




Protecting trees 

First-year trees do not compete well with weeds, 
which can greatly reduce their growth. Weeds com­
pete for moisture and nutrients and can be elimi­
nated by careful cultivation, hoeing or chemical 
spraying. Preemergence herbicides eliminate most, if 
not all, weeds in spring and early summer. As the 
season progresses and after several irrigations that 
tend to leach preemergence herbicides, weed seed­
lings may grow to where they need other controls. 
Special care should be taken to control perennial 
weeds, such as johnsongrass, bermudagrass, and bind­
weed, which are difficult to eliminate once they 
become well established. 

Frequently monitor a new orchard for damaging 
insects, such as peach twig borer, false chinch bug, 
and mites, which can seriously reduce tree growth. 
Rabbits often damage newly planted trees by eating 
foliage or chewing bark off trunks and should be 
controlled at the first sign of tree injury. Likewise, 
control gophers if their presence is noted (usually by 
fresh mounds) in the orchard and any large birds 
(frequently crows) that land in the tops of young 
trees and break new branches, thereby deforming 
trees and slowing growth (see chapter 20, Verte­
brate Pests). 

Both peach and plum rootstocks often send up 
sucker growth from near or below the soil line. These 
should be removed while still small when they can be 
rubbed or easily clipped close to the trunk. Care 
should be taken not to cause bark injuries that act as 
entry sites for such disease organisms as crown gall. 

Light summer pruning sometimes helps to shape 
trees during the first year's growth. When they are 
small, remove strong growing shoots positioned too 
low on the trunk to later form into main side branches 
or standards. Pinch back very upright growing shoots, 
particularly in plums, when they are about 8 to 12 
inches long. This helps promote side branching and 
tree spreading early in the life of the tree. Only vigor­
ous trees should be summer pruned the first season 
and then only lightly or pinched back. Weak trees 
should be allowed to grow and summer pruning 
should be avoided. 

Intercropping 

lntercropping (planting annual summer crops such 
as cotton or vegetables between tree rows) is some­
times practiced in young orchards, although growers 
are divided about its usefulness. Some young peach, 
plum, and nectarine orchards thrive despite annual 
intercrops between rows, but others suffer reduced 
growth due to competition. Where intercropping is 

successful, precautions are taken to provide young 
trees with adequate irrigation, fertilizer, weed control, 
and insect pest protection. Weed control by cultiva­
tion and summer spraying for insect pests may be 
difficult because the intercrop interferes with access 
to the trees. Another difficulty is that pesticides may 
not be registered or otherwise compatible for both 
trees and intercrop. Growers are also sometimes 
reluctant to irrigate trees and thus interfere with 
harvesting of the intercrop, causing the trees to suffer 
from lack of moisture. 

In most cases it is probably best not to intercrop 
young trees because of the risk of reduced tree 
growth. However, if potential cash returns from the 
intercrop are great, the risk may be justified. 

Orchard Floor Management 

When planning a new orchard, consider the type 
of orchard floor management system to be used 
when trees are young and later, when they come 
into bearing. Although many orchard floor manage­
ment systems are used for stone fruit in California, 
only three basic systems - with variations - exist: 
complete cultivation, bare noncultivation, and partial 
noncultivation. 

Complete cultivation 

Under this system, orchards are disced in two direc­
tions three to four times during the growing season, 
primarily for weed control. This also prepares the 
soil for irrigation, incorporates prunings, and helps 
orchard sanitation by covering fruit left on the ground 
after harvest. Where weather permits, the orchard is 
disced, and furrows or checks are made in late win­
ter; this allows irrigation water to be run for frost 
protection in the event of subfreezing temperatures 
during or following bloom. The first cultivation dur­
ing the growing season is usually delayed until after 
bloom, since frost hazard is increased in freshly 
disced, open soil. 

As the season progresses, the orchard is disced 
again to incorporate weeds and smooth ground 
before thinning. Refurrowing takes place following 
thinning. Most early maturing varieties will not be 
disced again until after picking; later maturing varie­
ties may have another discing and furrowing or 
bordering before picking. Most orchards are disced 
and smoothed in fall before winter rains begin. 

