, 
by eating stuff we might otherwise 
think of as waste, and returning it 
to the soil as rich fertiliser. We must 
eliminate the notion of waste from 
our gardens—there is no such thing! 
If it was once growing, then it can 
be returned to the soil via an animal 
such as a chicken or a worm. This is 
often called closed-loop gardening, 
and is one of the principles that 
organic and permaculture gardeners 
rely on. The other benefit of creating 
a closed nutrient loop is that it’s 
cheaper, because you need never buy 
fertiliser. 

Rather than keep the animals in 
a separate yard, however, where we 
have to spend time and money buying 
and taking feed to them, it’s time to 
expand our thinking into the many 
ways we can use animals under fruit 
trees (and throughout our garden), to 
save us a whole heap of work!

While understorey plants provide 
a lot of value to fruit trees and soil, 
they also compete for water and 
nutrients, and the cost– benefit ratio 
usually falls in favour of keeping them 

short. Because fruit trees are watered 
throughout summer and into autumn, 
understorey plants usually grow 
actively from spring to late autumn. 
This means the job of keeping the 
weeds under control lasts for a 
significant part of the year (in some 
regions it’s all year round!). Looking 
on the bright side, it also means that 
fodder is available for animals for 
longer than if you’re relying just on 
unirrigated pasture for feed.

This is not a new idea. Small 
livestock like sheep and goats have 
been used to graze plants under fruit 
trees for centuries, and it was still a 
common practice in North America 
until the 1950s. 

At the moment it’s not common in 
chemical orchards, but it’s making a 
comeback in modern organic orchards, 
as growers look for ways to manage 
understory vegetation, minimize pest 
and disease outbreaks, and use as 
little water as possible, while at the 
same time keeping costs and energy 
use to a minimum. 

Grazing under fruit trees provides 
several advantages for farmers, 
including more profitability, more 
diversified farm operations, and 

extended timing of cash 
flows. It reduces fuel costs 
and can improve  erosion 
control, water quality, water 
use efficiency, soil fertility, 
and nutrient cycling.

Several studies have 
shown sheep and goats 
to be as effective as 
conventional practices in 
controlling weeds. One 
of the earliest and most 
significant was a study 
of sheep grazing in a 
mature cherry orchard in 

Washington (1991), which compared 
mowing and herbicide use with the 
use of sheep over five years. The 
results showed that the use of sheep 
made an extra $3,900 per acre 
for the farmer, and reduced labor, 
machinery, fuel, and herbicide costs 
for weed management—not a bad 
result!

Under-tree grazing also offers 
huge advantages to home growers. 
The larger your garden, the more 
scope you have to include larger 
animals that can carry a bigger share 
of recycling “weeds” into nutrients. 
Sheep, goats or poultry can all play 
a part in the ‘closed nutrient loop’ 
of your system. Properly planned, 
animals not only help to recycle the 
nutrients, but also help to take carbon 
from the atmosphere, and store it in 
the soil.

Cattle and horses are generally 
considered to be too big and the 
risk of damage to trees too high, 
particularly considering how much 
they like to have a good scratch 
by rubbing themselves on things. 
However, they’ve been used 
extensively in many parts of the 
world, so don’t rule them out if you 
think it would suit your situation.

Large, mature fruit trees in 
backyards suit understory grazing 
well because there’s often plenty of 
space underneath and between trees 
to allow the animals to move and 

Humphrey eating fallen peaches

At a glance...
Are you wasting energy and fossil fuels mowing the grass, or wasting your time pulling out weeds? Using animals that are designed for the job can save time, money, and energy; keep your carbon footprint down; and provide many other benefits.
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graze without damaging the trees. 
Controlling the intensity of grazing is 
important. If you leave the animals 
for too long in one spot and let them 
overgraze, this can cause soil and 
tree root problems. Animals should 
always follow a rotational grazing 
system, which will vary according to 
seasonal growing conditions and the 
time of year. 

Proper pasture rotation provides 
fresh feed for the livestock and allows 
rest for the grazed plants to recover. 
Without a controlled rotation grazing 
program, the livestock will tend to 
feed only on their favourite plants 
within the larger area, leading to 
patchy grazing and a proliferation 
of ungrazed plants. A system called 
Holistic Management teaches farmers 
how to do this on a large scale

Holistic Management 
(HM)
Holistic management is a farm animal 
grazing system invented by Alan 
Savoury, but it offers many useful 
principles we can apply to small farms 
and gardens.

