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FOCUS ORCHARDS 

This article will focus on the Stanthorpe (P F Savio) and Shepparton (Turnbull Bros) Focus 
Orchards. All Focus Orchards collect and collate data on their focus blocks to ensure that 
they’re on track with their cropping plan as well as to allow other industry members to follow 
their progress. 
 
You can monitor the progress and view more information on each Focus Orchard via 
OrchardNet.  

• Go to www.orchardnet.co.nz 
o Username: focus 
o Password: focus 

 
The current focus orchards are: 

 
 

Region Focus Orchard 

Stanthorpe Savio 

Batlow Seven Springs 

Orange Stoneleigh 

Northern Victoria Turnbull Bros 

Southern Victoria Montague Orchards (Narre Warren) 

Tasmania Hansen Orchards 

South Australia Filsell’s Apples 

Western Australia RK & J Fox and Son 

http://www.orchardnet.co.nz/


 

   
 

1.0 TURNBULL BROTHERS (SHEPPARTON) 

 
The focus blocks at Turnbull’s are shown in the table below; for more information login to 
OrchardNet using the focus/focus username/password combination. 

 

 
Figure 1 Ratcliffe Block 4 (Ruby Pink – Pink Lady) at harvest 2019. 
 
 
  

Block Variety Rootstock Planted 

Findon Block 3 Buckeye Gala M26 2006 

Wallace Block 5 Granny Smith MM106 2006 

McKie Block 6 Modi (Civg198) M9 2014 

Young West Block 2 Modi (Civg198) M9 2015 

Ratcliffe Block 4 Ruby Pink (Pink Lady) M26 2010 

Coggars Block 1 WBC D6 2004 



 

   
 

Season review and planning for the 2020 harvest – Ratcliffe’s Ruby Pink 
Back in July last year two main goals for the block in the 2019 harvest were identified: 

• Avoid biennial swings of previous years 
• High proportion of crop in high paying sizes (improve size on recent years) 
• Maintain this block as a high performer 

 
So how did the block fare in the 2018/19 season? 
The below table is pulled from the “thinning report” in OrchardNet which can be accessed via 
the focus orchard login as detailed at the start of this article. The red box highlights the result 
for the 2019 season; 115t/ha; 85% packout (estimated) and a 160g average fruit size 
(estimated). Looking further down the table it becomes apparent that there is a bit of a biennial 
swing in place in the block with an off crop for 2018 and a similarly heavy crop in the 2017 
harvest.  

 
Figure 2 Thinning report for Ratcliffe's Pinks from OrchardNet 
 
Was the target hit? 
Looking at the estimate/target (green text in the above table) a yield target of 93t/ha was the 
aim for this block. This would equate to 184 apples per tree making it into the bin at an average 
size of 170g. 
The result is 22t/ha more fruit representing a 24% surplus at a reduced fruit size relative to the 
target. Given the fruit colour at harvest this has worked okay however fruit size is estimated to 
be ~6% below target. 
 
So; good or bad? 
Given the results for the last few years and the tendency for a biennial bearing habit, season 
2020 may provide some challenges. Despite this, bud quality was looking good following 
pruning in July. This block received a summer NAA program (to enhance return bloom) and at 
present a target of 100t/ha has been set. Following fruitset this number can be revised if 
necessary. 
 
What happened? 
In this case a post-hand thin fruit count was done with an average of 198 fruit per tree counted 
(target was 205). Sounds good. 
However, when it came to harvest a back calculation reveals that ~242 fruit were harvested 
per tree. As such, the counts following hand thinning weren’t representative of the whole 



 

   
 

block. This might have been that the trees counted weren’t representative of the average or 
alternatively the counters missed the occluded fruit. Either way Alex and the rest of the team 
are addressing this going forward. 
 
Moving forward: 2020 targets 
 
The below table is the “thinning report” from OrchardNet for the 2020 harvest year for this 
block. A target of 100t/ha has been set which would mean a post-hand thin target of 220 fruit 
per tree assuming a 90% pickout. 
 

 

 
Take home message: 
Ensure accurate and representative fruit counts are taken. Data is great but it needs to be in 
an actionable format. In this case things looked good as the count was coming in lower than 
actual. 