Not many fresh market stone fruit growers con­
tinue to use complete cultivation because there are 
certain disadvantages to this system. Costs of fuel and 
equipment maintenance are higher than for other 
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orchard floor management systems. There may be a 
greater risk of soil erosion on sloping ground. Com­
pacted soils from continuous use of heavy orchard 
equipment, particularly when the soil is wet, can 
reduce water penetration. During winter or after 
irrigations, it is more difficult to carry out timely 
cultural operations, particularly on heavy soils. Rough, 
newly cultivated soil contributes to the spring frost 
hazard. Increased radiant heat loss can cause the 
orchard to be colder by 10 to 30 F (1 0 C) at a time 
when flowers and young fruit are very sensitive to 
temperatures only slightly below free zing. 

Bare noncultivation 

A few orchards are under a system of bare or com­
plete noncultivation (fig. 5.5). Since the orchard is 
not disced, other weed control methods are used to 
keep the entire orchard floor free of weeds. Pre- or 
postemergence herbicides, or both, are used for weed 
control. Generally, the first year is expensive, but dur­
ing subsequent years the advantages of no discing or 
furrowing, plus low weed control costs, make this 
system attractive. There is less soil compaction; thus, 
water penetration is better than in orchards where 
tractors and cultivation equipment are frequently 
used to control weeds and make furrows. Under a 
bare noncultivation system, soil compaction tends to 
occur where wheels of trucks, spray rigs, tractors, 

and bin trailers ride on each side of the middle. After 
these wheel-compacted strips are formed, a narrow 
roadway is created to make it easier to drive down 
the middles for spraying or harvesting following a 
rain or irrigation. These narrow wheel-compacted 
areas are not large enough to prevent trees from 
receiving sufficient water from furrow bottoms or 
beside the berms. The berm (or tree border) is often 
used to prevent rainwater or irrigation water from 
accumulating around the trunk. Broad, flat furrows 
or flat middles (sometimes slightly crowned to crowd 
water to the berm edge) are conunonly used, along 
with some drip or microsprinkler irrigation systems . 

Sealing of the soil surface and the resulting poor 
water penetration have been a problem in some 
noncultivated orchards, the severity depending upon 
the source of the irrigation water. Allowing shredded 
pruning brush to remain on the orchard floor fre­
quently helps improve water penetration and easier 
orchard access. 

Partial noncultivation 

This system of orchard soil management incorpo­
rates the good features of both previously described 
methods. Permanent, rounded tree berms about 6 
inches high and 4 to 5 feet wide are formed in the 
tree row (fig . 5.6), with weeds controlled by pre- or 
postemergence herbicides or both. Middles may be 

Fig. 5.5. Complete noncultivation system of orchard Door 
management. 

29 

Fig. 5.6. Weed-free benns with native weeds mowed in the 
middles is a widely practiced orchard Door management system. 



maintained by an occasional one-way discing (fig. 5.7) 
and furrowing. More widely used is a system in which 
the middles are flat (or slightly elevated in the center 
to crowd water to berms) and flood irrigated. Drip 
or microsprinkler irrigation lines are often used, with 
hoses laid on top of the berm or buried under the 
berm with risers to the emitters. Weed-free berms 
allow easier inspection and operation of the emitters. 
Where middles are flooded, permanent cover crops, 
such as self-seeding clovers (fig. 5.8), are mowed 
occasionally and the middles are not disced. Prunings 
are shredded and allowed to remain on the soil sur­
face. Benefits of this orchard floor management sys­
tem are better water penetration and lower fuel and 
equipment costs, along with better winter and post­
irrigation access to the orchard for such operations 
as spraying and harvesting. 

Additional Reading 
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Leaflet 2458. 
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Almond Orchard Management. University of Califor­
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tion 3269. 

Fig. 5.7. Orchard floor management system of weed-free berms 
and cultivated middles. 

Fig. 5.8. Weed-free berms with a cover crop maintained between 
the rows is another semi -noncultivatlon system variation. 
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