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FACT SHEET

Converting from Grapevines to Citrus

INTRODUCTION

This factsheet provides information for grape growers considering transitioning a
vineyard to growing citrus for fresh fruit production or juice processing.
Considerations include ideal climate, site selection and preparation, and different types

of production systems.

Requirements for soil, nutrient, water and irrigation management, and pest/disease
control are included. The fact sheet details recommended varieties, annual costs,
current market prices, and the time required before a positive financial return on

investment is achieved.

BACKGROUND

Citrus fruits (Citrus spp.) are evergreen trees native to subtropical and tropical regions of
Asia. They include oranges, lemons, limes, grapefruits, and mandarins. Citrus trees are
long-lived perennials that can produce for 50+ years with proper management. Trees
are sensitive to frost but adaptable to various soil types with good drainage.

SITE SELECTION

Citrus requires frost-free or minimal
frost exposure locations.

Flat to gently sloping sites with excellent
drainage are essential as citrus is highly
intolerant of waterlogged conditions.

Compatibility of existing vineyard
infrastructure: Existing drip irrigation
systems are 90 % compatible with citrus
production with minor modifications for
higher water volumes. Row spacing of

6-8 m is ideal for citrus, wider than
typical vineyard spacing of 3.35 m. Fruit
bins and some handling equipment are
transferable, though larger capacity bins
may be needed.

Lag time and soil preparation: Allow
3-4 months between removing vines
and planting citrus. Soil requires deep
ripping to 60-80 cm depth and in some
situations (shallow ground), mounding
for drainage may be required. Soil
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testing is recommended due to
potential soil pest carryover from
grapes, including nematodes. Pre-
planting work includes organic matter
incorporation (15-20 tons per hectare
recommended), drainage improvement,
and pH adjustment if required.
Experience over time shows that citrus
performs well on land previously used
for grapes.

CLIMATE

Temperature Requirements

e Warm to hot summers (25-35 °C
optimal)

e Mild winters (minimum 5-10 °C)

e Mature trees damaged by
temperatures below -2 °C

e Young trees damaged by frost below
0°C

Frost risk: Critical during flowering

(August-November) and fruit

development. Even light frosts can

result in significant crop loss. Frost may

damage hanging fruit during winter; as

a guide, exposure to -2 °C for 4 hours or

-4 °C for 2 hours can cause significant

fruit damage.

Rainfall and water requirements

Annual rainfall: 600-1,200 mm required

without irrigation for optimal

production.

Riverland has ~250 mm annual rain

rainfall and supplemental irrigation is

required.

Drip irrigation is recommended for

water use efficiency.

IRRIGATION REQUIREMENTS
Establishment (Years 1-4) : 4-6
ML/hectare (young trees)
Mature trees: 8-10 ML/ hectare
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Peak demand: December-March (daily
irrigation required subject to moisture
monitoring)

Annual water requirement example:
A 10-hectare mature citrus grove
requires 80-100 ML annually, compared
to 70-90 ML for wine grapes,
representing a 30-40 % increase in
water demand.

SOIL AND NUTRIENTS

e Soil type: Well-drained sandy loam
preferred

e Ideal pH: 6.0-7.5

o Salinity tolerance: Intolerant of
salinity and alkaline conditions

e Richin organic matter with good
structure

PRODUCTION SYSTEMS

Modern fresh citrus production

increasingly utilizes protected cropping

infrastructure to ensure premium fruit
quality and reduce crop losses.

Shade/Cover Structures:

e Most fresh citrus crops are now
grown under protective covering

e Netting or shade cloth structures
protect against pests, diseases, and
weather damage

o Significantly improves fruit quality,
appearance, and marketability

e Reduces losses from pest damage
and environmental stress

Additional Infrastructure Costs:

e Shade structure installation:
$25,000-45,000/hectare (depending
on system type)

e Post and wire framework,
netting/cloth material, installation
labour

o Expected lifespan: 10-15 years with
maintenance
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e Essential investment for premium
fresh fruit markets

Benefits:

e Superior pest and disease control

e Consistent fruit quality and sizing

e Protection from hail, wind, and
excessive sun damage

e Enables premium pricing and better
market access

e Higher yield reliability and reduced
crop variability

Note: The establishment costs listed in

the following production systems do not

include protected cropping

infrastructure. Add $25,000-

45,000/hectare for undercover

production suitable for premium fresh

markets.

