
Matthew Peterson 

Plow Creek Farm 

Tiskilwa, IL 
 



 Communally owned and in 
operation since 1979 

 Primary Crops are 
Strawberries, Blueberries, 
and Raspberries 

 Secondary Crops are 
Vegetables, Melons, Oats, 
Wheat, Alfalfa, and Grass-
Fed Beef 

 Markets: Pick-Your-Own, 
Farm Stand, Farmers 
Markets, Wholesale 

 



Advantages:  

 Far superior taste to grocery store strawberries 

 High demand for locally grown strawberries; 
demand often exceeds supply  

 Customer desire for strawberries grown without 
pesticides; one of the “dirty dozen” foods with the 
highest pesticide residue  

 Potential to gross high amount of income per acre 

 

Challenges: 

 High labor requirements 

 Weed control 

 Potential loss of crop to frost 

 Meeting fertility, particularly N, organically 

 Compressed harvest season 

 Short production cycle (one to two years) 

 



The matted row system is the most common 
system used in northern areas of the country.  
Strawberries are planted in wider spacings in 
the spring and runners fill in the gaps between 
plants.  Other systems are the ribbon row 
system and plasticulture. 

 

 Advantages:   
 Lower risk 
 Establishment costs are lower 
 Less specialized equipment needed 
 Doesn’t use petrochemical-based plastics 
 

 Disadvantages:  
 Weed control is difficult because of bare 

soil in first year and because once matted 
rows are established, hand weeding is only 
option 

 Straw can be hard to locate 
 Dense planting can lead to problems with 

disease.  



 
 Start preparing ground at least one year in advance, 

though several years would be ideal to help rid the site of 
weeds and soilborne pests 

 Soil pH of 6.0 to 6.5 
 Strawberries will grow in most any soil but sandy soils 

can lead to problems with drought and heavy soils can 
lead to problems with diseases like red stele root rot 

 Minimum of three years between strawberry plantings 
 Pollination: Bees help berries reach full size potential; 

recommendation is usually one to two hives/acre 
 Good drainage 
 Ideally field is slightly higher than surrounding land so 

that cold air will drain away  
 



 Use cover crops to build fertility, increase organic 
matter, and eliminate weeds, particularly perennial 
weeds like quack grass and canada thistles 

 Oats, alfalfa, sudan grass, buckwheat, hairy vetch 

 

 

 



 Year 1 Establishment year of strawberries 

 Year 2 First year of production  

 Year 3 Second year of production, plow down after 
harvest and put in cover crop 

 Year 4 Vegetables  

 Year 5 Alfalfa or other cover crop 

 Year 6 Alfalfa or other cover crop 

 Year 6 Cover crop 

 Year 7 Establish strawberries again 



 
 

 Strawberry blossoms can tolerate temperatures 
from 22 to 29 degrees depending on stage of 
development. This is temperature of blossom, 
not the air. Radiational cooling can cause 
blossom temperature to be significantly colder 
than the air. 

 Flowers are most sensitive immediately after 
they open where air temperatures even slightly 
higher than 32 degrees can cause frost damage. 
In tight clusters, can tolerate as low as 22 
degrees, “popcorn” stage 26 degrees 

 Irrigation is started as the air temperature 
approaches 32 degrees 

 As the temperature drops, ice forms over the 
blossoms which releases heat 

 As long as liquid water is continually applied to 
the field, the temperature of the open blossom 
will not drop below 32 degrees 

 Frost alert system can call you at a certain 
temperature 

 Do not shut off irrigation until sun comes out 
in morning and ice starts to melt 



Factors to consider when choosing varieties: 

 June-bearing or everbearing (dayneutral) 

 Ripening season: Early, mid, late 

 Taste, appearance, and size 

 Disease resistance 

 Markets and customer preference  

 New varieties: Evaluate in small plantings  

 Early Season: Earliglow, Annapolis, Honeoye, Northeaster 

 Mid Season: Jewel (in my opinion, the best all around 
variety) 

