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This past year, our horticultural 
team implemented a new comput-
erized auto-transplanter that uses 
multiple cameras for viewing and 
special precise grippers to remove 
small ellepot™ rootstocks from one 
tray and transplant them into a larg-
er ellepot™ in a different tray.

This robotic transplanter can speed 
up the transplanting process with 
precision, while being gentle on the 
small plants.

New Transplanting Innovation
ROBOTIC TRANSPLANTER INCREASES EFFICIENCIES

Sierra Gold’s new robotic  
transplanter quickly and carefully  

transplants small plants.

FALL 2020 NEWSLETTER

Propagating millions of fruit and nut 
rootstocks from plant tissue culture 
means there is almost constant 
transplanting, to step-up small 
plants to larger containers, to  
facilitate new growth. 
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Being a nurseryman is a lot differ-
ent than being an orchardist! 

Over the past 6 years, as we have 
converted retired nursery grow-
ing grounds into commercial nut 
orchards, we have learned much 
about being an orchardist and we 
believe our nursery has benefited 
from the experience. 

As an orchardist, not only do you 
need high quality trees, you need 
the right variety and rootstock com-
bination, at the right time. The more 
orchard acreage we planted, the 
more we got excited about trying 
to use the lessons we were learning 
to help the nursery get better along 
the way.

We’ve done trials to test which 
walnut rootstock gets the best yields 
and the least crown gall (RX1); and 
we’ve done trials to test whether or 
not a finished walnut tree in a con-
tainer gets you into production with 
less crown gall than a bareroot 
finished tree (it doesn’t). 

This year we started a trial to test 
which pistachio rootstocks get you 

the best early yields, and we’re 
also testing to see if getting a bud-
ded pistachio in a container gets 
you further ahead than planting 
rootstocks alone and field budding. 

Not only are we using this infor-
mation to make ourselves better 
orchardists and nurserymen, but we 
can pass on whatever we are learn-
ing to our customers as well.

Plus, we are very excited about 
what we will learn by trialing our 
top selections of self-fertile almond 
varieties and new hybrid rootstocks 
coming out of Sierra Gold Nurser-
ies’ breeding program. Our first 
commercial almond block being 
planted this fall will have a few 
standard commercial varieties 
along with 8 of our most advanced 
self-fertile selections. It will be a 
great way for us to learn about 
these top selections before the win-
ners get placed with grower trials. 

Stay tuned!

New Sierra Gold Nut Orchards 
TURNING NURSERYMEN INTO ORCHARDISTS

Tim Coito today, and a few decades 
ago! Tim is retiring after 44 years with 

Sierra Gold. His last day is February 28.

Are you surviving the pandemic 
OK? What a challenging year for 
so many people worldwide and for 
so many sectors of our economy.

Thank goodness, as an essential 

part of our economy, agriculture 
has been able to continue growing 
food. 

Kudos to our nursery management 
team who have been busy do-

ing everything 
possible to keep 
our hundreds 
of workers safe 
and healthy, so 
their families 
stay healthy at 
home, and we 
can maintain the 
production of 
healthy fruit and 
nut trees. Yes, 
we’ve masked 
up, installed 
plexiglass where 
necessary, and 

Owners’ Message
AG WORKS THROUGH CORONA VIRUS PANDEMIC  

Sincerely,

Brian Berg  
Chief Executive Officer  

Jack Poukish 
President

Sierra Gold’s 
new pistachio 
orchard (top); 
new almond 
orchard  
(directly 
above);  
walnut  
orchard 
planting (far 
left); and a 
new walnut 
orchard after 
2 years of 
growth (left)

It takes a lot of planning to ship 
millions of trees a year – one 
7,800-tree-load at a time! 

From good communication between 
customers and our Field Represen-
tatives, to making sure the trees 

New Sorting/Shipping Area
HELPING OUR CREWS LOAD TRUCKS FASTER

are ready to be sorted, prepped, 
loaded and trucked – every step 
has to work well. 

