KARRIMAH FARM
Guide to Growing Chillies

Provided you follow a few simple steps, chillies are easy to grow. They can be grown just about anywhere and as long as their requirements are met, they will reward you with fresh chillies and be decorative as well. We grow them in the vege garden, the flower garden and in pots. The chillies we grow in the flower garden and in pots are grown as much for the decorative statement they make with their glossy green leaves and shiny red or yellow or purple fruit as for the culinary delight they gives us with our meals.

You can find how to grow chillies from seed on our website. In this bulletin we describe how we grow them. 

Chillies are warm weather plants and the warmer the climate the better they like it. In fact, the fruit of chillies grown in a cooler climate are often not as hot as those grown in a hot climate. In a cooler climate, though, the chilli flavor is often more pronounced. Even though chillies (along with capsicums and tomatoes) are short lived perennial plants, they are usually grown as annuals. In relatively mild areas they may persist for a few years and crop quite well. In fact, they often come into production earlier than new seedling grown plants. As they get to grow for longer than a year they grow bigger and subsequently produce bigger crops, though the fruit is usually a bit smaller.
First the position. A spot with plenty of sun and a bit of shade in the afternoon is ideal. The plants themselves can tolerate plenty of heat but sometimes the chillies get a bit sunburnt or suffer from blossom end rot. This is usually because they get too hot and dry and suffer a localized calcium deficiency.  If all you have is a fully exposed spot then use it. The damage is usually not severe and is usually confined to the larger fruited varieties of chillies. Half a day of sun is about the minimum amount of sun you could expect to successfully grow chillies. Having said that, I’ve seen plants growing and producing chillies in full shade. Give it a go no matter what position is available.

Soil. Chillies will grow in just about any soil as long as it is well drained. That means (for people living outside of Perth) that, an hour after rain or watering, there are no puddles of water lying around. That’s not actually what well-drained means in a technical sense, but it is a good way of deciding if the soil is suitable. People living on the Perth coastal plain won’t have a drainage problem apart from too much of it.

If it’s not well drained, what can you do? Either grow them in pots or build a mound of soil 200mm to 300 mm high and plant your chillies on top of the mound. That’ll save their roots from wet soil but the mounds tend to dry out more quickly than the surrounding soil so you’ll have to keep an eye on them.    

Planting Having successfully grown your plants from seed to a height of about 100mm to 150mm, or bought them, it is time to plant. Don’t be in too much of a hurry to plant them in spring. They won’t grow much while it’s cold. Early to mid October is quite early enough.  
Dig over the soil and create a dug over area as big as you care to (the bigger the better) but at least twice the size of the root ball of the seedling. Bigger dug areas allow more air and water penetration, the roots grow more freely and bigger and the whole plant becomes more productive. While you’re at it, add compost, old potting mix or expanded cocopeat. Use as much of all this as you can but don’t exceed 50% of the volume of soil. Doing this will create a mound which will settle quite a lot with watering and even more over time. Water the area thoroughly then plant your chilli plant. Plant it deep enough to cover the root ball well. With chillies, a bit deeper planting won’t hurt.  After you’ve planted, tamp down the soil around the plant to hold it firm. Don’t overdo it. You’re not trying to form a pad for house foundations. Just tamp it down enough to hold the plant firmly. Water the whole area thoroughly again.  
Watering. To be productive, your chilli plants will need plenty of water. During the spring and early summer, they will not need much because evaporation is not high and the plants are small. Working out just how much water to give them can be a bit tricky. If you are an experienced gardener, treat them like any annual flower or vegetable. For those who are first time growers, we’ll try to give you some guidelines that will work. You need to use your own judgment, though and adjust what you are doing as you gain experience.
When the plants are small and in early spring they won’t need much water. Probably about 500 millilitres a day would be enough. If you have proper soil, then twice a week would be enough, in the early stages of growth. For those of you on sand, then you will need to water at least every second day unless you’ve mixed in the soil amendments suggested above, in which case you’ll need only twice a week. As spring progresses into summer and the plants get bigger, you’ll need to increase your watering accordingly. By Christmas, the weather will be hotter and the plants will be getting up in size. By this time, you will need to have increased your watering to daily watering and each plant will need about 1.5 litres of water per day. At this point, if you haven’t already done so, you could put a coarse mulch around the plants. Use straw or small twigs and make it about 100mm deep. This will help conserve moisture and keep the roots cool. Don’t use a mulch before the plants are 150mm high as the slugs and slaters which will shelter under the mulch can eat your small plants. At the height of summer, your plants will need at least 2 litres of water per day, maybe even more if they are big. The amount also depends on the exposure they have to the sun and wind. More exposure equals more water. A rule of thumb is that each square metre of area occupied by the plant’s canopy will need an average of 8 litres of water a day in midsummer. On the exceptionally hot days it could be up to 16 litres. Most chilli plants will occupy an area of about 400mm x 400mm which is a bit over 6 per square metre. This will vary a lot, though, depending on age, variety, and growing conditions. 
Fertilising. To get the best out of your plants, you will need to give them fertiliser. There are a number of possibilities, here, from animal manures to slow release fertilisers, to standard fertilisers and also liquid fertilisers. Which is the best? The short answer is that they are all good and have their place. Anything you do to fertilise your plants will add to their productivity. If you use animal manure, make sure it is well rotted; otherwise it may burn your plants. Half a bucketful per square metre and dug in would be enough to last your plants most of their lives. Buying bagged fertiliser is convenient. Something designed for vegetables, roses or flowers will do. Use it according to the manufacturer’s instructions.  Likewise with a slow release fertiliser. You will need one six month slow release fertiliser or two or three doses of a three month slow release fertiliser.
Liquid fertliser is probably the most accurate way to go but you have to do it once or twice a week and it requires the most attention. If you want the absolute best out of your plants, this is probably the best method.  As it is more precise it is probably the best way environmentally, too. You can buy liquid fertilisers for flowers or vegetables which will do the job. Follow the directions on the packet. The fertilising regime we use at Karrimah Farm is based entirely on small, frequent applications of liquid fertiliser. By spring 2008, you will be able to purchase this fertiliser from the Chilli Freak and Karrimah Farm websites.