Standard Density (6 m x 4 m spacing)

o Density: 400-450 trees/hectare

« Establishment costs: $18,000-
22,000/hectare

e Time to production: 3-4 years to
first crop, 6-8 years to full
production

o Yield: 25-40 tonnes/hectare (mature)

High-Density (5 m x 3 m spacing)

o Density: 650-700 trees/hectare

« Establishment costs: $32,000-
38,000/hectare

o Time to production: 3-4 years to
first crop, 5-7 years to full
production

¢ Yield: 35-50 tonnes/hectare (mature)

Intensive (4 m x 2.5 m spacing)

o Density: 1,000 trees per hectare

« Establishment costs: $45,000-
55,000/hectare

o Time to production: 2-3 years to
first crop, 4-6 years to full
production

e Yield: 40-60 tonnes/hectare
(mature)
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e This planting density can cause
access issues and requires more
maintenance (pruning)

HARVEST

Timing: Year-round depending on
variety - oranges (May-October),
summer Valencias (November-January),
lemons (year-round), mandarins (April-
September)

Method: Hand picking for premium
fresh fruit market. Mechanical
harvesting available for juice fruit using
modified tree shakers.

Equipment: Hydraulic platforms for
efficient picking, bulk bins (4 tonne
capacity). Existing grape harvest
equipment not suitable due to different
tree structure and fruit handling
requirements.

PRODUCTION/PROCESSING
Processing options: Fresh fruit packing
houses, juice processing facilities, or
direct sales.

Local processing: Riverland has
established citrus packing facilities in
Loxton, Renmark, and Waikerie. Juice
processing available through Renmark
(Better drinks) and Waikerie (Nippys)
and other facilities. Transport to
Adelaide adds $60-120/tonne.
Collection and transport: Requires
specialized citrus bins with padding to
prevent fruit damage. Refrigerated
transport is recommended for premium
markets to maintain the cold chain from
harvest to market, including export
facilities in Melbourne.

Time requirements: Fresh fruit should
be packed within 24-48 hours of
harvest. Juice fruit more tolerant but
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quality premiums require rapid
processing.

Storage: Cool storage (2-8 °C) essential
for fresh fruit. Controlled atmosphere
storage available for extended
marketing periods.

Quality standards: Size, colour,
blemish tolerance vary by market.
Export fruit requires strict quality
standards and traceability.

VARIETIES

Oranges (Citrus sinensis)

e Navel varieties: Washington Navel,
Lane Late, Powell Summer -
premium fresh fruit, harvest May-
September

e Valencia: Late harvest (August-
November), dual-purpose fresh/juice

e Blood oranges: Moro, Tarocco -
niche premium markets

Mandarins (Citrus reticulata)

e Imperial: Early season (April-June),
easy peel

e Murcott: Late season (July-
September), sweet, (seedless
variety's available)

o Afourer: Very late (August-October),
extends season

Lemons (Citrus limon)

e Eureka: Year-round production,
thorny

e Lisbon: Winter production focus,
more cold tolerant

e Meyer: Thin skin, sweet, premium
restaurant market

Limes (Citrus aurantifolia)

e Tahiti (Persian): Large fruit,
commercial production

e West Indian: Small, intense flavour,
specialty market

Grapefruit (Citrus paradisi)

e Ruby Red: Pink flesh, fresh market
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e Marsh: White flesh, processing

PROPAGATION/PLANTING MATERIAL
Availability: Trees available from
specialist citrus nurseries with 12-18
month lead times for large orders.
Major suppliers include Sunraysia
Nurseries and Chislett Nurseries.
Rootstock: Critical for performance -
common rootstocks include Trifoliata
(cold and Phytophthora tolerance),
Swingle Citrumelo (nematode
resistance), Carrizo Citrange (general
purpose).

Planting: Machine planting available for
large orchards. Trees supplied as 1-2
year grafted material, 1 m in height.
Tree guards essential for establishment.
Row orientation: North-South
preferred for optimal light distribution
and fruit quality.

ANNUAL COSTS
Mature orchard - Cost per hectare

Item Standard | High- Intensive
Density

Water & | $2,200 $2,800 $3,200

irrigation

Fertilizer | $800 $1,100 $1,400

Pruning | $600 $1,000 $1,500

Harvest | $2,500 $3,500 $4,500

Pest/ $900 $1,200 $1,500
Disease
Other $1,000 $1,300 $1,600

Total $8,000 $10,900 | $13,700

(For this, the calculations have been
carried out based on data from
October 2025)
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Comparison to vineyard costs: Citrus
production requires 40-50 % higher
annual costs than wine grapes due to
higher water usage, more intensive pest
management, and year-round
maintenance requirements.

Labour costs: Higher than grapes due
to hand harvesting requirements and
year-round operations. Peak labour

periods spread across multiple harvests.

Skilled pruning essential - contractors
available at approximately $4 to $6 per
tree annually depending on tree size
and pruning requirement.

MARKET

Sales channels: Fresh fruit - wholesale
markets, export, direct sales. Processing
- juice contracts, pulp sales. Value-add
opportunities through direct marketing
and agritourism.

