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CARE AND FEEDING OF YOUR CITRUS

By Ginger Easton Smith

County Extension Agent, Texas AgriLife Extension

It is said that citrus fruit can help control appetite, reduce the risk of coronary heart disease, lower cholesterol levels and protect the body against diseases.  On top of that, it is high in vitamins and antioxidants, and is delicious and refreshing!  

Fortunately citrus grows well in this area, but what is needed for citrus care? The basics for an established tree are water and nutrients.  Some weed control, pest management and minor pruning may also be needed on occasion.  
Starting with water, a general rule is to water thoroughly, but not frequently.  Watering lightly encourages root growth at the surface but not deep down and does not replenish the soil moisture reservoir, which is critical.  Although it may not seem like it, even our sandy soils hold some water-about three inches of water in the upper three feet of depth; heavy clay soils hold up to about seven inches.  

Frequent watering can increase the incidence of disease since the base of the trunk and the roots stay wet, and the soil can become water logged (greatly reducing the oxygen available to roots).  It is much more common to see plants suffering from being watered too frequently, than from not being watered frequently enough.

An established tree probably needs to be watered only every 10 to 14 days.  Of course, no schedule fits every situation and will depend on the soil type, sunlight and wind exposure, among other factors.  If the soil is moist one inch down, it is not time to water.

Home Fruit Production-Citrus, a Texas AgriLife Extension publication available at: http://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/extension/homefruit/citrus/citrus.html, or from the Extension office, describes the following method to determine an irrigation schedule.  Take a few shallow cans (two inches tall), such as tuna fish comes in, and cover them with wire mesh to prevent animals from drinking from them.   Place them around the yard so they will be exposed to wind, rain, and sun.  Immediately after a thorough irrigation or a good soaking rain, fill the cans with water.

From mid-April through mid-September, when the cans are completely dry it is time to irrigate with 1 1/2 inches of water, then refill the cans and wait for the water to evaporate again. The rest of the year, when it is cooler and water use is lower, irrigate with one inch of water when the cans are dry.  

Apply a layer of mulch to conserve moisture and control weeds, but be sure to keep it at least six inches away from the trunk to discourage foot rot disease.  Make the mulch layer two to three inches deep.
Now, on to nutrients; there are 13 elements, including major and minor ones, needed by all plants.  The nutrient levels, and their availability, will differ in different soils, so a soil test from your property is the only way to know what your soil contains.  

However, there are some general recommendations that can be made for fertilizer application for citrus as nitrogen is often the nutrient in shortest supply.  Apply about one pound of fertilizer (divided into three applications) each year per inch of trunk diameter if the fertilizer is less than 15 percent nitrogen: some examples are 14-14-14 and 10-5-20.  The percent of nitrogen is the first number of the three.  If the nitrogen is above 15 percent, use 0.75 pound or less per inch of trunk diameter for the year. One pound of dry fertilizer is approximately two cups.

This amount of fertilizer should be divided into three applications and applied in February, May and September, or thereabouts.  If you haven’t fertilized this year, figure out the amount needed for one year and purchase two thirds of that amount; apply one third of the annual amount right now and one third of it in September.  Every year or two, use a citrus fertilizer that contains the minor nutrients such as iron and zinc.  Spread the fertilizer uniformly on the soil surface under the tree canopy and slightly beyond and be sure to water it in thoroughly. 
Compost is a great way to supply nutrients, particularly the minor ones needed in much smaller quantities.  It could provide sufficient amounts of all the necessary nutrients with the likely exception of nitrogen.  For other organic sources of nitrogen, try fish scraps, blood meal or feather meal, or ask at the nursery or garden store what they carry.

With this great care of your citrus trees, you should be picking delicious fruit when harvest season rolls around!

Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office can be reached by phone at 361 790-0103 or by email at aransas-tx@tamu.edu and is located at 611 E. Mimosa, Rockport, TX.
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