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Activity 7: Growing Onions – Questions

1. Why is site selection important for successful onion production? 
2. Explain why growers use a 4–6-year crop rotation before planting onions in the same field again. 
3. Describe the ideal soil conditions needed for growing onions. 
4. What is pelleted onion seed, and why is it used instead of untreated seed? 
5. Why do growers use precision seeders when planting onions? 
6. Explain why onions need careful nutrient management throughout the growing season. 
7. Why is water particularly important during bulb formation? 
8. What is Integrated Pest Management (IPM), and why is it used in onion production? 
9. Why is weed control especially important in onion crops? 
10. How can growers tell when onions are ready to be harvested? 
11. A grower plans to plant onions in a field that grew onions two years ago. Explain why this may not be a good choice and suggest a better alternative. 
12. During a dry summer, an onion crop receives very little irrigation during bulb development. Predict how this could affect the crop and explain why. 
13. An export customer in Asia requires onions larger than 50 mm with clean, dry skins. Describe three management practices a grower could use throughout the season to help meet these market requirements. 
14. A grower notices that weeds are competing heavily with young onion plants. Explain how this could affect onion yield and quality and recommend two management actions the grower could take to solve the problem. 


Growing Onions – Answers
1. Why is site selection important for successful onion production?
Site selection is important because it has a major influence on onion yield, bulb quality, and disease management. Growers choose fields with suitable crop rotation histories, fertile and well-drained soils, and favourable climatic conditions. Onions grow best in friable soils with a pH of 6.0–7.0, which allows roots and bulbs to develop easily. Poor site selection can increase the risk of disease, poor drainage, reduced bulb growth, and lower yields.
2. Explain why growers use a 4–6-year crop rotation before planting onions in the same field again.
Growers use a 4–6-year crop rotation to reduce the build-up of soil-borne pests and diseases such as onion smut and bulb rots. Repeatedly growing onions in the same field can allow disease organisms to multiply and survive in the soil. A long break between onion crops improves soil health, reduces disease pressure, and helps maintain high commercial yields. Crops such as cereals or pasture are often grown during the rotation period.
3. Describe the ideal soil conditions needed for growing onions.
The ideal soil for onions is friable, fertile, well-drained, and easy for bulbs to expand in. The soil should have a pH between 6.0 and 7.0 because this range provides good nutrient availability. A fine, firm seedbed is also important for seed germination and root development. Heavy, compacted, or waterlogged soils should be avoided because they restrict bulb growth and increase disease risk.
4. What is pelleted onion seed, and why is it used instead of untreated seed?
Pelleted onion seed is onion seed coated with a clay-based material that makes the seed larger, rounder, and more uniform in size. Onion seeds are naturally very small, making them difficult to handle and sow accurately. Pelleting improves seed flow through precision seeders, allowing seeds to be planted at consistent depths and spacings. This results in more even germination, better crop establishment, reduced seed wastage, and more uniform bulb development.
5. Why do growers use precision seeders when planting onions?
Growers use precision seeders to place each seed at the correct depth and spacing. Accurate seed placement ensures that plants have enough room, nutrients, water, and sunlight to grow properly. Precision sowing improves germination rates, creates a more uniform crop, reduces competition between plants, and helps achieve the bulb sizes required by different markets.
6. Explain why onions need careful nutrient management throughout the growing season.
Onions need the correct balance of nutrients to produce high-quality bulbs. Nitrogen promotes leaf and root growth during early development, phosphorus supports strong roots, and potassium helps improve bulb size, firmness, and storage quality. Too little nutrition can reduce growth and yield, while too much nitrogen late in the season can delay bulb development and reduce storage life. Soil testing and carefully timed fertiliser applications help ensure nutrients are supplied efficiently and sustainably.
7. Why is water particularly important during bulb formation?
Water is particularly important during bulb formation because this is when rapid cell expansion determines the final size of the onion bulb. If plants do not receive enough moisture during this stage, bulb growth slows and smaller onions are produced, reducing yield and market value. However, excessive water can lead to root diseases and bulb rots. Therefore, growers carefully manage irrigation to maintain consistent soil moisture while avoiding waterlogging.
8. What is Integrated Pest Management (IPM), and why is it used in onion production?
Integrated Pest Management (IPM) is a strategy that combines different methods to control pests and diseases while reducing reliance on pesticides. In onion production, IPM includes crop monitoring, crop rotation, resistant varieties, field hygiene, biological controls, and targeted pesticide use when necessary. IPM helps protect crop health, reduce production costs, minimise environmental impacts, and maintain high yields and bulb quality.
9. Why is weed control especially important in onion crops?
Weed control is important because onions are poor competitors, especially during early growth. Weeds compete with onion plants for sunlight, nutrients, water, and space. Heavy weed infestations can reduce bulb size, lower yields, and make harvesting more difficult. Early weed control helps onion plants establish quickly and grow without competition, resulting in higher-quality bulbs and better yields.
10. How can growers tell when onions are ready to be harvested?
Onions are ready for harvest when the tops naturally fall over and begin to dry out. At this stage, bulb growth has stopped, and the bulbs are firm and fully developed. Harvesting at the correct maturity stage helps ensure good storage life, proper curing, and compliance with domestic and export market quality requirements.
11. A grower plans to plant onions in a field that grew onions two years ago. Explain why this may not be a good choice and suggest a better alternative.
This may not be a good choice because onions are normally grown with a 4–6-year break between crops. Planting onions again after only two years increases the risk of soil-borne diseases and pests that may still be present in the field. These diseases can reduce plant health, bulb quality, and overall yield.
A better alternative would be to select a field that has been planted in pasture or cereal crops such as wheat, barley, or oats during the previous years. This longer rotation helps break pest and disease cycles and improves soil health before onions are grown again.


