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1. Summary
The Australian Prune Industry is committed to achieving world’s best practice production methods,
protecting the environment and maximising returns to industry stakeholders including producers.
It is relatively small compared to the prune industries in other countries however this is often used
as an advantage when sharing information and experiences.
Australian prune growers are willing to share information and experiences with their peers and the
Australian Prune Industry Association (APIA) has been integral in facilitating opportunities for
growers to come together for both informal and formal presentations to help exchange ideas. This
has been possible through the employment of an Industry Development Officer (IDO).
The industry stakeholders are very aware that to ensure a sustainable long term future for the
Australian prune industry improvements in quality, productivity and returns to growers are needed.
Throughout this project, the IDO provided access to information that was current, relevant and
timely. This information was delivered in written formats as emails, industry newsletters and article
in the industry magazine, The Vine, as well as field days.
The topics covered have been varied and included:
 Californian study tour information
 Implications when modifications have been made to drying tunnels
 Seasonal updates such as postharvest care of prune trees
 Updates on the variety trial information
 Potential for new export markets opening
This information has assisted growers to make informed decisions relating to new industry
developments and has helped renew the confidence of the growers in the industry.
During the past twelve months the IDO has been able to focus on milestones set by the Industry
Reference Group and the APIA Executive Committee including the organisation of the Californian
Study Tour. The milestones set by the Executive and the growers involved ensures that the IDO
resources are being used to their full potential on projects that will provide benefits to the whole
industry.
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2. Introduction
Australian Prune Industry Association (APIA), processors and growers strongly agree on the need to
stimulate investment in new plantings of prunes varieties and lift the level and quality of Australian
production from current levels.
All industry sectors agree that the future for the Australian industry depends on it re-establishing
itself as a reliable supplier of high quality prunes on the domestic market and opening export
markets that can attract premium prices.
Providing growers with the opportunity to travel to California to witness the production and
processing systems of the world’s largest producer of prunes was one way to show the Australian
growers that we are an innovative industry. While small in comparison, Australian prune growers
are very knowledgeable and strive to improve returns through cutting production costs, adopting
new technologies and practices and increasing volume of production.
The role of the IDO is to communicate with growers to find out what is working and what is not and
to help those that are seeking to improve their production levels and efficiency and adopt the latest
technology available.
The IDO uses a variety of methods to communicate with growers including phone, SMS, email,
industry newsletters, magazine articles, and field days, discussions at meetings and personal visits on
farm. As the IDO only works one day per week, one on ones with growers are often limited so
concentrating on sharing information via the industry newsletter has been a priority. These
newsletters create discussion points within the industry and keep the growers from other areas
informed. Growers that do not travel to attend meetings or field days can still keep in touch with
the industry.
Stakeholders in the industry must provide growers with confidence in the future by offering prices at
levels that stimulate investment, developing good market intelligence and providing latest research
results & information on new technologies and practices which will help growers to increase their
productivity and profitability.
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3. Technology transfer and methodology/activities
A range of extension techniques were used to increase interest in the industry including field days,
study tours, meetings, and a range of communication tools including the industry magazine, enewsletter and SMS messaging.
A number of key objectives were identified by industry and project activities were tailored to help
meet these targets.

