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While kicking over a clump of 
mowed grass, Don had an idea: 
could a thick layer of mulch hold 
in moisture, translating into lower 
irrigation requirements? The 
Lows decided to find out through 
an on-farm research project.

CASE STUDY

Long-time orchardists Don and Susan Low have spent more than 25 years 
innovating and improving best practices on their cherry orchard in Creston, 
BC. Responsible water use is among their top priorities. Long ago, they 
moved away from rotary sprinklers towards drip lines and micro-sprinklers 
that minimize evaporation and better target water distribution. Still, they 
wondered if there was more they could do to manage water use while 
maximizing crop yield. 

Figure 1 - A comparison of soil 
moisture between the mulched plot 

and the unmulched control plot.

Knowledge: The Biggest Benefit 
of Creston Orchardists’ Water 
Management Project
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CASE STUDY

In 2019 and 2020, the Lows applied a 20 
cm deep, 18-inch-wide swath of mulch on 
either side of their cherry trees in half of a 
one-acre block. Each week they took 10 
soil moisture readings from each treatment, 
including untreated Controls, comparing 
rows where the trees had the mulch 
treatment to rows where they did not.

Multiple factors pushed the Lows to consider 
the study. As chair of his local water 
distribution commission, Don is aware of the 
potential scarcity of water. He suspects that 
at some point in the future water will become 
expensive and responsible water use will be 
a vital business priority. Most importantly, 
however, he simply wants to do better.

“ I want to be a better water 
steward. Why use more water 
than I actually need?” Don says.

Certain benefits are clear from the project’s first 
two years. Don says he could feel significantly 
more soil dampness in the mulched rows. His 
observations are reflected in the higher soil 
moisture readings taken through out the study. 
Don notes improved soil colour (darkness) 

and is confident the soil’s health is improving 
below the mulch. Arguably, the most important 
outcome is how the project is changing 
Don’s approach to water management.

“I knew if I took on a water use project it would 
force me to pay more attention to water use in 
general in my orchard,” says Don. “And it did: I 
spent more time monitoring my moisture levels in 
that block. I put in better semi-automated valves. 
I just did a better job of watering that block.”

Don plans to use some of what he’s learned 
on a larger scale. He’s already purchased a 
flail mower with a side chute to direct alleyway 
grass clippings onto the cherry rows. Don is 
planning to semi-automate all his sprinkler 
systems, change any remaining spitters to 
drip, and install more moisture meters.

“You gotta always be looking at what 
you’re doing, how you’re doing it, and 
whether you can do it better,” Don says. 

Was the project worthwhile? 

“Knowing what I know now, I would 
absolutely do it all over again,” Don says. 
“And, I’m going to keep working on it. What 
we’ve done so far was just a start.”
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