Aloe vera (Aloe vera)

Aloe vera General Background and Basic Agronomy
Aloe vera juice is used as an effective herbal remedy for sunburn and general skin complaints including cuts, abrasions, blisters and burns.  Internal use (unless specifically treated) is generally not recommended as gut lining is sensitive to the juice and some people can have severe reactions to it.
Water requirement is minimal for this succulent species.  Plant in a sunny and preferably frost-free location.
Propagation is generally by sets collected from the outside of mature plants.  Sets are planted at least 60 cm apart in rows at least 1 m apart.  Provide more space where growth is vigorous.

Recommended rotation span is to not grow aloe vera on the same plot more often than one in three years.  This is mainly due to the issue of pythium root rot.
Soil and Fertiliser

Prefers sandy or sandy loam soils; other soils need to be well drained.  Acceptable soil pH is relatively wide with the optimum between 5.8 to 6.6.
Aloe vera can withstand low fertility and low organic matter soils but growth will be more productive if compost is added at e.g. 10 tonne per hectare per annum – dig in to the area preferably at least four weeks in advance of transplanting.
Aloe vera Weed Management

Control perennial and grassy weeds prior to cropping and manage annual weeds through false seed bed technique.  Aloe vera is a suitable crop for planting in an area with a high challenge of annual weeds but perennial weeds can become a significant iussue if not cleared prior to planting (due to the long growing period).  With any weeding operation, control while the weed seedlings are still small (e.g. three or four true leaves) is importance for speed and effectiveness of weed removal.
Mulching is beneficial given the long period that the soil is in crop for.

False Seed Bed Technique

The false seedbed technique is to cultivate a seedbed as if for planting and then allow a flush of weeds to occur (if necessary irrigating to bring on the weed flush).  The weeds are then controlled by undercutter bar or thermal weeding avoiding disturbing the soil to trigger deeper weed seeds.  This should be repeated once or twice if weed burden is high or if a high level of seed exhibiting dormancy is expected (e.g. mature fathen that had been ploughed in several years ago and the area has been once more ploughed).  

Some extra tips for false seed beds are…

Control of weeds is ideally done when weeds are very small (less than four true leaves) as regrowth after thermal weeding or light cultivation is not an issue.

Established perennial weeds should be controlled before going into the false seed bed method.

Grassy weeds are more able to regrow from thermal weeding or undercutter bar work
Aloe vera Pest and Disease Management
There are no significant pest issues for alowe vera production and the only significant disease is pythium root rot.

Pythium Root Rot – Pythium spp.
Pythium are microscopic animals normally described as fungi by plant pathologists.  The root rot can devastate whole plants and should be managed through appropriate crop rotation (only grow aloe vera one year out of three in the same site.

A biologically active soil and good germination conditions are the most effective way of controlling damping off.  Pythium is more likely where unrotted organic material exists, ensure any manures and crop residues are well decomposed.  More interventional measures may be required where a known problem exists including permitted fungicides (e.g. sulphur) or plant (e.g. chamomile – see below) and compost extracts as a seed treatment.
One of the main factors increasing soilborne diseases is high soil moisture (e.g. poor drainage).  Wet soils promote the spread and propagation of soilborne diseases.  Poor aeration in wet soils can also stress plant roots increasing their susceptibility to the disease.