HM aims to regenerate the soil by 
crash grazing the animals on small 
areas. They are contained (usually 
with electric fencing) into an area 
of land that provides enough feed 
for just a few days, then moved to 
fresh land before they’ve reduced 
the height of the understorey too 
much—it should be left at least a few 
cm high. 

The combination of the plants being 
eaten, and the spread of fertiliser 
from manure and urine, leads to 
rapid regeneration of pasture and a 
huge increase in the microbial activity 
under the soil. The plants are then 
allowed to grow back before the 
animals are put back on to the same 
area, which may be weeks or months 
later, depending on rainfall and other 
conditions.

Farmers who are using this grazing 
system report a dramatic increase 
in health of their pastures, return of 
native grass species, an increase in 
productivity, better profitability, and 
significant increases in soil carbon.  
By contrast, leaving animals spread 

over a large area, for a long period 
of time, can lead to compaction, a 
reduction in plant life and species 
variability, and a decrease in soil 
carbon and nutrient content.

How does HM apply in the 
garden? 
HM teaches a great system of decision 
making based on all the different 
factors under your control, including 
people, resources and money. 

The first job is to develop a holistic 
goal based on what you value, and 
what you are trying to achieve. Some 
people value the environment very 
highly and are trying to achieve 
self-sufficiency, whereas others 
value time off, and are happy with 
growing a small crop of fruit. It’s just 
as important to take the first step of 
coming up with a clear plan, whether 
you are managing 10,000 acres, or a 
¼ acre backyard garden.

In planning how to use animals 
under fruit trees, we can control the 
weeds and get the most benefit for 
the soil by using some HM principles, 
namely not letting the animals eat 
the plants too low, and letting the 
plants recover before the animals are 
allowed to eat them again. 

There are no set rules about which 
animals to use, how many you will 
need, or how often you will need 
to move them, because there are 
so many variables. You will need to 
figure out the best system through 
trial and error, but a guiding principle 
is to rotate the animals more 
frequently during rapid growth stages, 
and decrease the rotation through 
slow plant growth times.

Another HM principle is that 
the more diverse your flerd (a 
combination of flock and herd—pretty 
cute!), the better.
    
Some of the obvious benefits 
of using animals to control 
weeds:
• they work 7 days a week 

regardless of the weather
• turn weeds into fertiliser
• it provides another food source 

(for the carnivores amongst us) 
from the same space. This is 
called ‘vertical integration’, and 

is a technique often used in 
permaculture planning to provide 
as much productivity as possible 
from the available land. Joel 
Salatin’s Polyface Farm in Virginia 
is a great example of this, and 
any of his books make fascinating 
reading.

• With good planning of stock 
movement, the animals will 
improve the quality of the soil.

• Provides other benefits such as 
eggs, feathers, wool

• No time or money spent mowing 
or mulching.

Conversely, all animals have 
needs that you must meet:
They must be confined to the area 
where you want them to be eating 
weeds, and kept out of the vegie 
garden (except when you want them 
there!) 

You need to provide adequate 
shelter (shade, wind and rain 
protection), which will generally be 
provided by the canopy of the fruit 
trees for larger animals, though 
poultry need more secure shedding.  
Shelters can be portable and moved 
with the rotation of the animals, or 
the fencing designed so the animals 
have continuous access to it. It can 
be a simple corrugated iron lean-to 
for goats, or a temporary house made 
from straw bales for chickens, which 
will in fact last for many years with 
a simple corrugated iron roof held 
firmly in place with heavy rocks.

A clean water supply. You’ll need 
a water system that can be moved 
or is fixed within each fenced space.  
Specialty livestock watering bowls 
and troughs, with automatic shut-off 
and quick-coupling connections are 
available through livestock equipment 
catalogues and distributors.

Protection from predators 
A secure holding area is required 

for those times when the animals 
need to be removed from the fruit 
trees

Animals will need to be moved to 
fresh feed regularly, and they may 
need supplementary feeding at all or 
some times of the year
In short, animals need a lot of 
attention!
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Animals to consider for grazing under fruit trees

When experimenting with how many animals you want in your garden, start small! This gives you a chance to experiment 
with moving them, and learning how to provide the right feed, shelter, water and care. It’s easier to add more animals as 
you see what works, and what doesn’t, in your situation. The numbers we give in the following table are a guide only, and 
will depend very much on your garden, climate and the plan you develop.

Animal About Pros Cons
Chickens • Chickens are one of the 

easiest and most rewarding 
animals to have in the same 
space as your fruit trees.

• 6–10 chickens will keep a 
hectare weed free.