 Late Season:  AC Valley Sunset (currently experimenting) 



 Plant Dormant Crowns in spring as 
soon as soil can be worked; 18-24 inches 
apart in row,  3-4 foot spacing between 
rows; Crowns are planted level with the 
ground 

 Blossom Removal: encourages runner 
development 

 Weed Control 

 Position Runners: limit row to no wider 
than 18 inches for better air circulation, 
better size of berries, and easier picking 

 Late summer/early fall Fertilization 

 Mulching: 3-6 inches of straw placed 
over the plants helps protects crowns 
from extreme cold during winter; Usually 
last week of November/first week of 
December 



 Remove Mulch: 
rake mulch into aisle 
for weed control. 
Leave some mulch in 
rows to provide 
clean and dry surface 
for picking.  

 Weed Control 

 Frost Control 

 Harvest 

 Renovate or Rotate? 

 Fertilization 

 



Immediately after the harvest the grower must decide to either rotate or 
renovate the strawberry patch. Renovation is a process that thins existing 
beds to prevent overcrowding and encourages new runners to produce 
fruit the following year.   

 

Factors to consider when deciding: 

 How was the weed pressure? It will likely only get worse the following 
year. 

 Did varieties produce acceptable yields and quality? Yields will 
typically decrease each successive year they bear fruit 

 Did plants show signs of disease? 

 

Over the years, we have begun rotating our strawberries out faster, 
primarily for weed control. We now typically only allow the plants to bear 
fruit for two seasons. Other organic strawberry growers have begun to 
only allow one year of production. Yields also tend to decrease over years. 



 Renovate as soon as possible 
following harvest to allow time 
for plants to recover and send out 
new runners 

 Leaf Removal (optional): Mow 
plants 1-2 inches above crowns 

 Narrow rows to 8-10 inch width 
(we use a rototiller) 

 Fertilize and irrigate to stimulate 
growth of new runners that will 
bear fruit the following season 

 



 It is harder to maintain sufficiently high levels of available nitrogen over 
several years in organic production. Plants need around 30 lbs/acre of 
actual nitrogen per year.  

 Most critical times to fertilize after planting are at renovation and in the 
late summer/early fall when strawberries are setting buds for following 
year’s fruit. 

 Fertility Program First Year: 
 4-5 tons/acre poultry litter incorporated before planting 
 20 gallons/acre of Pillar 11 (2-0-1) in September while plants are setting 

buds for following year 

 Fertility Program Second Year: 
 One to two foliar applications of Pillar 11 at 2-3 gallons/acre. We usually 

apply this at bloom and during harvest season to help carry crop through 
season. Important not to apply too much nitrogen in spring. 

 Fertilize at renovation with soybean meal (300 lbs/acre) and 20 
gallons/acre or 2-0-1 to encourage new growth for following year and help 
break down straw mulch. May move to composted chicken manure 
instead of soybean meal. 

 20 gallons/acre of Pillar 11 in September for fall growth 
 

 

 



 Strawberries should not be planted without an irrigation 
system in place. 

 Strawberries grown in matted rows typically require about 
1-2 inches of water per week. Plants are shallow-rooted, 
with up to 90% of roots in top 6 inches of soil, so are 
sensitive to drought. 

 Two main types of irrigation systems used by growers are 
overhead and trickle. 

 Trickle irrigation keeps leaves drier therefore reducing leaf 
diseases. It also uses less water and only waters the plants, 
not the aisles. 

 Overhead irrigation is used for frost protection and can 
also be used to cool down plants to avoid stress from 
excessive heat.  



Weeds cause more economic loss in 
strawberries than diseases and insects 
combined 

 Eliminate as many weeds as 
possible before plantings 
strawberries 

 Between row and in row weeding 

 



Farmall 140 cultivating 
tractor with sweeps 

Williams Cultivator 

Eco-weeder 

Rotary Hoe 

Brush hoe 



 
 
 Geese eat young weeds but leave strawberry plants alone. They will 

eat berries so they are used in newly planted fields and after 
strawberry harvest is complete.  