Objective 1 Communication Activities
The Vine Magazine
The Vine is the joint Dried Fruits Australia and the Australian Table Grape Association national
magazine that is published quarterly. The IDO wrote or sourced articles to be published on behalf of
the Australian Prune Industry Association. Two to three articles were provided quarterly to The Vine
journalist who proof read the stories before publishing. Copies of these articles can be seen in the
appendix.
Photographs to support articles were taken and supplied as required.
Industry Newsletter
Regular information updates, disease warnings, event reminders and industry news were distributed
to all prune growers using the Australian Prune Industry Association E-news. The newsletters were
produced on a monthly or needs basis.
SMS Alerts
SMS alerts were used on a needs basis. This was a really quick way to get in touch with all growers
and industry representatives about pest and disease outbreaks or reminders about field days.
In January 2014 an SMS alerts was sent to all growers about an outbreak of Queensland Fruit Fly
(QFF) in the Griffith area. The IDO and local Agronomists were inundated with phone calls from
prune growers who were concerned about their crops. This was an excellent example of the SMS
alert system working quickly.
Social Media
The IDO also sourced and distributed material on the Australian Prune Industry Associations social
media pages. Evidence has shown that the information best received by the online audience were
stories about our Ausprune growers and on-farm activities. Several “Grower of the Month” profiles
were sourced by the IDO and posted online. Weekly updates about on farm activities and the
orchards development were posted online.
Professional Photos
The IDO was asked to organise a professional photographer to take a series of photographs of the
Prune Industry throughout 2014. The photo series includes; flowering in spring, harvest and drying
during summer, leaf fall during autumn and pruning during winter. These photographs were taken
on several farms within the Griffith Area and can be used for media releases, social media, APIA’s
website, international and domestic communications.
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Objective 2 Consult and Liaise with growers and Industry
Updated Contact List
During the first couple of months as the IDO, all growers were contacted individually to update
prune industry contact list. This was a very valuable exercise as it allowed the new IDO to introduce
herself to all the prune growers in the different growing regions Young, Griffith and South Australia
while updating important information. Updating the grower contact list continues to be a major
part of the IDO’s role.
Grower visits and enquires
Where possible, the IDO has visited several growers on farm to discuss a range of topics. Time
doesn’t allow for all growers to be visited individually however the IDO takes phone calls regularly
from growers to discuss topic such as:
 Disease and pest identification and their management
 Pruning and thinning techniques
 Providing new growers with details of harvest and drying contractors
 Many other requests
Meetings
 IREC permanent sub-committee
A permanent plantings sub-committee of the Irrigation Research and Extension Committee (IREC)
has been established in the Riverina. Being involved with this sub-committee allowed the IDO to
interact with several different industries such as Walnuts, Almonds and Winegrapes, talk to
horticultural and irrigation consultants.
 Riverina Regional Tourism
The IDO attended several meetings to discuss the potential of APIA investing in the Riverina Regional
Tourism Campaign.
 Sunsweet Growers Information Session
The IDO attended several information sessions to increase her knowledge of Sunsweet becoming a
major player in the Australian Prune Industry. An article was written for The Vine magazine and
many phone calls were fielded to discuss the current situation.
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Objective 3 Research and On-farm trials
Field Walks
 Communication
All field walks/trips were promoted through the APIA E-news email distribution lists. These events
were reported as articles in The Vine magazine and also through the e-news.

 Drying Modifications and Farm Field Walk
The drying modifications presentation and field walk was held on Tuesday 21st January 2014 at Bruce
Gowrie-Smith’s farm and drying shed in Darlington Point. 35 growers and industry representatives
attended this presentation.
Growers were able to see the modifications Mr Gowrie-Smith had made to his drying tunnels. The
modifications where installed to reduce the consumption of energy and increase throughput.

Bruce Gowrie-Smith talking to the growers
about the drying tunnel modifications.

 Variety Trial Field Walk
The Variety Trial Field Walk was held on Wednesday 4th June 2014 at the Darlington Point Variety
Trial Site on Tony Toscan’s farm, Cavaso. Guest speakers Anne Mooney and Ian Moss where asked
to attended and conduct an informal discussion about the ongoing trial. 20 growers attended this
field walk.
Growers confirmed their interest in continuing the variety trial project and expressed support of the
inclusion of new non-suckering rootstocks such as Krymsk 1 and Krymsk 86.

Tony Toscan and APIA Chairman, Grant Delves
inspect the variety, Muir Beauty.
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 Sunraysia Field Trip
The IDO, with the help of Sunbeam and Yenda Producers staff members, helped organise an
overnight trip to Mildura to visit to Sunbeam Foods processing plant in Irymple Victoria. The group
of 24 growers and industry representatives spent many hours with Sunbeam staff members over 2
days visiting several processing plants in Mildura and Irymple. Sunbeam staff members then gave
the growers a brief presentation of the prune industry’s current situation.
This trip was very well attended and as a result, planning is underway for another one like it in the
near future.

