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GROW YOUR OWN FRESH CITRUS

By Ginger Easton Smith

Would you like to enjoy citrus fruit picked fresh off a tree in your yard?  Just about all varieties grow well in Aransas County if they are protected from salt spray and receive plenty of sunlight and regular but infrequent watering. Citrus is a subtropical to tropical plant and does best between 70 and 90 degrees F. They tolerate higher temperatures as long as the trees are watered.  Citrus trees will need protection from cold only if temperatures fall below 26°F.

This is a great time of year to plant a tree. Pick a spot that gets full sunlight (at least 6 hours a day). Citrus will not grow well under the shade of a live oak, or other, tree. Make sure the site has excellent drainage and some protection from strong winds. Citrus grows well in soil with a pH of 5.5 to 7.5, so should grow well in just about any soil in the area. Allowing a 20 foot circle for the tree is ideal, but if you don’t have that much room, allow as much as possible and accept that you may have to prune more heavily than normal. Citrus does not like frequent watering, so put it in a spot where it won’t get irrigation more than once a week. The south or west side of the house will be the warmest spot and keep the tree happy during the cooler months. 

Dig the hole so the root ball sits about 1” above the soil line. The soil in the bottom of the hole must be firmed to prevent the root ball from sinking. Toss a handful of a high phosphorus fertilizer, such as 0-52-0, or a fertilizer tablet, in the hole and cover it with a thin layer of soil. Remove any broken or decayed roots. If the roots are circling the pot, be sure to either make ½ inch-deep vertical slits around the root ball, or to tease the roots apart so they will grow outward rather than continue in their circular pattern in the ground. Put the tree in the hole, backfill with the soil you pulled out of the hole and tamp it down. 

Don’t worry that the top of the root ball may be a bit above grade as the soil will settle and the tree with it, and it should end up at the same depth as it was in the container. It is always better to plant a little too high than too deep. If it’s too deep the moist soil on the trunk will promote rot. 

Put a 2-3 inch deep layer of mulch around the plant, but keep it several inches away from the trunk to prevent rot. Mulch makes an enormous difference in how frequently you have to water, and it provides conditions that are less stressful for the plant. Any organic mulch will break down over time and bits of it will work down into the soil, improving its moisture and nutrient holding capacity. 

Construct a watering basin by making a little circular soil wall at least one foot away from the trunk. Water slowly and thoroughly. After a couple days, poke your finger in the soil to check if it needs watering. If the soil one inch below the surface is moist, don’t water. Check again the next day. After a few times, you’ll know how many days you can go between watering. A newly planted tree should not be allowed to dry out, but should not be watered daily either. In the second year, it may need water about twice a week.

Watering correctly is critical to the development of good quality fruit and tree health. Watering too frequently predisposes trees to root and crown rots.  During the summer, an established tree needs 4-6 inches of water each month divided into several applications, ideally, every 7 to 10 days.  From flowering until harvest, water regularly, especially when the fruit are baseball size and larger. Fairly constant moisture (again, check the soil one inch below the surface) will reduce fruit splitting which is caused by heavy watering following a long dry period. 

Fertilize three times a year, making the applications only between February and October. The first year after planting, sprinkle about a cup of fertilizer containing 8-13 percent nitrogen, around the tree at each application. Apply two cups the second year and three cups the third and following years. Don’t apply more than that at any one application. Spread it in a wide area as the roots go out well beyond the drip line. Always water, but not deeply, after applying fertilizer. 

Mature citrus generally require regular fertilization only with nitrogen, as most other nutrients are available in sufficient amounts in the soil. Use a minor nutrient fertilizer once a year or, even better, use compost, which improves the soil as well as providing nutrients. Do not over fertilize as this will cause excessive new growth, making leaves attractive to many insects and susceptible to some diseases.  Also nutrients can leach into the water. A packaged organic fertilizer, compost or a chemical fertilizer formulated to be slow release is always preferable for the plant and the environment. 

Very little pruning will be needed when the tree is young if it was shaped at the nursery. Prune back very vigorous shoots that give the tree a wild appearance, and “water sprouts”, which grow straight up and very quickly. Mature trees can be pruned lightly to control their size and open the canopy up. Anytime you see a shoot growing up from below the graft union, prune it off as it will be the rootstock which will not produce good quality fruit. 

Enjoy the fruits of your labors!

Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office is located at 892 Airport Road in Rockport.  AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