Growing in Pots. This is quite easy and not much different from growing in soil. The main advantage is that you can move the pots around as a decorative feature or to move in and out of sun/shade. 

You can use a pot of any size but bigger is usually better as you don’t have to water so often. We would recommend a pot that holds a minimum of 5 litres. That’s about a 300mm pot. If you are going to use potting mix then use a premium one. It already contains enough slow release fertiliser to keep the plants growing for 3 months. Otherwise you could use cocopeat. This can be bought as dry blocks and expanded in water or you can get it already expanded in bags. It is great stuff. It has a high water holding capacity, good drainage and is inexpensive. As it doesn’t have any added fertiliser you will need to add a slow release fertiliser or start a liquid fertilising program. A liquid fertilising program for pots is a bit different from what you would do if you are growing in the soil. Rather than using it once or twice a week, it is best to use it at a quarter to half the rate recommended on the packet and use it four or five times a week.
You will need to pay close attention to watering when growing chilli plants in pots. They dry out more quickly than the soil and may need watering twice a day in summer. Other than that, there is not much difference to growing them in soil.
Pests and Diseases. Apart from watering and fertilising, your chilli plants won’t require any other attention except keeping them free of pests and diseases. Unfortunately, as David Attenborough once observed, if there is anything that is available to be eaten, there will be something there to eat it. Your chillies are no exception. Usually, the stronger plants are more resistant to pests and diseases. If you are growing your plants in less than ideal conditions, you are more likely to receive visits from unwanted guests. 
The most common pests are aphids, which are small green (sometimes black) soft bodied insects that don’t move around much. They suck the sap out of the plants which reduces production. Mites are also a common problem. These tiny (just visible to the naked eye if you are under 40!) creatures aren’t actually insects, they belong to the same general group as spiders and are also called red spider mite because of their webs. They rasp the underside of the leaves and turn the leaf a silvery colour. They also spin webbing at the top of the plant. When they get to this stage, your plants are ruined. Thrips cause similar damage without the webs. Unfortunately, they also carry a deadly (to chillies) disease.
You will occasionally get a caterpillar chomping on the leaves but you can just hunt them down and pick them off. 

Leafhoppers are tiny 3mm long green flying insects that can infest plants in late summer. They can do a lot of damage when numbers build up.
You can control aphids on a few plants by simply squashing them with your fingers before they cause any real damage.  This is pretty satisfying. Like stomping on snails. The other pests will need a spray. There aren’t any natural predators that will be effective in an outdoor situation. 

Control can be achieved by using a number of insecticides/miticides on the market. We use an organic botanical oil based spray that controls all these pests. It does need to contact them to be effective.  These botanical oils are completely safe to humans and animals.   Karrimah Farm will be making this product available in small packs in spring 2008.
Diseases. There are few diseases that attack chillies. The most common is Tomato Spotted Wilt Virus that is spread by thrips. The leaves at top part of the plant twist and are covered in large brown dead looking lesions. The plant stops growing. There is no cure. Pull infected plants out and burn them or put them in the rubbish bin before the disease spreads.
Powdery Mildew can be an occasional problem. It appears as white powdery spots on the leaves.  You can use a sulfur based spray on this.

There are a few other problems that can appear from time to time but are too rare to be worth mentioning. 

Don’t let all this information be too daunting. It’s there just as a guide. Chillies are really easy and trouble free plants to grow. If you have any problems or queries in respect of growing your chilli plants, send an e-mail to farm@karrimah.com.au and we’ll be happy to help.
