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Growing Organic Papaya in Hawaii
Papaya is a crop that is ideally suited for a variety of situations in Hawaii. Anywhere from a few
plants in a backyard to a few acres to large plantations, papaya and Hawaii have had a long
relationship. The wonderful thing about papaya is
its many uses. The fresh ripe fruit, sweet,
delicious, high in vitamins C and A, also contain
papain (a digestive aid), which make it a
nutritious treat that can be eaten every day. The
green fruit shredded into a salad is probably one
of the healthiest meals anyone can have, and can
be cooked and eaten like squash The leaves make
a wonderful tea to aid digestion and can be
cooked and eaten like any green. The seeds can be
used as a spicy ingredient in sauces and dressings.
A healthy papaya tree can produce 4 to 5 lbs. of
fruit a week, and there is no reason that anyone
with the space shouldn’t grow a few of these
wonderful plants.
Papayas are really ideal as a nurse crop for a
orchards. Anyone who is planting a few acres of
citrus, avocado, breadfruit, pineapple,coffee, or
any of the other unique trees and fruits that grow Illustration 1: Young papaya tree.
in these Hawaiian islands, should consider
planting papaya at the same time. Papayas are fast growing and begin producing fruit within a
year. They offer shade and protection to a young, newly planted orchard. They will easily
produce a crop and income stream for 2 to 3 years while the new orchard matures.
Whether you are growing one tree or thousands, papayas require the same conditions and inputs.
Papayas grows well on a variety of soil types, but they must be adequately drained. Papayas are
prone to root diseases when drainage is poor. Papaya grows easily, almost a weed, on porous aa
lava. Papaya also grows well in dry areas with proper irrigation. Papaya likes a soil pH near
neutral around 6.5. Papaya seems grows best in warm areas below 500 feet, but with proper care
excellent fruit can also be grown at 1500 feet. Fruit production can decline at higher elevations,
however, where the cooler nights can cause flower drop and cat-faced (carpelloidic) fruits.
When planting papaya, a mix of finished compost, cinders, rock dust, rock phosphate, sul-pomag, and molasses, are mixed well and placed in the planting hole. Some maxi-crop seaweed,
humic acids, em bokashi, or an IMO blend, mycorrhizae fungi inoculants can be added and will
help prevent the myriad of diseases that can affect papaya plants.
In clay type soil conditions a couple of handfulls of gypsum in the bottom and around the hole
should help. If you have access to agricultural charcoal(bio-char) a few lbs in the mix can be
good also.
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It is best to directly plant your non-GMO seeds directly in the hole you have prepared. Usually
10 to 15 seeds are sown 1/4 to 1/2 inches deep in each planting hole. Approximately 1 cubic feet
(half a 5 gallon bucket) of your compost cinder mix should be placed in each planting hole.
Young seedlings sprout in 2 to 3 weeks and should not be allowed to dry out. Also, a snail and
slug bait should be applied until the trees are a foot or two tall. Sluggo is a good choice. Papayas
grow slowly at first, so be patient. Seedlings are thinned to the healthiest five or six plants per
hole six weeks after planting. Six weeks later, three vigorous seedlings per hole are selected.
Don’t pull up the discarded plants, just pinch or snip them off at ground level.
Six or seven months after planting, the female plants can be distinguished from the
hermaphroditic plants. For commercial fresh ripe fruit purposes, the hermaphroditic plants are
most desired. The female plants produce rounder, sometimes larger, fruit that are just as tasty and
just as good (or better) for green papaya salad or squash purposes. We usually cull to one plant
per hole Tree spacing varies from 5 to 7 feet between plants in rows 8 to 11 feet apart. Male
flowers grow out in multiples on a long stem and unless you are leaving female plants, they
should be pulled, female flowers are single and are larger than hermaphroditic flowers and have
no dark orange pollen or male parts in the flower. Hermaphroditic flowers are single and are
perfect, having both female and male parts.

