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WILL A NEARBY LEMON TURN

MY ORANGE SOUR?
By Ginger Easton Smith
County Extension Agent
Will a lemon growing near an orange cross-pollinate it and result in sour orange fruit?  This is one of the most common questions I get asked about citrus and the idea is a common misconception.  No, that is not how it works.  A lemon and an orange (or just about any other two citrus species or varieties) certainly can cross-pollinate while they are flowering, but it won’t affect the taste or quality of the fruit that develops on either tree.  It is not until you take the seed from a cross-pollinated fruit, plant it, grow it up, and it produces fruit that you see the results.  Cross-pollination doesn’t affect this generation, it affects the next generation, which is a big part of the reason that traditional breeding of new varieties takes a long time; many generations, which for a tree crop like citrus is many years.

Citrus fruit quality is greatly affected by weather.  The more variation there is in nighttime and daytime temperatures, the sweeter the fruit.  Another factor, a bit more in our control, is the health of the tree.  A tree stressed by lack of water, too frequent watering, insects or disease will generally produce lower quality fruit. 

So, how do you keep your trees happy and calm?  Make sure they have at least 6 hours of direct sun every day; they actually can handle full sun all day long so more is better.  Water established trees thoroughly once a week when trees are flowering and fruit is developing (see below for more details).  Watering correctly can make a big impact on the development of good quality fruit and tree health. Watering too frequently can predispose trees to root rots and other diseases.

Consistent watering also decreases fruit splitting.

From March to May, give your tree about an inch of water each week. For a mature tree, apply it at one time and then let the soil dry out a bit before the next application. Starting in June, increase that to 1.5 inch per week, and then in September go back to one inch. During winter, citrus only needs about an inch or two each month. Not sure how long it takes to apply an inch?  While watering--whether it is an irrigation system or holding a hose--collect the water in a shallow can from several spots for five minutes, then measure it to see how long it takes to apply one inch.

Water the entire area from one foot out from the trunk to at least the tips of the branches. If you are using a drip system or micro sprinklers, be sure there are at least four emitters around each tree for sufficient coverage. Put them near the trunk, pointing outward, keeping the water off the trunk. If using overhead sprinklers, water early in the day so the trunk can dry off before nightfall.  

April or May is a great time to fertilize citrus. Scatter a couple pounds of slow release nitrogen fertilizer and some compost or micronutrient fertilizer under the tree and water it in. Citrus particularly needs the micronutrients iron, zinc, and manganese. Do not fertilize again until next February. Every couple of years, apply a fertilizer containing nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium. A soil test will determine exactly what your soil needs; it is advised to take one every few years. Call the Aransas County Extension office at 790-0103 for more information on soil testing.  

Citrus has shallow roots, so control weeds by hand pulling them and applying a thick layer of organic mulch. Mulch will also help conserve soil moisture and add nutrients as it breaks down. Keep it one foot away from the trunk.

Don’t be alarmed if your tree drops lots of flowers and little fruit over the next couple months. Citrus self-thins to the amount the tree can handle. Surprisingly, just 5-6% of flowers actually develop into mature fruit.

For the best flavor, harvest the fruit when it has developed full color. Citrus fruit do not increase in sweetness or ripeness once they are picked. Experiment with your tree, picking the fruit at various stages of color development to determine the best harvest time. Some varieties, such as Valencia oranges, may be ripe when still greenish. Cold temperatures can cause fruit to turn color but this does not necessarily indicate ripeness. Navel oranges may not be ready to harvest until late winter, and Valencia oranges are usually mature in the summer. If birds are pecking the fruit before they are ready to harvest, do something to scare them away such as hanging old CDs or strips of Mylar in the tree where the wind will blow them and the reflection will scare the birds (at least for a while). 
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