12. During a dry summer, an onion crop receives very little irrigation during bulb development. Predict how this could affect the crop and explain why.
The crop would likely produce smaller bulbs and lower overall yields. During bulb development, onions require a consistent water supply because bulb growth depends on rapid cell expansion. Water stress limits this growth, resulting in undersized onions that may not meet market size requirements. The plants may also become stressed, reducing quality and making them more susceptible to some pests and diseases. This would decrease the profitability of the crop.
13.  An export customer in Asia requires onions larger than 50 mm with clean, dry skins.    Describe three management practices a grower could use throughout the season to help meet these market requirements.
1. Careful nutrient management: The grower should apply balanced fertilisers based on soil test results. Adequate nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium encourage healthy growth and large bulb development while maintaining bulb quality.
2. Effective irrigation management: Maintaining consistent soil moisture during bulb formation helps maximise bulb size. Proper irrigation ensures onions can reach the required diameter of over 50 mm without suffering from moisture stress.
3. Proper harvest and curing practices: Onions should be harvested at full maturity when tops have fallen over. After harvest, bulbs must be cured in the field and packhouse to develop clean, dry skins. Good curing improves appearance, protects bulbs during transport, and helps meet export quality standards.

14. A grower notices that weeds are competing heavily with young onion plants. Explain how this could affect onion yield and quality and recommend two management actions the grower could take to solve the problem.
Heavy weed competition can significantly reduce onion growth because weeds compete for sunlight, water, nutrients, and space. Young onion plants are particularly vulnerable because they grow slowly and have limited ability to compete. As a result, bulbs may remain small, yields may decrease, and bulb quality may be reduced.
Two management actions the grower could take are:
1. Apply appropriate herbicides
The grower could use carefully timed post-emergence herbicides to control weeds while minimising damage to the onion crop.
2. Use mechanical cultivation or hand weeding
Inter-row cultivation or manual weed removal can eliminate weeds that survive herbicide treatments and reduce competition around young plants.
Together, these actions would help the onion crop establish successfully, improve bulb growth, and increase both yield and quality.
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