This fall we just upgraded our 
shipping infrastructure with a new 
concrete pad with covering (we 
get excited about concrete around 

here!) and a new 
belt system capable 
of efficiently moving 
containerized trees 
through sorting, 
bagging and onto 
racks, ready to be 
forked onto our 
curtain-side trailers. 

Being able to ship 
faster and more ef-
ficiently is our goal 
in order to better 
meet your planting 
timelines.

kept crews socially distanced to the 
best of our abilities.

Rest assured, we know you count 
on us for your tree needs and our 
crews have kept up with all our 
nursery production goals this year. 
Agriculture has not slowed down 
and it sure looks like our growers 
have not missed a beat…continu-
ing to plant new orchards here in 
2020, throughout the spring and 
early summer, and well into fall 
plantings.

As always, thank you for your busi-
ness. We are grateful for the trust 
you have placed in Sierra Gold 
Nurseries to be your tree supplier. 
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Have you seen the news lately 
about anaerobic soil disinfection 
(ASD)? We learned why this fumi-
gation treatment has been getting 
so much attention – because it actu-
ally works really well! 

How does ASD as a fumigation 
method work? It’s simple, you take 

a local agricultural by-product with 
a high carbon source, like almond 
hulls, tomato pumice, or rice bran, 
and incorporate it into the soil. 
Then, you add water and a tarp 
and you wait. The results are like 
magic!

As the carbon source gets broken 
down by anaerobic bacteria, it 
creates gaseous by-products, which 
essentially fumigate the soil. Unlike 
traditional chemical fumigation, it is 

nontoxic, sustain-
able, and leads to 
incredibly healthy 
soils. The resulting 
organic material, 
and the presence 
of these residual 
anaerobic bac-
teria, leads to a 
flush of healthy 
microbes in the 
soil in place of 
harmful microbes. 

ASD at SGN
FUMIGATION MAGIC

Benefits of Fall-Planted Almond Trees
INCREASED EARLY YIELDS ARE SIGNIFICANT

For years now, we have been 
telling growers about the ben-
efits of fall planted almond or-
chards. It is one of the benefits 
of planting containerized stock – 
you don’t have to wait for 
winter dormancy so the nursery 
can dig and process bareroot 
trees. Potted trees allow you to 
plant a new orchard months 
earlier, versus traditional bar- e-
root trees. The amount of tree 
growth after one full growing 
season is considerably more 
with a fall-planted orchard – 
this has been proven year 
after year when we compare 
customers’ fall-planted fields 
(September-December) versus 
spring-planted (March-June). 

OK, this is probably old news 
for many of you, but besides 
the considerably increased 
growth during that first year, 
what we’ve also learned over 
the past few years, and have 
been able to recently quan-
tify, are the increased early 
yields growers are consistently 
achieving with orchards that 
are fall-planted versus spring-
planted. 

Our Field Representatives have 
surveyed several blocks noting 
harvest yields from first harvests in 
the 3rd leaf, and second harvests 
in the 4th leaf, comparing fall-
planted blocks and spring-planted 
blocks. We’ve looked at cumulative 
yields from those first two harvests 
and the increased early yields are 
significant - see table above.

Now, of course we realize fall 
planting is simply not possible for 
folks removing an orchard after 

harvest or for those that have chal-
lenging ground-prep scenarios. 
Sometimes the timing just does 
not allow for getting trees planted 
during that early window. And one 
needs to recognize the money that 
gets spent on ground-prep, irriga-
tion systems, tree planting, trees, 
etc. all will be spent earlier if fall 
planting versus spring planting. 
Both strategies have similar expens-

We understand the complexity in-
volved in choosing the right walnut 
rootstock, and tree type, for your 
orchard. Balancing early returns, 
with crown gall concerns, with 
nursery stock availability, and your 
own ability to bud/graft rootstock 
in the orchard, can be a challeng-
ing prospect. 

Do you plant straight rootstock, or 
a tree budded and finished at the 
nursery? 

