Celebrating the folks who feed us!
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An important experiment in sustainable
apple production is taking place at
Sunrise Organics near Meaford, in the
heart of apple country. Rob Gardner,
owner of Gardner Orchards, a large
organic apple orchard that recently
downsized to become a test and research
facility, and Mark Grahlman, the farm’s
general manager, teamed up to research
the role of micro-organisms in orchards.
What they learned is that, for optimum
yield, fungus needs to be the dominant
biology in the orchard. According to ‘ B
Mark, “We want fungus and yet most apple growers keep spraying fungicide. The
picture doesn’t line up”. They sought the advice of Dr. Elaine Ingham, the director of
Soil Foodweb (www.soilfoodweb.com). Elaine stressed the value of soil microbes,
particularly their role in moving calcium, crucial for apple development, from the soil to
the tree. Mark explains that a specific group of fungi called micorrhizal fungi collect
calcium and make it available it to the tree in exchange for food (i.e., simple sugars).

To re-establish a healthy balance of microbes on their test plots, Sunrise Organics makes
compost and compost tea on a large scale. To the compost pile they add a combination
of manure and plant materials that will produce a fungal-dominant mixture. To the tea,
in addition to compost, they add kelp and fish hydrolysate. The proper balance of
micro-organisms, once applied, helps to protect apples from insects and diseases.

Sunrise Organics hires a summer intern through CRAFT (Collaborative Regional
Alliance for Farmer Training in Ontario, www.craftontario.ca) and assistance from the
Ontario Apple Growers (www.onapples.com) and
CanAdapt has made their research trials possible.
They grow and sell garden produce under the
‘Beautiful Food’ label. Compost and compost
tea are also available for sale.
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