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ORGANIC NUT PRODUCTION

 ‘Manna Farms’ is a  biodynamic orchard located about 
50 km south of Mildura. Ian Keens planted the first almond 
trees about 40 years ago and after managing production 
conventionally for 20 years, his concern about poor soil 
quality instigated a search for alternative management. 
Biodynamic expert, Alex Podolinsky, visited the property 
and suggested  changes to improve soil and tree health. After 
conducting a trial block, Ian was sold on the new regime and 
worked towards biodynamic certification.
 Today ‘Manna Farms’ is managed by David Keens. The 
property includes 400 acres of almonds as well as citrus 
and avocados. The almond acreage is primarily of bearing 
trees but there are also blocks of young trees at present in 
‘conversion’ to biodynamic certification.  
 Perhaps the greatest difficulty with biodynamic 
management is getting enough nitrogen into the trees. All 
inputs must be natural and when it comes to fertilisers, 90% 
of the nitrogen required by the trees comes from composted 
cow manure which has added minerals including basalt, 
lime and granite powder. Fish, seaweed and other nutrient-
rich emulsions are applied as a top-up foliar spray. Ground 
covers of nitrogen-fixing species such as clover, are grown 
through the winter and spring but it is very difficult to know 
how many units of nitrogen this contributes to the system. 
The ground cover species provide a source of food for the 
soil organisms and they also suppress weeds.  
 Control of rust disease in wet years has also proved 
to be problematic. Pests and diseases in the orchard are 
usually easy to manage by applying the permitted natural 
products such as bio pest oil and copper and sulphur and 
the biodynamic preparation 501. However, the unseasonal 
high rainfall through the growing season over the last year 
or two has resulted in an outbreak of rust that has proved 
impossible to control. Nematode problems can be managed 
by growing mustard cover crops prior to planting and using 
the nematode resistant rootstock, Nemaguard. 
 Under-tree sprinklers throughout the orchard deliver 
full cover irrigation which is essential for establishing and 
maintaining the cover crops in the inter-rows. Through the 
winter and spring, the cover crop is mown either side of the 
tree lines using a circular head hydraulic arm mower mounted 
on the side of the tractor. A small under-tree mower known 
as a ‘badger’, mows between the trunks and sprinklers. An 
under-cutter blade fitted to the side of a tractor is used for 

weed control around young trees. 
 In early summer the orchard is prepared for harvest 
and after mowing, a flame weeder is used to burn the dried 
grass and leaves. A water cart follows and this as well as the 
irrigation, are used to suppress fire. The need for minimal 
growth on the orchard floor prior to harvest is at odds with 
the need to maintain growth for the microbial activity in 
the soil. Nonetheless, even minimal growth on the orchard 
floor is not conducive to nut drying. The first nuts that fall 
are swept into windrows and picked up immediately with 
the harvester and taken to a cleared firm area where they 
are spread out in windrows to dry. The windrows are turned 
with the sweeper to ensure drying before pick-up with the 
harvester again for delivery into bins. When the bulk of the 
crop is mature, the same system is applied but this time the 
trees are shaken prior to harvest. While the double pick-up is 
extra work, the end product is free of foreign matter having 
been through the harvester cleaning system twice. Currently 
the crop averages 90 tonne but this is expected to double 
when young trees come into bearing.
 The bins of dried nuts are delivered to a certified processing 
facility to ensure nil contamination. There is a premium in 
terms of wholesale price for biodynamic almonds on the 
domestic market  and this covers the extra costs involved 
in production. Producing almonds biodynamically is labour 
intensive, particularly the non-stop mowing, but it is also 
beneficial for the local community in providing a high level 
of employment. Of most appeal though, biodynamic orchard 
management provides a safe, clean, green workplace for all. 

Biodynamic Almonds
David Keens, ‘Manna Farms’, Nangiloc, Victoria.

Top photo: Ian Keens in the orchard in spring; at left: the flame weeder; 
above: a crop of mustard reduces nematode problems. 