Over the last several years we 
have developed numerous walnut 
orchards, with many different types 
of walnut trees, all grown at our 
nursery. What ended up exciting us 
the most – is planting containerized 
clonal walnut rootstock in the early 
fall and then budding it in late 
June, or early July, the next grow-

ing season as soon as it reaches 
buddable size. Afterward, cut the 
tree to the bud and let it grow the 
remainder of the season. If you do 
it well, you can end up with a nice 
8’ – 10’ tall finished tree, all within 

June-Budded Walnut Orchard
FROM CLONAL ROOTSTOCK TO FINISHED TREE IN LESS THAN ONE YEAR

one year of planting the rootstock! 

Now, a lot has to go right for this 
to work. Trust your grafters! If they 
don’t feel comfortable doing this 
type of budding, or the size or 
timing is off, don’t push it. Also, in 
order for this to be successful, you 
need to be planting in early fall 
(late October might be too late!) 
with healthy vigorous container-
ized rootstock. Size of the rootstock 
when you get it is less important 
than having a well-developed, but 
not pot-bound, root system. 

If everything works out and you 
decide to take a chance on June-
budding, chances are you will be 
happy with the result. We tried it 
on 130 acres developed last fall 
and have been very happy with the 
results one year later.

Over the past few years, Sierra 
Gold, in association with UC pa-
thologists, has been running the 
largest experiment in bio fumiga-
tion for tree nursery production in 
the U.S. We are believers. Not only 
are nematodes, weeds and other 
soilborne diseases controlled to the 
same degree as the conventional 
chemical fumigants, the trees grown 
in the trials are much bigger and 
healthier, and our soil thanks us!

We are taking the next step and 
fumigating by ASD the largest 
nursery production block ever. OK, 
it is really just 5 acres, but we are 
confident trees grown in this ASD 
fumigated block will pass all the 
rigorous state certification tests and 
result in high-quality, healthy trees 
for you. We are excited for ASD to 
be a better, safer and more sustain-
able agricultural preplant fumigant 
that helps us continue to be good 
stewards of the ground we farm.

es, one just hits the books earlier in 
the accounting cycle. Despite that, 
however, we believe the increased 
early income should be very mo-
tivating for growers considering 
when to plant that next almond 
orchard! 

Talk to your Sierra Gold Field Rep 
for help in planning your next 
almond orchard.

September - January
FALL PLANTED

February - June
SPRING PLANTED

1ST HARVEST  
3rd Year 800-1300 LBS 300-800 LBS

2ND HARVEST
4th Year 1500-2000 LBS 900-1400 LBS

CUMULATIVE YIELD 2300-3300 LBS 1200-2200 LBS

Difference ≈1100 LBS
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On paper, the Carmel almond variety has always 
checked a lot of boxes for growers; good bloom and 
harvest timing; excellent kernel quality and well-sealed 
soft shell; and strong yields. 

The fatal flaw for Carmel, has been high incidences of 
noninfectious bud failure. Many growers who planted 
Carmel UC Clone#1 back in the 90’s and early 2000’s 
experienced damaging bud failure to an extent that 
growers simply stopped planting the variety.  

Almond growers we talk with often claim they would 
plant Carmel again, if they didn’t have to risk seeing 
noninfectious bud failure take hold, especially so early 
in the life of an orchard.

But hold on a moment – maybe there is a Carmel clone 
that is safe to plant. See, University of California experts 
have proven for years that the further you go genera-
tionally away from the original source tree of a suscep-
tible variety, the greater the potential for noninfectious 
bud failure. Most of the Carmel clones being propa-
gated are many generations removed from the original 
Carmel tree. 

Fortunately, California nurseryman, Bill Bright, has 
maintained for decades the original Carmel tree and 
has been quietly sharing with collaborators this special 
budwood from the original tree. 

Bill knew from decades of nursery experience that trees 
he propagated using budwood sourced directly from 
the original Carmel tree remained free of bud failure. 
Even when he grew Carmel trees using 2nd generation 
budwood sourced directly from the original Carmel tree, 
these trees did not later express bud failure. 

