Why berries?
This article is designed to encourage more people to grow more berries.  There are so many great reasons to grow berries that I thought I’d jot a few down so you can tell your friends why they should grow berries, too!

1. They taste great!  Home-grown fruit will be fresher and taste better than fruit that has been picked half-ripe for ease of transportation then sat on shelves for a few days.
2. Berries are nutritional super-foods; packed with vitamins and anti-oxidants.

3. They produce fruit quickly –in the same or second year.  A far quicker yield than fruit trees.

4. They don’t need much space and some can be grown in pots or on balconies
5. It’ll save you money.  Berries can be very expensive – even at pick-your-own farms – so growing your own saves you cash... or allows you to have larger quantities (e.g. for jam) that you couldn’t justify buying at shop prices.
6. You can have the quantity you want – whether a handful to pop onto a cake or a bucketful to turn into jam or jelly.

7. Kids love them – and love foraging for them, so growing berries is a great way to get kids out into the garden and interested in gardening.  (Little visitors love discovering berries, too!)
8. Ballarat and surrounding district has a perfect climate for growing berries – a cool temperate climate with plenty of rainfall (especially Spring rain)

9. Most berries can be grown up walls, espaliered or trained over pergolas so they make excellent use of space that might otherwise be unproductive.  Grapes over a pergola also provide valuable shade in Summer and allow light in during Winter.
10. As perennials, they continue to produce crops for many years (sometimes decades) so your initial investment is repaid many times over.  They also fit brilliantly into a perennial permaculture garden, potager garden or food forest.
11. Once established, they are easy to care for so are very suitable for busy people with limited time in the garden.  Although there are ideal pruning regimes, many berries will still be OK if you don’t give them their optimum haircut each year – and you’ll still get fruit. (trust me on that one!) 
12. Once established, berries are usually very hardy.  Although they might not give you much fruit, most berries will survive drought and neglect.  Observe the blackberries throughout the Aussie bush – no gardeners there except the rabbits and wallabies and the berries are still doing fine!
13. Some berries (e.g. raspberries) are fragile and do not transport well; growing your own means that you experience the fruit at its best 

14. Some fruits, like strawberries, have a high water content and a permeable skin so can take up large quantities of sprays (insecticides, fungicides, etc) so unless you buy certified-organic produce, you might not be sure what ‘bonus’ items you are getting with your store-bought fruit.
15. Growing your own means you can be sure of getting unusual fruits which might not otherwise be available.  In his book “Berry Bounty”, Allen Gilbert includes plants like feijoas, mangosteens, tamarillos, pomegranates and others that are not always seen in local green grocers.
16. Growing your own means you can have a wide range of fruits regardless of fashions in the retail industry or retail shortages due to weather or disease impacting commercial growers.

Are you convinced yet?  I hope so!  Time to do a bit more research and start thinking about berries you’d like at YOUR place!
Broad requirements of berries

Soil
Generally speaking, berries require slightly acidic soil that is rich in organic matter.  Soil acidity and alkalinity is measured on the pH scale, which is a measure of the concentration of Hydrogen ions in the soil.  The scale runs from 1 – 14, with 7 being neutral.  The lower the number, the more acid the soil is.  Most berries prefer a range of 5.5 – 6.5, although some prefer even more acid conditions: cranberries (4.0) and blueberries (4.5).  For this reason, blueberries and cranberries should possibly be grown on their own or have soil around them specially treated (e.g. by addition of azalea mix – thanks to Simon Reid for this tip).  You can also increase the acidity of your soil by adding pine needles or buried pine logs.   A surface layer of pine needles is so acid that it effectively prevents most grasses from growing, so a pine mulch has multiple benefits in your berry bed. 
Many berries are shallow rooted; their roots tend to grow close to the surface and don’t penetrate deep into the ground.  They are unable to break soil ‘open’, so grow best in soil that is already open and friable.  Message?  Do the right preparatory soil building work and you will be rewarded!  The soil around Ballarat tends to be clay dominated, and the structure of clay soils make them difficult for shallow roots to penetrate.  Structurally, clay soil is made up of many thin layers.  Water is trapped between the layers, causing them to expand and slide against each other; the familiar boggy, clingy mess that many of us have found stuck to our boots!  When the water finally drains away, the clay shrinks, compacts and can ‘set’ like concrete when it completely dries out.

