‘BLUEBERRIES‘

Profile: Earthbound

Ella Roper, Berry Industry Development Officer, Fruit Growers Tasmania & Berries Australia

Based in the stunning hills of Mountain River in the Huon Valley found in the

far south of Tasmania, | caught up with Kate Brennan and Mark Bandick

at Earthbound who are paving the way for their blueberry propagation

business and developing a strong connection with their local community.

With limited previous experience in horticulture, they have taken on

the challenge and set up a successful propagation business supplying

blueberry plants to local nurseries and growers.

Kate and Mark met six years ago and made the move to
the Huon Valley in 2021, where they had been searching
for a property with the aim of starting a farm business
and being involved in food production. Kate said she
has a strong memory of the moment she first saw the
property, with its sunny open aspect, plentiful water
supply and surrounded by dramatic mountains and
knew it would be the one.

“We've fallen in love with this place and feel really
fortunate to be growing in the Huon Valley, explains Kate.

While Mark spent his early childhood living on a farm,
they had limited horticultural experience coming in to
this new venture. Kate ran a community centre working
with children and families over the past decade and
Mark worked in the public health sector.

Kate said it had been a significant change moving from
a regular income to a field where they had to consider
every cent coming in. They have had to become
proficient in all aspects of propagation, irrigation,
fertigation and plant management.

The couple were fortunate as the former owner had
previously run a rootstock business on site, with existing
infrastructure for plant propagation, including a
fogging tunnel, protected nursery area and established
irrigation systems. They initially rented out the setup
for cherry rootstock propagation in their first year, and
after a challenging first propagation for the crew, they
both agreed to get involved to help the team and learn
the process themselves.

While the vision for their business was in a different
direction than rootstock, they developed the skills and
understanding of propagation and grafting processes,
as well as vital connections within the horticultural
community. Kate said it was such a positive experience
and was really the turning point for them.

This early experience sowed the seed for their own
blueberry propagation business, Earthbound. Kate
said they were fortunate to have the assistance of
local horticultural expertise to offer support and
provide guidance.

“The generosity of horticulturalists, growers
and market gardeners has really made the
difference for us in being able to have a run at this.
We have been willing to listen, and | think people
appreciate when you have a genuine openness
to learn. Generally, people like to be asked for
their advice and there has been an incredible
community generosity and a willingness to help

and share knowledge down here.”

Kate and Mark were highly motivated to learn the process
of blueberry propagation, with a strong focus on plant
management, climate control, and fertigation requirements
to achieve the desired plant height and uniformity. They
have learned how to propagate blueberry plants from
cuttings, finding some varieties easier to propagate while
others are more challenging and time consuming.
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Mark says, “Understanding how to problem

solve has been an important part of the process,
particularly in having persistence to troubleshoot
and find ways to make the process work”

Temperature and humidity are an important part
of the propagation process, and understanding
its management and sensitivities in the fogging
tunnel has been a learning process. Mark tells me
the site has been ideal for blueberry propagation,
with minimal frosts and plenty of sun through
the day for plant growth and development.

Mark knows that healthy plants are the key to a
growers’ success.

“Plant quality is the most important thing
for us as a healthy nursery plant means
better establishment. We aim for quality
over quantity, and we need to be supplying
plants that growers are happy with.”

The plants have target characteristics in terms
of height and root development prior to being
supplied to local nurseries and growers.

While blueberry propagation is the key part of
the business, Kate and Mark are also passionate
about contributing to the local community and
industry. The couple have a shared vision of
fostering connections within the community
and have hosted local events, housed concerts
and festivals at the property, raising money for
charity and supporting their goal of bringing
people together.

“Community is a really important part of
this for us, to have a place where ideas
can grow, people are coming together,
and there is space for opportunities.”

Earthbound currently produces young blueberry
plants just for local nurseries and blueberry
growers. Going forward, Kate and Mark are looking
to expand their propagation business to reach a
wider market, while maintaining top quality plants.

“We feel incredibly blessed to be growing in this
part of the world,” Kate says, “and seeing the
progress in the plants and knowing it’s a result of
all the hard work and time we've put in over the
past year is incredibly rewarding.’
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