• Eat insects as well as weeds
• Provide eggs
• Easy to provide shelter because of 

their small size

• Damage fruit tree roots by scratch-
ing if left in the same place for too 
long

• Very vulnerable to foxes and other 
predators

• Need dust baths and may dig holes 
to provide themselves with one!

• Manure is messy

Geese • Have been used for years 
as weeders, particularly in 
Asia, but also in the US in 
orchards and other crops.

• About 4 geese will keep a 
hectare weed free.

• Have strong food preference for 
grasses.

• Don’t compact the soil.
• Will eat windfall fruit, helping to pre-

vent pests and diseases.

• Don’t like to eat most broad-leafed 
plants.

• Can be noisy
• Not suitable for small backyards
• Will also eat beneficial plants such 

as clover
• Need shade in hot weather
• Geese are vegetarian, so won’t eat 

insects

Ducks • Tend to graze • Need to control grazing with electric 
fence.

• Need water for preening and bath-
ing, as well as drinking.

Sheep • Choose varieties of sheep 
that don’t need shearing 
if wool is not wanted as 
a by-product. This saves 
the hassle of getting them 
shorn each year.

• About 4 sheep will keep a 
hectare weed free

• Easy to contain with electric fence if 
they’re trained to it

• Happily eat windfall fruit, so help 
clean up pests and diseases

• Don’t climb
• Provide meat, wool and milk

• Eat both leaves and fruit, so can 
only be grazed under fruit trees 
while they are dormant if branches 
are low

• Won’t eat all broad leaf weeds
• Will eat bark if there’s nothing else, 

so must be moved before feed runs 
out.

• Social creatures, you need at least 
two.

• Even if they don’t need shearing, 
they may need crutching.

• Need a lot of attention to keep 
healthy and disease free

Goats • Commonly used to graze 
under nut trees in the US

• About 4 goats will keep a 
hectare weed free

• Hardy and versatile
• Provide milk and meat
• Will eat a wide range of weedy plants 

including shrubs, leaves and twigs
• Independent, inquisitive personalities

• Need good fencing to keep con-
tained

• Will damage trees by climbing into 
them to browse

Guinea Pigs • It would take about 50 
guinea pigs to keep a 
hectare weed free if you 
moved them every week. 

• Suit very small backyards
• Make great kids’ pets
• Easy to house, move and care for
• Easy to have multiple guinea pig en-

closures to keep up with the weeds

• Need a lot of guinea pigs to make 
an impact on the weeds
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Protection from 
predators and 
confining stock

Electric fencing: One of the best 
portable electric fences we’ve seen is 
this “Electranet” electric mesh sold 
by Allsun Farms, available on their 
Gundaroo Tiller website (www.allsun.
com.au/Electranets.html).

It comes in 50 metre rolls of different 
heights and mesh densities. Prices 
start at $300 for a roll of 0.7 m high 
net, which can be used for rabbits and 
ducks, or $335 for a roll of 1.2 m high 
net, which is more suitable for sheep, 
goats, pigs and cattle. Each roll 
comes with posts, a repair kit, and 

instructions.
The only other 
thing you’ll need to 
buy is an energiser. 
There are three 
main types: mains 
power, solar, or 
battery. Solar and 
battery powered 

are usually located in the paddock 
with the fence, and you can extend 
their life by providing some sort 
of housing or protection from the 
elements. A mains-powered unit is 
usually housed in a shed or house 
nearby, but obviously imposes a 
severe limitation on how far you can 
move your portable fence!
Energisers range from basic units 
with a light showing if they’re on, to 
computerised models with digital 
readouts. The size of the energiser 
needed depends on the length of 
net you are running (instructions to 
work this out are given on the Allsun 
website). As always, buy the best 
quality you can afford within your 
price range.
One of the factors that really affects 
how well electric fencing works, is 
how well your stock are trained to 
it. It’s much easier to train young 
stock to respect the fence, whereas 
introducing it to mature animals, 
which may have a very definite idea 
of where they’re trying to get to, is 
not always as effective. Determined 
goats, in particular, may craftily find a 
way through electric fencing.

Maremmas: A large Italian breed 
of dog, Maremmas can be trained 
to protect livestock from predators. 
They need to be bonded to the flock 
when they are young, and are then 
excellent guardians.

Alpacas: Normally gentle animals, 
Alpacas have an innate dislike for 
dogs and foxes, so make great 

guardians for sheep, goats and 
chickens.