Major buyers: Coles, Woolworths,
independent retailers, exporters (Asia
focus), juice processors (Berri, Golden
Circle).

Export markets: Japan, Hong Kong,
Singapore, Malaysia primary
destinations. Strict quality and
traceability requirements.

Contract arrangements: Multi-year
contracts are less common in the citrus
industry. Most arrangements involve
seasonal agreements or spot market
sales with annual price negotiations
based on market conditions.

ANNUAL RETURN

Current market prices (2024/25)

e Premium fresh oranges: $800-
1,500/tonne

e Juice oranges: $300-500/tonne

¢ Premium mandarins: $1,200-
2,500/tonne
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o Exportlemons: $1,000-2,000/tonne
e Processing fruit (juice, pulp, etc.):
$200-400/tonne

FINANCIAL VIABILITY

High-Density System - 10 hectares
Years 1-3: Establishment $320,000-
380,000, minimal income

Years 4-6: Annual costs $109,000,
revenue $120,000-240,000

Year 7+: Annual costs $109,000,
revenue $280,000-450,000

Net profit (mature): $170,000-340,000
annually

Assumptions: 40 tonnes/hectare
average yield, $800/tonne average price
across varieties, includes all
establishment and operating costs.

KEY CHALLENGES

o Frost damage: Can destroy entire
crops - frost protection systems
essential

o Water requirements: Higher than
grapes, vulnerable to water
restrictions

e Pest pressure: Citrus gall wasp,
scale, mites require intensive
management

e Market volatility: Price fluctuations
due to seasonal oversupply

o Disease management: Citrus
canker, HLB (if it arrives) could
devastate industry

o Labour intensive: Hand harvesting
increases costs

e Long establishment period: 6-8
years to full production

PEST AND DISEASE MANAGEMENT
Common pests:

o Citrus gall wasp

e Red scale, white louse scale
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e Two-spotted mite not in SA

e Mediterranean fruit fly not in SA

e Thrips

Diseases:

e Citrus canker (quarantine pest)

e Brown spot

e Melanose

e Root rot (Phytophthora)
Management: Integrated approach
using beneficial insects, selective
pesticides, copper sprays, and cultural
practices. Regular monitoring is
essential.

Biosecurity: Strict protocols to prevent
entry of exotic pests like Asian Citrus
Psyllid (HLB vector).

Further resources:

Pest and disease control fact sheets for
citrus are available via the Citrus
Australia sub-webpage:
https://citrusaustralia.com.au

REGULATIONS AND STANDARDS

Food safety: Fresh fruit requires
adherence to Freshcare or equivalent
certification for major retail chains.
Export requirements: AQIS approval,
specific treatments for various
destinations, traceability systems.
Organic certification: 3-year transition
period, premium markets available with
20-30 % price premiums.

Water licensing: Higher water
allocations required, may need
additional water licenses.

EDUCATION AND TRAINING

Training available includes:

e Workshops and field days, Citrus
Australia

e University extension programs,
University of Adelaide and Charles
Sturt University
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e Technical support programs

provided by packers and exporters
e Training modules, AUSVEG
Extension support: PIRSA citrus
development officers, private
consultants, and packer field
representatives provide technical
assistance.

FURTHER INFORMATION

Citrus Australia 94 Lemon Avenue,
Mildura VIC 3500

Tel: (08) 8431 9200

Email: admin@citrusaustralia.com.au
Website: www.citrusaustralia.com.au
Citrus SA (Citrus South Australia)
PO Box 522 Waikerie SA 5330

Tel: 0408 499 287

Email: contact@citrussa.com.au
Website: www.citrussa.com.au

Chair: Mark Doecke

Riverland Citrus Growers Association
c/o- Renmark Irrigation Trust Renmark
SA 5341

Tel: (08) 8580 3000

Primary Industries and Regions SA
Loxton Research Centre

Tel: (08) 8595 2100

Lewis Nurseries (Citrus Division)
GPO Box 768 Virginia SA 5120

Tel: (08) 8380 9598

Sunraysia Nurseries

PO Box 45, Gol Gol NSW

Tel: (03) 5024 55437

Email: info@sunraysianurseries.com.au
Website:
https://www.sunraysianurseries.com.au
Chislett Nurseries

833 Kenley Rd, Kenley, VIC 3597

Tele: (03) 5033 8238

Email: jonathan@chislettfarms.com.au
Website:
http://www.chislettfarms.com.au
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DISCLAIMER

This information is provided for guidance only and represents current industry
knowledge. Individual circumstances vary and professional advice should be sought
before making investment decisions. Financial projections are estimates based on
current market conditions and may vary significantly. Climate change, water availability,
and market conditions may affect long-term viability. The CCW Coop Ltd accept no
responsibility for decisions made based on this information.
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