Carmel O.S.™
BENEFITS OF ORIGINAL CARMEL SOURCE

(Above) 7th leaf bud failure on Carmel  
non-original source. (Below) Carmel O.S.TM 

“Original Source” 7th leaf healthy tree.

Employee Highlights

Making sure Sierra Gold’s 300-400 employees all 
stay safe and receive proper training is a big job 
these days! As our Staffing, Training & Worker’s 
Compensation Specialist, Rupi Phagura, is up to 
the task and doing a great job. Rupi came to Sierra 
Gold with a B.S. in Human Resources Management 
from CSU Chico and now has 5 years working at 
the nursery with our employees in a multi-faceted 
role. Her favorite part of the position is being out in 
the nursery engaging with the crews and conducting 
the many tail-gate trainings. Rupi always makes sure 
that our employees’ voices are heard and enjoys 
strengthening the employer/employee relationship. 

Rupi conducts employee onboarding trainings, 
safety trainings, heat stress trainings, pesticide safety 
trainings, and more recently, COVID-19 trainings for 
the crews. During COVID-19, she has been active in 
making sure employees have access to cleaning sup-
plies and sanitizers; has coordinated with the crew 
leaders to perform temperature checks; and made 
sure crews are staggering work schedules to allow 
for more social distancing here at the nursery – all 
with the goal of keeping employees healthy & safe.

When not at the nursery, Rupi enjoys spending time 
with her family, being out in nature, hiking, travel-
ing, and watching/playing tennis. Rupi and her hus-
band have two young children and reside in south 
Yuba City, not far from the nursery. 

Keep up the good work, Rupi!

RUPI PHAGURA

We decided to put this to the test many years ago by 
establishing Carmel budwood trees at our nursery 
that were propagated using budwood sourced direct-
ly from the original Carmel tree. For going on 8 years 
now, we have sold commercially nursery trees grown 
using this budwood and we have been screening 
them annually as part of our “Carmel Almond Survey 
for Non-Infectious Bud Failure”. Carmel OS™ with the 
“OS” meaning “original source” – is how we identify 
Carmel trees grown from this special budwood. It is 
the only budwood we now use for Carmel. 

We are pleased to report that the ongoing survey for 
bud failure has revealed the presence of less than 1% 
in Carmel OS™ trees sold. The oldest Carmel OS™ 
trees in the survey were in their 7th leaf during 2020. 
Talk to your local Sierra Gold Field Rep for more in-
formation about Carmel OS™. Maybe it is time to put 
Carmel back in your almond mix.

CHUCK FLECK

Ever wonder what it is like to hand-pollinate almond 
flowers all day every day for an entire bloom sea-
son? Chuck Fleck, our Director of Research and 
Development, tasks his breeding staff to do just that 
as part of his efforts to breed the industry’s next top 
self-fertile almond variety. 

Some of the work can be tedious, but the pursuit of 
creating new grower solutions is Chuck’s favorite 
part of plant breeding – something he has been 
involved with in the agricultural space for 30 years 
now. In the past 5 years since joining the Sierra 
Gold team, Chuck has been busy with breeding 
efforts focused on new almond and walnut varieties 
and novel fruit and nut hybrid rootstocks.

Chuck says the most challenging thing about plant 
breeding is there is never enough time given the 
long cycle for traditionally breeding annual crops, 
like almonds. 

Besides breeding, Chuck has also been actively 
involved in harvesting and processing our hybrid 
UCB-1 pistachio seed crop and conducting nursery 
trials to improve our propagation methods. 

When not at the nursery, Chuck enjoys backpacking 
in the mountains and farming his small foothill or-
chard of mandarins located in Placer county where 
he lives with his wife Barbara. They have 2 adult 
children and 4 grandchildren…maybe some future 
helpers for Chuck’s breeding projects! 



PAUL SMITH
Butte, Glenn, Tehama & Shasta Counties 
(530) 517-9338 
paul@sgtrees.com
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