The grower group inspecting Mildura Fruit Company

Dormex Registration.
The IDO investigated whether Cropcare would be interested in expanding the Dormex label to
include a dormancy spray in Plums. It was discovered that there was a label extension that had been
submitted to the AVPMA and the change of label should take place in December 2014. While
growers won’t have had access to it for the 2014-2015 season, indications are that it will be
registered for use for 2015-2016.
Growers were informed of these developments via an e-news and at the recent APIA Annual
Conference in September.
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Objective 4 Develop and implement training programs if required
No Specific training activities were identified by the industry reference group. However, in the near
future the IDO will be trained in the use of the Bizmod Prune business model. The IDO will then hold
a training day for all prune growers and conduct one-on-one appointments as required.

Objective 5 Attend APIA meetings and seminars as required
The IDO attended APIA’s Executive and Prune IAC meetings throughout the year, both AGM’s and
Prune Conferences. Growers and the Executive were informed of the IDO’s activities. From these
meeting extra activities for the IDO were discussed with the industry reference group and added to
the work plan.
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Objective 6 International Prune Industry
Californian Prune Industry Study Tour
In March 2014, the IDO submitted a funding application to HAL for a study tour (DP13701) to take
place later in the year. The funding application was accepted and the IDO started to plan the trip.
With suggestions from growers who were attending the trip and those who had been to California
previously, the IDO put together a busy itinerary.
All sectors of the Californian Prune Industry were considered when planning the trip. To learn the
most about the Californian Prune Industry, participants visited processors, researchers, dryers,
growers, machinery manufacturers and industry representatives.
The study tour group consisted of eight growers, one horticultural consultant and one observer. The
study tour took place in July between 14th and 22nd.
Valuable experience was gained by the IDO when planning the trip and will be used again when
planning the next overseas study tour.
The study tour was reported on via several media outlets.
 Two articles were printed in The Vine Magazine
 Two articles were printed in the Area News newspaper. Griffith local paper.
 A travel blog was put together and posted on APIA’s social media pages.
The IDO is preparing a final report for Project DP13701 which is due in December 2014.

The tour group on their first day of the Californian Study Tour
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4. Evaluation
It has been evident that the general level of grower participation has improved significantly in the
past 12 months. This was partially due to the economic shift in the industry and the fact that
growers can see a future for prunes in Australia.
Providing growers with relevant up-to-date information is very important. The IDO has been able to
organise three field trips that have provided a platform for growers to come together and share
information. The drying modifications field walk was extremely relevant at a time when energy
costs were increasing and increased pressure is being put on the industry by consumers to provide a
green and sustainable product. 35 prune growers and industry representatives from Young, Griffith
and Mildura attended this field day which took the IDO and the host, Bruce Gowrie-Smith, by
surprise. Previously the participations from growers to field days had dropped significantly to
between 5-10 growers. To see such a large number of growers at the drying modifications field day
was a positive sign that growers are hungry for relevant information.
The variety field walk was also held at an ideal time as growers were preparing to plant new blocks
to accommodate an increasing demand from overseas buyers. The IDO recorded 22 growers who
attended this field day. Positives from the field day were that all those who attended agreed that
the variety trial sites should continue being monitored and evaluated and where possible should be
expanded to include new varieties and rootstocks. Many growers recommended that a variety field
day should be held every year so growers are kept well informed of the projects results. The IDO
well facilitate this in coming years.
The Sunraysia trip was a great way to link Sunbeam Foods and Angas Park with the primary
producers and to demonstrate to the grower’s how their product is processed, packaged and
marketed.
Further, the Californian Study Tour came at an ideal time as it showed growers that Australia can
produce great quality prunes on a smaller scale. It was evident at the Annual APIA Conference, held
in Griffith on 8th September, that everyone was very interested in hearing the presentation about
the study tour delivered by Peter Reynolds on the day. The audience could have spent a lot longer
asking questions about the differences and similarities between the two industries.
The growers who attended the Californian study tour provided feedback on the organisation skills of
the IDO and the itinerary that was provided. Here are some of the comments:


Study tours (by growers & associated industry people) on a regular basis (every 3 to 5 years)
to keep existing and new growers up to date with overseas industry. All the growers on the
tour wished they had made this visit some years ago. Also if Australia is to be an exporter of
prunes, the industry needs to know what other countries are doing and what they need to
improve on to compete on a global market.