This week’s question comes from Anica:

“Just wanted to know how you prevent or treat the cherry pear slug! I’ve used pyrethrum 
and squashed them with my hands, but I want to prevent these little slugs BEFORE they 
start their eating fest?”

It’s good to be proactive with pest and disease prevention, and the main thing you 
can do about pear and cherry slug before they appear is target the pupae before they 
hatch. They pupate over summer in a small earthen cell in the ground, so letting chooks 
scratch under your fruit trees can help to take care of the larvae before they hatch. 
Adults usually emerge in October and lay eggs in fruit tree leaves soon after, so start 
monitoring in early spring to keep on top of them as they appear. Larvae (the things 
we know as pear and cherry slugs) are usually active from about November onwards. 
Regular dusting of the leaves with wood ash or flour can help control the population. Do 
it early in the day while leaves may still be damp, and avoid breathing the dust in. The 
numbers in any given year are mostly dependent on how many you had last year, and 
the seasonal conditions. Some years they are hardly a problem at all, while other years 
they turn out in massive numbers, but even in the bad years, they rarely get to levels 
where they will do real damage to your trees, though they might make your trees look 
ugly (more than 30% leaf loss is considered the trigger point for spraying with organic 
insecticide).  A note of caution: While pyrethrum will kill the larvae (slugs), it will also kill 
beneficial insects, including the predators of pear and cherry slug so must be used with 
extreme caution!

FAQ

http://www.allsun.com.au/Electranets.html
http://www.allsun.com.au/Electranets.html
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About Us
We—Katie and Hugh Finlay—run Grow Great Fruit from our farm in central Victoria, 
Australia. Teaching organic fruit growing was a natural progression from growing fruit 
commercially for years, and being asked thousands of fruit tree questions as we were 
selling fruit at markets.

We’ve always used organic, biological and regenerative farming methods, relying on 
building healthy soil to grow healthy trees and fruit—so that’s what we teach. The trees 
get their nutrients from a diversity of microbes in the soil and plant tissues and from 
their relationships with other plants, rather than from artificial fertilisers.

We’ve been orchardists since 1998, both coming to it from non-farming careers, though 
Katie grew up on the orchard and Hugh worked on farms in Western Australia and the 
Middle East before roaming the globe for many years as a travel writer for Lonely Planet.

Training in organic farming, permaculture, soil biology, compost and holistic farming (as 
well as years of practical, hands-on experience) has all been important in developing 
our growing practices, the sustainable development of the farm, the establishment of 
the Harcourt Organic Farming Co-op, and the ethics of what we bring to you in Grow 
Great Fruit. 

Diverse plantings rather than monoculture, spreading risk with biodiversity, and 
learning how to grow your own food successfully all contribute to food security—and 
we’re on a mission to help build a secure food future for all!

DISCLAIMER: We make every 
effort to ensure the information 
given in this program is accurate. 
However, as conditions and 
methods vary, we cannot 
guarantee the results, and take no 
responsibility for any damage or 
injury that may occur, no matter 
how caused. But relax—you’ll 
probably grow twice as much fruit 
as we predict...without incident!

Staying in touch
Part of what we love about the Grow 
Great Fruit Program is that we’re 
building a community of like-minded 
fruit growers—something we wish 
we’d had when we were learning how 
to grow fruit. 

There’s lots of ways to join in, ask 
questions, share information, swap 
stories, make connections, and get to 
know us, and other GGF members.

On the socials...

See daily photos and updates from 
the farm, post comments, and 
share your own news on our social 
platforms:

Visit our Facebook page.

Instagram: GrowGreatFruit

For our exclusive community...

Grow Great Fruit Forum: Post your 
photos and questions online to get 
answers and feedback about fruit 
growing issues. Also a great place to 
brag about your success! Click here.  

Monthly Q&A Sessions: Join the 
community for a face-to-face friendly 
group chat once a month. Bring 
your questions and send photos in 
beforehand for us to share with the 
group. Register from the Members 
Home Page here.

Blog. Our blog is another way we 
share what’s happening on the farm, 
and go into more detail about various 
aspects of organic fruit-growing. Click 
here to view the blog. 

All the material in the Grow Great 
Fruit program is the property 
of Hugh and Katie Finlay. It is 
provided to you as a member of 
the Grow Great Fruit program, and 
is not to be shared or distributed 
in any form without written 
permission.

All photos © Mt Alexander Fruit 
Gardens or as credited.

https://www.facebook.com/GrowGreatFruit/
https://instagram.com/growgreatfruit
https://growgreatfruit.com/blog
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