This is particularly important on young trees where “just a few fruit” can be a significant 
additional load on the tree (e.g. at a target of 20 fruit per tree an additional 5 fruit is +25% 
cropload. 

 

Interested in the results for the other focus blocks? 

Keep an eye on all Focus Orchard block progress through OrchardNet using the focus orchard 
login username: focus password: focus and keep an eye out for demonstration trial updates 
on the APAL website 
  

https://www.hortwatch.com/orchardnet/login.php
https://apal.org.au/industry-info/future-orchards/future-orchards-library/


 

   
 

  

Figure 3 The Ratcliffe's block in winter. At 8 wires x 2 branches = 16 (trained to the wire). At 220 fruit 
per tree this equates to ~14 fruit per branch at hand thinning to harvest 12 fruit per branch (some of 
these can be held on the trunk). The extra 23 fruit per branch is to account for drop and field grading. 
   



 

   
 

2.0 SAVIO ORCHARDS (STANTHORPE) 

 
The Focus blocks at Savio’s are shown in the table below; for more information login to 
OrchardNet using the focus/focus username/password combination. 

 
The summer of 2019 has been a challenge across most of Australia with high temperatures 
and a lack of water for crop irrigation. The water situation in Stanthorpe is critical with a 
number of growers potentially left with the decision of ‘turning the tap off’ on a portion of 
their blocks in the coming year. Here’s hoping for some rain… 

 

 

Figure 4 Vecchia Jazz tops in July 2019 
  

Block Variety Rootstock Planted 

Shed grafts (6 stem) Jazz (Scifresh) MM106 2015 

Vecchia Jazz (Scifresh) M26 1997 

Bird Block Cripps Pink (Pink Lady) MM106 1993 

Forestry Block Cripps Pink (Pink Lady) MM106 1995 

Forestry block Royal Gala M793 1995 

Aziz (twin-stems) Smitten (PremA17) M26 2016 (3rd leaf) 



 

   
 

Season review and planning for the 2020 harvest - Vecchia Jazz (Scifresh) 
 

 
Challenges for this block 
This Jazz block  has been subject to some major pre-harvest drop challenges over the last two 
years with a tendency for extremely short fruit stems in the Stanthorpe region  which appears 
to be exacerbating a preharvest drop tendency for the variety. 
 
2019 harvest review 
The 2019 harvest didn’t escape preharvest drop despite a  full stop-drop program to alleviate 
the issue.  
 
Despite 189 fruit being on each tree following hand thinning (red box in below table; approx. 
a 60t/ha setup) a back calculation from the bins harvested would suggest an average of only 
101 fruit per tree (blue box) managing to make it into the bin. 
 
In essence, 54% of what was left after hand thinning made it to the bin; a heart-breaking result. 
 

 
 



 

   
 

Moving forward: 2020 plan 
 
Whilst preharvest drop is a major challenge in this block, the trees have good structure and are 
at full canopy. As such, this block is capable of performing at higher yields; preharvest drop 
must be addressed. 
 
With a hot and dry summer likely to be on the cards for the 2019/20 growing season something 
needs to change. Pollination challenges have also been identified and netting will be open to 
enhance this for the 2019/20 growing season. 
 
Pollination – negotiated with apiarist to get hives in on time (was late last year). Nets to be 
opened to allow better access. Sundowner has been grafted onto some Granny Smith 
Pollinators and Manchurian interplanted throughout block. 
 
Stem length  - trial applications of GA4+7 prior to bloom are being considered as a stem 
elongation strategy. 
*appropriate rates and timings are critical to ensure success. Ensure any plans to apply similar 
strategies meet local requirements and all potential risks are considered. 
 
Other strategies - All fruit is aimed to be hung as singles on the tree with additional fruit buds 
being left in to assist with this. Stop drop program is to be maintained. Longer stems and 
improved pollination are hoped to minimise losses. 
 
It is hoped that by employing the above combination of strategies that fruit drop can be 
minimised. Will be a block to watch over the 2020 harvest. 
 
 
 
Interested in the results for the other focus blocks? 

Keep an eye on all Focus Orchard block progress through OrchardNet using the focus orchard 
login username: focus password: focus and keep an eye out for demonstration trial updates 
on the APAL website 
 

https://www.hortwatch.com/orchardnet/login.php
https://apal.org.au/industry-info/future-orchards/future-orchards-library/
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