 
 Geese can weed very close to plants and in conditions where it is 

not possible to hoe or mechanically cultivate. They work seven days 
a week, rain or shine.  
 

 Geese also act as ‘manure spreaders’ as they spread nitrogen rich 
manure around the field while they are weeding. 

 
 6-10 geese per acre depending on weed pressure. Too few and you 

can’t keep up with the weeds, too many and you will have to 
constantly be moving them. 
 



 White Chinese geese have active foraging habits, long agile 
necks, and are lighter so they do less damage to the crop.  
 

 The goslings can be fed weeds in your field to help them 
learn to like them. Geese can go into the field at about 5-6 
weeks.  
 

 Must protect them from predators in some sort of coop. 
Also good to offer them shade during the day time. Need 
some sort of fencing. 
 

 Geese can be herded and also trained to return to coop 
with grain. Will likely need to supplement with some grain 
anyway.  
 



 Butcher at the end of the season. 
White Chinese are about 6-9 lbs 
dressed 

 Are geese a good fit for your 
operation? 

 Would you rather weed or move fence 
daily? 

 Do you enjoy working with livestock? 

 Do you either enjoy goose yourself or 
have a market for butchered geese? 

 Do you want to put up with a noisy, 
sometimes mean flock of geese? 



 Expect ripe berries around 30 
days after blossoms bloom 

 Two-three week harvest season 

 Need to harvest every other day 
during peak season 

 Labor for Picking: 8-15 
people/acre depending on 
picking conditions and picking 
crew 

 Important to train pickers 

 



 June 4: 27 lbs 

 June 8: 243 lbs   

 June 10: 130 lbs   

 June 11: 426 lbs 

 June 12: 1,194 lbs 

 June 13: 1,025 lbs 

 June 14: 507 lbs 

 June 15 (sat) : 2,000 lbs 

 June 17: 1,920 lbs 

 June 18: 1,602 lbs 

 June 19: 1,839 lbs 

 June 20: 665 lbs 

 June 21: 395 lbs 

 June 22 (sat): 1,641 lbs 

 June 24: 480 lbs 

 June 25: 450 lbs 

 June 26: 430 lbs 

 June 27: 214 lbs 

 June 28: 250 lbs 

 June 29: 570 lbs 

 July 1: 30 lbs 

 July 2: 115 lbs 

 

 

 



 U-pick 

 Ready-pick 

 Farmers Markets 

 Wholesale 

 Value added products 



Keys to Operating a successful Pick-Your-
Own: 

 Produce a quality product 

 Carefully manage fields for more 
efficient harvest and better picking 
experience for customers 

 Good customer service: Operator and 
staff must be able to interact well with 
public. Anticipate and meet customer 
needs. 

 Return customers are key to success. 
Build relationships with customers. 

 Incentivize picking large quantities 
through quantity discounts, offering 
storage, service in the field. 

 Clearly mark rows: Use flags to indicate 
what areas of field have been picked 

 



Keys to Operating a successful Pick-Your-Own (cont’d): 

 Good communication with customers is key. Use multiple methods: 
Phone message, website, email notification, snail mail. Develop list of 
customer contacts.  

 Be willing to accept some level of crop damage. 

 Take advantage of customers at your farm to sell them other products: 
Jam, honey, produce, beef 

 Start small and grow with experience and sales 

 

Challenges 

 Weather: A rainy weekend can pose a major problem during peak 
season 

 Matching up customer demand with supply 

 Managing customers in the field 

 Operating PYO operation while not neglecting the rest of the farm 





 Weed control, weed control, weed control. This can 
either make or break you when producing strawberries 
organically. 

 Don’t skimp on fertility. 

 Know your markets and be prepared for the craziness 
of the harvest season. 

 Rotate organically grown strawberries out faster. 

 




