
Why use organic fertilisers in citrus orchards? 

 

Current market trends of higher income group 

consumers include a desire for information related 

to the products they buy, such as its origin, safety, 

and social responsibility of the producer. 

Organically grown fruits seem to be favoured over 

conventionally produced fruit. Organic production 

requirements affect all practices related to fruit 

production including type of fertilisers used, pest 

and disease control as well as post-harvest 

chemicals used. 

Organic citrus production is relatively small 

compared to conventional production, with sales 

of organically farmed produce at 3% of the total 

marketed produce and are expected to double in 

the coming years. (Torres, et al., 2016). Since the 

emergence of COVID-19, the demand for organic 

lemons have remained high when compared with 

previous years (Flores, 2020). Lemons have many 

health benefits, including a high vitamin C content. 

Some citrus cultivars produced organically have 

higher vitamin C content than those produced 

conventionally (Duarte et al., 2010). 

Fig. 1. An organic lemon orchard. 
 
The use of organic fertilisers as a nutrient source 
is more sustainable, and environmentally friendly 
when compared to inorganic fertilisers (Stockdale 
et al., 2001). An over-supply of inorganic fertiliser 
can easily be leached out of the soil profile and 
may cause eutrophication. This is the process 
where fertiliser containing nitrogen ends up in 
underground water and/or rivers and dams 
making water unsafe for human and animal 
consumption and negatively affecting all living 
plant and animal species in the water. Production 
of inorganic nitrogen fertiliser, mainly via the 
Haber-Bosch process, consumes large quantities 

of fossil fuel, and releases a matching quantity of 
carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. 
Consequently, organic fertilisers, which are not 
leached easily, may be used as a nutrient source in 
citrus orchards to meet the demand for 
sustainably produced fruits, while reducing 
negative impacts on the environment associated 
with conventional practices. 
 
 

• Organic fertilisers are broken down through 

micro-organisms, such as fungi and bacteria, 

and release nutrients in a slow process. 

Therefore, there is less danger of over-feeding 

the plant or damaging roots. 

• Organic fertiliser lasts longer in the soil as 

compared to inorganic fertilisers, since the 

nutrients are released slowly. 

• Organic fertiliser contains complex molecules 

that are not easily leached by heavy rain or 

irrigation. 

• The above points may also be used as a 

criticism against organic fertilisers, as nutrients 

such as nitrogen might become available 

during the fruit ripening process for example, 

but likely not in high enough quantities to be a 

limitation to the production of high quality 

produce. 

• Organic fertiliser sources: 

o Increases organic matter content of the 

soil 

o Helps to improve the structure of the soil 

and nutrient content over time 

o Improves drainage in clayey soils 

o Improves water-holding capacity in sandy 

or gravelly soils 

• May be more nutrient dense than 

conventionally produced fruit. 

• Contains higher vitamin C, Iron, and 

magnesium than fruit produced conventionally 

(Duarte et al., 2010; Worthington, 2001). 



• Growers receive premium prices for organically 

and ‘low chem’ produced fruits. 

 

 

First Fruits consulting (FFC) has a complete organic 

fertiliser strategy for use in organic citrus 

orchards. The strategy includes the use of 

commercially certified organic fertilisers, as well 

as the use of soil amendments and cover crops. 

The commercially certified organic fertilisers and 

foliar sprays can be used as a complete solution for 

organic citrus production, with or without the 

complementation of soil amendments and cover 

crops, although the latter is recommended. 

The commercial organic products are suitable for 

both micro sprinkler irrigated orchards as well as 

drip irrigated orchards, where water soluble 

organic fertilizer products or suspensions are 

used. 

FFC’s organic citrus foliar spray program aims to 

apply the required nutrients at crucial 

phenological stages, and to prevent trace element 

deficiencies. Our cost-effective program simplifies 

organic citrus farming and ensures good results, 

while being sustainable and environmentally 

friendly. 

