
1. Planting

When planting, it is important to dig a planting hole 
before the rains and acquire seedlings from a reliable 
nursery at the onset of rains. Additionally, consider the 
location and spacing of food trees as this will affect the 
quality and quantity of the yield. Please note that spacing 
will vary, depending on elevation, rootstock and variety. 

Where soils are poor (highly drained and of low fertility) 
it is recommended that the spacing of these food trees 
be wider compared to spacing in areas with good quality 
soils. For poor soils, it is recommended that well-rotted 
manure or fertilizers be mixed with the soils before 
planting. For highly drained soils, it is recommended that 
the seedlings be planted on sunken beds, where water 
collects (it will percolate slowly and for a longer duration). 

It is important to note that water retention is a factor of the soil type and location selected for 
planting (for more information on this, see the planting manual). One must also ensure that 
seedlings are not planted too deep. After planting, the seedlings ought to be at the same height or 
preferably, somewhat higher than in the nursery.

2. Watering

Food trees, like any other plant, require adequate amounts of water to survive. It is therefore 
recommended that the newly established food trees are watered either daily or weekly. It is not 
necessary to water the seedlings during the rainy season. However, whenever the top 1-2 inches 

of the soil is dry, then the tree seedlings should be 
watered again. Where possible, food trees should be 
planted close to a water source such as a stream, 
dam or next to a swamp. 

In areas where water sources are not available, the 
farmer can irrigate the tree seedlings using waste 
water from the kitchen. The best time for watering 
is very early in the morning or late in the evening. As 
the food trees develop more extensive root systems 
over time, the frequency of watering can be reduced 
proportionately, but note that, to produce high quality 
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Food trees for diversified diets, improved 
nutrition and better livelihoods for 
smallholders in East Africa 
(The Food Trees Project)

How to take care of established food tree portfolios
Food trees, just like any other tree, require minimal care when established on farm. However, 
immediately after planting, the young food trees need to be cared for to ensure that they survive 
challenges such as drought, destruction from animals, pests and disease attacks, among other 
stresses. This pamphlet outlines simple ways of caring for established young food trees to ensure 
higher survival rates.

Figure 1: A farmer plants a mango tree in 
Western Kenya (Source: Erick/ICRAF 2016)

Figure 2: A farmer waters a fruit tree in Machakos 
County, Kenya (Source: Parveen/ICRAF 2015)



products, all fruit trees require periodic deep soaking 
(provided either by rain or by the farmer).

3. Mulching

To reduce water loss as a result of direct sunlight 
(evapotranspiration), it is advisable for the farmer to 
cover the base of the established food trees with 
mulch (preferably locally organic matter such as 
straws, maize stalks, reeds, grass, etc.). Mulch acts 
as a form of insulation from water loss at the base 
of the trees, meaning that the roots will have access 
to capillary water for a longer time. Mulching also 
acts as weeds suffocants. However, farmers should 
ensure that the materials used will not act as a host for 
termites that could destroy established food trees.

  

Figure 3: Correct and incorrect illustration of mulching 
(above) and a properly mulched carica papaya orchard 
(above) (Photo courtesy of The Morton Arboretum (a) and 
Nature Green Movement (b)

4. Weeding

Young trees must be kept free of weeds during the 
first 3-4 years. Weeds compete with trees for food 
and sunlight, and could also harbour pathogens. 
Where few trees are established, it is advisable to 
weed manually. Careful use of hand tools is necessary 
to avoid injuring tree trunks and roots. Such injuries 
may become entry points for disease pathogens. 
In addition, it is recommended that food trees are 
intercropped with other seasonal/annual crops so 
that weeding can be done simultaneously for both 
plants. However, the spacing between intercropped 
trees and crops should be adequate for all the 
plants to ensure full nutrition of both the crops 
and trees and to reduce competition for nutrients.

Figure 4: A farmer inspects his passion fruit orchard (Photo 
source: http://www.farmerstrend.co.ke/)

5. Protection

To keep animals away from destroying established 
food trees, a fence or some sort of protection should 
be erected around the young seedlings. The young 
trees, possibly because of their tender leaves are 
highly palatable and hence easily destroyed by 
domestic animals. These protections could be in the 
form of small sticks that are stuck around the young 
tree or some sort of permanent wire shield. While 
erecting these shields, it is important to ensure that the 
young trees still have access to direct sunlight.

       
Figure 5: Food tree protection against animal destruction 
(Photo source; http://www.fao.org/livestock/) 

6. Fertilizers and manure

For normal growth development of food trees (high 
yield and quality fruits), trees require a sufficient 
supply of fertilizer and manuring. There is no general 
recommendation regarding the amount of nutrients, 
because this depends on the level of soil fertility. 
Please note that professionally conducted soil and 
leaf analyses could provide the correct information 
on nutrient requirements. In most cases tropical soils 
are low in organic matter. To increase the fertility, at 
least 20kg (1 bucket) of well-rotted cattle manure or 
compost plus a handful of rock phosphate should be 
applied per tree per year. For acidic soils, 1-2kg of 
agricultural lime can be applied per tree, and should 
be spread evenly over the soil covering the root 
system. Nitrogen can be supplied by inter-cropping 
citrus trees with legume crops such as cowpeas, 
clover or beans, and incorporating the plant material 
into the soil once a year.

This leaflet was developed by Erick Ngethe and Agnes 
Gachuiri for ICRAF’s Food Trees Project. The initiative is 
funded by EC/IFAD.
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