10 to 14 days is sufficient time to investigate an area. If a wider area was to be investigated
(visiting different growing regions) then a few extra days would be needed for the extra
travel.



If another study tour is organised by the IDO it should take place over 2 weeks with a 1 or 2
day break (over the weekend) with 3 or 4 days of work either side of the weekend.



The format was ideal, 2 or 3 meetings per day, all in 1 region.
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Hiring a mini bus was ideal (in USA) as the growers had the flexibility to alter their travel
plans as necessary.



Ideally the trip would take place during or just before harvest so we could see harvest /
drying but this is not so convenient for the hosts. Pre harvest is the next best time to visit.



A future tour may also include more inspection of gourmet prune processors & marketing
businesses however these businesses may be reluctant to host potential competitors. As the
majority of participants were primarily growers, the focus was obviously on prune
production.



A pre-tour meeting between ALL participants is necessary (where practical) so that the
itinerary can be explained and travel tips can be shared.



A hand-out to each participant would be useful with details of the business to be visited, or
verbal information offered before each meeting.



A pre tour report template could be compiled and handed out so each participant could fill it
in during the trip, rather than remembering things afterwards.



The possibility of submitting the trip report as a verbal report.

The comments and feedback supplied by the growers who attended the trip will be used by the IDO
to when planning the next study tour. This feedback can also be used when planning local field days
and providing information at these events.
In the future the IDO, where possible, will provide an information sheet at the field day and also an
evaluation form so growers can provide feedback on the relevance of the information delivered on
the day.
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5. Discussion
After several years of lower than average returns to growers, many growers lost interest in the
industry. This project has assisted growers to remain connected with the industry and has helped
renew their interest.
When updating the prune industry grower contact list the IDO discovered that many growers were
not receiving any information from APIA. Correcting the grower database has allowed the IDO to
reach all prune growers increasing their awareness of the IDO’s activities. Better communication
with all prune growers using the industry newsletters, articles in The Vine, and SMS alerts allows
APIA to provide growers with good, relevant information which can help their planning and decision
making. Making sure that all growers are receiving emails such as invitations to field days, reports
on the Californian Study Tour and pest warnings keeps growers connected and stimulated their
interest in the industry.
Providing the opportunity for several growers to participate in the Californian Study Tour opened up
a whole new discussion point for the remaining growers who did not attend the tour. It has shown
the growers who attended the trip, as well as those who read or heard their reports, that Australian
growers do produce world class prunes with industry best practice. There is always room for
improvement however as a very small industry on the world scale, Australia is up there with the best
prune producing countries in terms of pest and disease management, irrigation management,
implementing new drying techniques to help reduce energy consumption and labour efficiencies.
One area that was highlighted that the Australian Prune Industry could improve on is the
development of value added products and marketing of prunes. Many of the processors in
California add value to the end product by selling them as diced prunes, cooking additives such as
meat tenderisers, individually wrapped prunes, prune purees and prune juices. The Australian
research and development budgets are smaller than those in the US however to increase
productivity and returns to growers the industry needs to develop and implement an effective
education strategy to ensure Australian product dominates consumer preference and that
competitors do not dominate the supermarket shelves.
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6. Recommendations
The renewed interest in the industry and constant feedback throughout the project reaffirms its
value to growers and its role in providing growers with up-to-date information.
Australian Prune Industry recommends the continuation of the Prune Industry Development Project
to help the industry to:
 Adopt new technologies and ‘world’s best practice’ management techniques
 Increase production and maintain the viability of its growers, and
 Increase the area of prune plantings
This program will be planned to deliver best practice management information through:
 Field Walks
 Workshops where appropriate
 Information/Fact Sheets
 Improve industry development information in APIA’s social media content
 Industry development articles published in the industry’s magazine The Vine and through
APIA’s E-news service.
Australian Prune Industry strategic plan states that the industry has the potential to produce 4 500t
of dried prunes. With a strong interest from the Californian based Co-Operative, Sunsweet, it is
clear that the Australian industry has room to grow and expand.
To increase production levels the productivity of existing growers must be lifted and new growers
must be attracted to the industry. The IDO can help guide the new growers in the industry as well as
looking at best management practices for the existing growers.
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