Although it is useful and necessary to have an 

organic fertiliser program, proper soil health 

management strategies remain the key to success 

in organic production (Kilcher, 2005). Therefore, 

we compiled soil health improvement strategies 

to build and maintain soil health, such as planting 

cover crops and the use of mulch and compost. 

More information about the benefits of cover 

crops in citrus will be available in a follow-up 

article on our website. In addition, we also use soil 

health indicator tests to continuously monitor soil 

health improvements. 

Organic citrus growers’ benefit from premium 

compensation, while employing environmentally 

friendly practices, and improving soil health 

(Linares et al., 2008). However, these growers are 

also faced with many challenges related to organic 

production, which may be overcome by using an 

organic fertiliser program and soil health 

improvement strategies with guidance from 

Firstfruits Consulting. 

 

 

References 

Ceglie, F.G., Amodio, M.L. and Colelli, G., 2016. Effect of 
organic production systems on quality and postharvest 
performance of horticultural produce. Horticulturae, 2(2), 
p.4. 

Duarte, A.M., Caixeirinho, D., Miguel, M.G., Sustelo, V., 
Nunes, C., Fernandes, M.M. and Marreiros, A., 2010, 
August. Organic acids concentration in citrus juice from 
conventional versus organic farming. In XXVIII 
International Horticultural Congress on Science and 
Horticulture for People (IHC2010): International 
Symposium on 933 (pp. 601-606). 

Gasparatos, D., Roussos, P.A., Christofilopoulou, E. and 
Haidouti, C., 2011. Comparative effects of organic and 
conventional apple orchard management on soil chemical 
properties and plant mineral content under 
Mediterranean climate conditions. Journal of soil science 
and plant nutrition, 11(4), pp.105-117. 

Kilcher, L., 2005. Organic citrus: challenges in production and 
trade. In Cuaderno de Resumenes I Conferencia 
Internacional de Citricultura Ecologica BIOCIITRICS, pp. 
22-27.Spangenberg, A., 2019. Organic citrus very sensitive 
to conventional market. 
https://www.freshplaza.com/article/9074118/organic-
citrus-very-sensitive-to-conventional-market/. Visited on 
the 10 June 2020. 

Neeson, R., 2008. Organic fruit production. Orange: New 
South Wales Department of Primary Industries. Available 
at http://www. dpi. nsw. gov. 
au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/237800/organic-fruit-
production. pdf. 

Oxfarm, 2020. http://oxfarm.co.ke/agri_biz-insights/what-
are-the-benefits-of-organic-fruit-farming/. Visited on 19 
May 2020. 

Stockdale, E.A., Lampkin, N.H., Hovi, M., Keatinge, R., 
Lennartsson, E.K.M., Macdonald, D.W., Padel, S., 
Tattersall, F.H., Wolfe, M.S. and Watson, C.A., 2001. 
Agronomic and environmental implications of organic 
farming systems. 

Torres, J., Valera, D.L., Belmonte, L.J. and Herrero-Sánchez, C., 
2016. Economic and social sustainability through organic 
agriculture: Study of the restructuring of the citrus sector 
in the “Bajo Andarax” District (Spain). Sustainability, 8(9), 
p.918. 

Utah State University. 
https://intermountainfruit.org/organic-orchard-
mgmt/organic-nutrition. Visited on the 19 May 2020. 

Worthington, V., 2001. Nutritional quality of organic versus 
conventional fruits, vegetables, and grains. The Journal of 
Alternative & Complementary Medicine, 7(2), pp.161-
173. 

 

https://www.freshplaza.com/article/9074118/organic-citrus-very-sensitive-to-conventional-market/
https://www.freshplaza.com/article/9074118/organic-citrus-very-sensitive-to-conventional-market/
https://intermountainfruit.org/organic-orchard-mgmt/organic-nutrition
https://intermountainfruit.org/organic-orchard-mgmt/organic-nutrition


Authors: 

  
JD Botma 

Horticulturist 
Sibongiseni Silwana 
Precision Services 


