So What Have You Done For Me Today?

hat is a reasonable question for a
Tmember of the tree fruit industry

or a taxpayer to ask of a publicly
funded institution such as the USDA-ARS-
Appalachian Fruit Research Station (AFRS).
What we have done is to think and plan for
the future. So what does that do to help
you today? Well it’s what we did 29 years
ago when our laboratory opened and the
results are what we have today. When AFRS
started its work in 1979, we looked to the
future problems of the industry and asked,
“What are the ‘inevitable’ problems to be
addressed?” In 1979, labor was not a critical
issue, in fact “Hard Tomatoes, Hard Times”
was still resonating through the agricultural
community. Labor-saving mechanization was
neither politically correct nor a great industry
need, but it was inevitable that labor would
be a critical need sometime in the future so
AFRS worked to develop technology that
would be on the shelf when the time came
for its need. Today that technology is coming
off the shelf in the form of sweet cherry,
citrus, and blueberry harvesting machinery,
harvest-aide platforms, mechanical thinning
machines and bin filling technology.
Furthermore, the plant architecture and
training systems to marry the machine
with the tree were needed to accommodate
mechanization. Since breeding programs
have a 20-30 year timeline, plans were made
to develop the cultivars of the future. Today,
peach cultivars have been released with

upright (‘Sweet-N-UP’) and pillar (‘Crimson
Rocket’) architectures that have a narrow and
exposed fruit-bearing surface that facilitates
mechanical thinning and harvesting as well as
ease of hand thinning and harvesting.

In 1979 Plum pox or Sharka virus (PPV)
was not present in North America, it was
a European problem, but it was inevitable
that global trade would someday introduce
it to the U.S. Before Plum Pox ever reached
the shores of the U.S., AFRS scientists led
an international team to developed genetic
resistant plum germplasm in anticipation
of this devastating disease. Since Plum
pox entered the U.S., AFRS scientists have
continued with the development of resistant
germplasm and expect to have release
approval within the year of a plum pox-
resistant plum cultivar (‘HoneySweet’)
developed through genetic engineering.

In 1979 the home or business computer
was a rare fixture but it was inevitable that
computers would play a key role in all aspects
of agriculture. AFRS scientists teamed with
the University of Maryland to take the
accumulated knowledge of how and when
fire blight infection occurs and to build a
‘computer program’ named MaryBlyt to
predict infection periods. MaryBlyt has been
a key tool in managing fire blight throughout
the U.S. and the world.

In 1979 the ‘organic movement’ was
a tiny, tiny blip on the radar screen of the
American consumer and the commercial
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food production system of the U.S. However,
with the increased interest of American
consumer in food production systems
with reduced or no dependence on toxic
pesticides, AFRS scientists took-up the
challenge of using natural organisms to
control damaging disease microbes. AFRS
developed the first bio-fungicides (Aspire,
Bio-coat, Biocure and BioSave) for the
commercial horticultural market and later
generations of this technology are now
commercially available throughout the
world. Non-toxic insect repellants based on
kaolin clay were developed (Surround WP)
and are now used worldwide in both organic
and traditional sustainable horticultural
productions systems.

In 1979, soil erosion with its nutrient
and sediment pollution of waterways was a
serious concern for agriculture, in general,
but of minor concern in tree fruit production
due to the small acreages and inherent
design of orchards that reduced overland
flow of runoft; yet recently there is interest
in production systems that conserve soil
organic matter and soil carbon because
these are the backbone of soil fertility and
the long-term sustainability of agriculture.
Some of the first field studies at AFRS lead
to the development of soil management and
cover crop systems that not only preserved
or increased soil organic matter, now termed
carbon sequestration, but increased the
(Continued on p.2)
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(Editorial, cont.)
biodiversity of habitats in the orchard to

increase the populations of beneficial insects
and organisms. This was, and always will be,
simply good stewardship of the land. As the
concepts of ‘carbon credits’ moves forward,
these carbon sequestering technologies will
have additional economic benefit for the tree
fruit industry.

So what have we done for the industry
today? Today, we look to the future and
its problems through the lens of terms
such as genomics, computer vision, global
warming, genetic engineering, and water use
efficiency. With the new technological tools
that have been developed since 1979, we
stand prepared to meet the needs of global
competition, diminishing land resources and
increased demand for high quality, nutritious
fruit. In another two decades we will look
back and determine how well we anticipated
the problems, but based on our track record,
we will meet these challenges.
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