Clay has positive attributes, of course; it is usually high in fertility and the ability to retain moisture can be a huge bonus for most berries because they require a lot of water during their growing season.  They don’t like their roots drowning, though, so building the bed up 150-200 mm is a good idea; the plant can access water without roots getting water logged.
It is essential to improve your soil before you plant your berries, because you won’t be able to dig or cultivate around plants like gooseberries without damaging the root system.  A common tactic for breaking up clay soils is the addition of Gypsum.  Another approach is planting potatoes for two years as their roots will work into the clay and open it up.  Once open, you need to change the composition of the soil.  Add plenty of manure and compost which the worms can take down into the soil.  You might also add sand.  Mushroom compost tends to contain lime which reduces acidity, so avoid using mushroom compost as a soil improver with berries.  I have added many trailer-loads of manure to most of my beds – you won’t believe how many worms you’ll find in 300 mm of moist cow manure after a couple of weeks on the ground!  As well as potatoes, consider planting legumes like lupins, sweet peas, peas and beans to add extra nitrogen to the soil.  Fresh manure requires nitrogen to break down and you don’t want the fresh manure competing with plants (which need nitrogen for leafy growth), so make sure the manure is well rotted before the plants are put in.  To continue improving the soil and feeding the plants over time, add rotted manure, leaf mould, rotted woodchips/mulch and compost each year.
If you happen to live on rich volcanic soil, you should be eternally grateful and cherish that wonderful location!
Siting

The two berries that are most shade tolerant are gooseberries and raspberries.  All other fruits prefer full sun.  Kiwifruit and blackberries, in particular, like a long season and lots of heat to ripen their fruit.  Gooseberries need cold, so could be good for a frost pocket.
Water

Berries require access to abundant water during their growing season.  As soft fruits, they are largely water and the size and look of your crop will reflect the availability of water during fruit development.  When growing brambleberries at a property in Warrenheip, I found that hand/hose watering was insufficient if we didn’t have good Spring rains.  No matter how much water I poured onto the brambles, I could never get the abundance of fruit that Nature provided when the ground was truly soaked.  In my current berry tunnel, I have drip irrigation to ensure sufficient water gets to the berries. 
Protection from birds

Humans aren’t the only creatures to appreciate the delights of a fresh, juicy berry.  Unless you net your berries, you will lose many of them.  I have watched red currants slowly ‘colouring’ for days then gone out to harvest; only to find that the birds have agreed with me...and stripped the bush that very morning!  For small bushes, you can use common white bird netting, although check and shift it regularly to make sure birds haven’t found a way in and to prevent new plant growth coming through the netting and tangling it.  
If you are growing berries against a wall, consider installing hooks so you can erect temporary netting each year.  Strawberries can be protected by small portable cages.  Have a few so that you can protect all your crop – but make them small enough so they can be lifted with one hand while the other is harvesting.

For the serious berry grower, the time eventually comes to consider the ‘fruit cage’.  These are very common in the UK and kits are commercially available.  Imagine a cage the size of a small room, tall enough for you to move around in and work comfortably.  Framing is often galvanised steel pipe, or treated timber (for long life).  Walls should be of chicken or bird netting so that bees and other insects can get in.  If you cover your frame with shade cloth you will have lovely plants but no propagation.  For instance, raspberry drupes are individually bee-propagated, so you really want lots of access for those worker bees.  
Your fruit cage roof can be chicken wire or shade cloth but if using shade cloth exclude as little sun as possible.  Although many berries were originally forest plants, they will develop more and tastier fruit when in a sunny spot.  Another factor to consider is ease of working in the cage.  A commercial grower has advised that the glare under white shade cloth (which increases light levels and benefits the fruit) is so great that it makes working very difficult.  His acre of netted berries has a dark shade cloth roof. 
If you are reasonably ‘handy’, you can build your own cage.  Because of the longevity of the plants and the commitment involved in building, plan for a structure that will last several decades.  Removing the need to annually place, shift, remove, pack and store small nets will surely make up for the time invested in building your cage.
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