Illustration 2: Female Flower

Illustration 3: Hermaphrodyte flower.
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Papayas are extremely fragile and can be burned by commercial fertilizer, before they flower, this
can lead to root diseases that can kill your crop. They will fully accept a monthly application of
fish emulsion (1 tbls per gallon of water)
Illustration 4: Papaya and pineapple polyculture.
about 3 months after planting. Regular
fertilization should begin after you have
culled to 1 plant per hole at a rate of 1 lb.
per plant of a 6-6-6 organic fertilizer,
once every month or two depending on
rainfall-- less rain, less fertilizer. Regular
mulching with high quality finished
compost is also a good idea during dry
times or papayas will not set fruit. At a
certain point papayas become too tall to
harvest safely. If the tree is still healthy,
you can prune it to waist-height, and it is
possible that it will regrow. I have a
papaya that is over 30 years old in my
pineapple field (note: papayas and
pineapples make a great polyculture).
Most of the diseases that affect papayas are fungal in
origin-- such as small black spots and large chocolatecolored spots, which are best prevented by harvesting
your fruit at first sign of color. Don’t allow the fruit to
ripen and rot on the tree, as powdery mildew will show
up on the leaves and fruit and is a problem that must be
addressed immediately. If you feel you have a fungal
problem, remove all ripe fruit and spray first with
micronzed copper (copper hydroxide) and then spray
every 10 days with wetable sulfur for 3 to 4 weeks.
That should clean up your problem. Don’t let harvested
fruit touch the ground, or the fruit may rot before it
ripens.
In Hawaii, spider mites can be a real problem to young
papaya trees (especially in drier areas). The leaves
become deformed and will seem to have been melted,
so a weekly application of pyretrum/rotenone usually
solves this problem. If you can, remove and bury/burn
all affected plants (if the culling hasn’t yet begun).
Illustration 5: 30 year old papaya.
The major disease of papayas that everyone is focused
on, and the reason GMO papayas are being grown, is the mosaic ring spot virus. This is a virus
spread by sucking insects-- the leaf hopper and aphid specifically. It deforms the leaves and fruit
and there is no cure for an infected tree. It requires multiple strategies in order to overcome this
threat in an organic orchard. First, when planting an orchard, try to remove all infected papayas
within 1500 feet. Then, plant trap crops or ground covers that will be more attractive than the
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papayas for the infectious insects (long enough for the virus to die-- generally a few hours).
Desmodeum (a nitrogen fixing ground cover), corn, and nasturtium, seem to work the best. Apply
a plant protectant that will repel the vector insect and prevent the transmission of the virus,
should an insect get through. A good protectant can be made using egg, yogurt, humic acids
(shown in numerous scientific studies to suppress the transmission of mosaic virus),
pyrethrum/rotenone, neem oil, maxi crop, and molasses. This should be sprayed once every 10
days if there is a high threat of virus. Apply the spray to all parts of the tree ,underside and top of
the leaves and make sure the protectant has a chance to dry. All trees that do show signs of virus,
though, must be removed immediately. You can make it an all-purpose spray by adding sulfur or
copper for fungal control. Once the trees are mature and producing abundant fruit, you can cut
down on spraying to once a month or when you begin to see problems developing.
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GROWING RECIPES FOR HEALTHY PAPAYAS
Planting hole mix:
finished compost
40 gallons
Cinders
10 gallons
rock dust basalt
2.5 25 lbs
rock phosphate
2.5 25 lbs
sul-po-mag
2.5 25 lbs
maxi-crop seaweed
1 lb.
humic acids
4 oz.
em bokashi, IMO blend 5 gallons
Bio-char
2 lbs
Gypsum
1-2 lbs per hole (especially in clay type soil conditions)
mycorrhizae fungi inoculants 1/10 ounce mix with
Mollasses
1 cup with 4 cups water
are mixed well
and about 2.5 gallons placed in the planting hole.
Should make enough for 25 to 30 holes

Papaya protectant mix
In almost 3 gallons of water add
Egg
1 blended in
Yogurt
12 oz.
humic acids
3 tbls
pyrethrum/rotenone 3 tbls
neem oil
6 tbls
maxi crop
3 tbls
Mollasess
3 tbls
copper
3 tsp
or
Sulfur
3tbls
Organic surfactant 3tbls
Mix well, spray immediately on your papayas
.
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