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Introduction 

The Fruit Squad idea is about rescuing unwanted fruit from the multitude of fruit trees in 
people’s backyards and putting it to good use by giving it to agencies providing food relief 
services. 

This kit provides an overview of how Fruit Squad works.  The project is still under 
development so refining the implementation of the model is an ongoing exercise.  Hopefully 
this will inspire and practically assist you to run a version of it in your community. 

Who is this kit for? 

It is for people in organisations that want to run a Fruit Squad like project, to give them 
ideas and things to consider when setting up a similar project, and to help pass on some of 
the learnings we have had. 

What is Transition Darebin? 

Transition Darebin is part of the world wide Transition Towns network, and its aim is to help to 
prepare the Darebin community for peak oil and climate change through practical solutions such as 
skill sharing, re-localising everyday activities to meet everyday needs, and engaging in local resilience 
building activities like: 

- local food growing,  
- energy efficient homes and buildings,  
- fossil-fuel-free transport, 
- local production of goods and services,  
- reuse and recycling. 

We have a variety of projects underway around food, waste minimisation and re-skilling Darebin for 
a future without cheap energy and fuel.  See www.transitiondarebin.org for further details. 

Maintaining the urban orchard is an important way to ensure that fruit trees exist and flourish in our 
local suburbs as an ongoing food resource, making food miles very low and fruit to table timing (and 
therefore freshness) super fast.   

Harvesting the current stock of fruit trees to enable those members of our community with little 
access to fresh fruit to eat highly nutritious super fresh fruit picked locally is a means of giving more 
value to the urban orchard and for some solves householders concerns about wasted fruit, decaying 
fruit under their trees, or the need to use the fruit that they can’t use themselves (many of these 
trees are very abundant).  This project adds additional value to these fruit trees and therefore helps 
to preserve the urban orchard as a rich source of food which minimises the need for lengthy 
transportation and fridge storage, and its attendant energy consumption and environmental 
impacts.  Valuing and maintaining the urban orchard while providing fresh fruit to food insecure 
Darebin households, was the main focus of this project. 
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1 Fruit squad overview 
 

The aims of Fruit Squad are to: 

 Enhance the food growing capacity in the local community 
 Retain the heritage given us by waves of immigrants and others who created what is 

in effect a large orchard spread across many private gardens 
 Educate new owners who inherit fruit trees, and others in the community on how to 

preserve this living heritage, and grow, produce and make good use of the harvest 
 Put fruit to good use that otherwise might go to waste  
 Supply fruit to community members experiencing hunger by supplying fresh fruit to 

food banks in our local council area 

What is an urban orchard? 

The ‘urban orchard’ is the collective name for fruit trees grown in suburban gardens, rather than on 
farms. 

What is food insecurity? 

The World Health Organisation defines food security as “…including both physical and economic 
access to food that meets people's dietary needs as well as their food preferences...”  1 

Food insecurity, food poverty, or hunger is measured in Victoria and statistics are available 
for each municipality.  Food insecurity is commonly defined as running out of food and not 
being able to buy more at least once in the past year (Darebin Food Policy).  The rate of food 
insecurity in Darebin is around 6%2 depending on which research you look at.  Many 
municipalities have a food security policy that attempts to address unmet food needs and 
has strategies to overcome hunger. 

Fresh fruit is essential for good health.  The recommendation of two serves of fresh fruit per 
day is an important component of a nutritious diet.  Not all Victorian meet this dietary need.  
People who are food insecure are less likely than most to meet it.  And yet it is an important 
means of maintaining good health, and of preventing a number of chronic conditions such 
as heart disease, diabetes, stroke and some cancers. 

In Victoria the Food Act was amended to allow the donation of food for food banks that 
does not need to meet the stringent food handling rules applied to other food streams (the 
Samaritan clause).  This is in recognition of the fact that food recovery organisations provide 
an important component of the fresh food that reaches food banks for people experiencing 
hunger.  Fruit Squad fruit is in this category. 

                                                           
1 http://www.who.int/trade/glossary/story028/en/ downloaded 12 December 2013 

2 Darebin Food Security and Nutrition Action Plan 2016-20 available at http://www.darebin.vic.gov.au/Your-
Council/How-council-works/Organisation-and-Performance 
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1.1 Darebin Fruit Squad history  
Fruit Squad started as an initiative of Transition Darebin (TD).  Discussions started at an idea 
generating workshop in July 2011 with two TD members starting to formulate a project 
around fresh fruit back yard harvesting and donating the fruit to local food banks. Following 
that first three and then a small working group of four people started to meet frequently to 
nut out how such a project could take shape.   

After a scoping phase, it was decided that Jika Jika Community Centre was an ideal location 
to base the project and the coordinator there offered us a back office to meet in and store 
our documentation in.   

The TD working group then raised funds with a view to offering fruit tree training through 
NMIT for recruited Volunteers, with training planned to commence in October 2012.  
Funding was secured through running fundraising workshops and securing a small grant 
from Darebin Council.  The training lasted for 6 weeks from October 2012 – to November 
2012, with a spot harvest planned for the end of November 2012 to try out the process we 
had come up with.   

Publicity was done to generate interest in registering fruit trees and getting Fruit Squad 
volunteers to harvest the fruit when it was ready.  From November 2012 to July 2013 the TD 
small working group continued to administer the project, developing administrative 
documents and systems to enable the project to operate as efficiently as possible.   

However it was clear that if it was to grow it needed a paid project officer.  The TD working 
group then sought funding to support the appointment of a project administrator.  
Fortunately funding was secured from Darebin Council.  Once funding was secured 
Transition Darebin entered into a partnership with Jika Jika Community Centre to enable 
them to auspice the project and appoint a project administrator. Funding and support were 
received from Darebin Council and then the Federal Government through its volunteer 
support grants.  Fundraising efforts were also undertaken to purchase tools and harvesting 
equipment.  The project was coordinated via the project administrator at Jika Jika for the 
first year (August 2013-July 2014) before a move to an Emergency relief agency called DIRVS 
was secured (in August 2014).  The TD working group then secured a second year of funding 
that followed the project from Jika Jika to DIVRS, this funding allowed DIVRS to appoint a 
project officer with horticultural experience. 

In 2014 the Darebin Fruit Squad won Darebin and Banyule Sustainability award for 
community groups. 

In August 2014 the project and second year of secured funding was transferred to DIVRS, 
the volunteer resource centre in Preston that has its own emergency relief service including 
a walk in food bank on site.  The role created there had more of a horticultural profile so 
that the program could offer volunteers horticultural support and expand the program into 
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areas that Transition Darebin had identified such as consolidating the tree maintenance side 
of the project, extending it to include fee for service tree maintenance; and tree 
propagation from the registered trees to create new trees for sale to the public, both of 
which could generate an income stream.   

These additional ideas were communicated to DIVRS through the initial stakeholder 
meetings held at DIVRS, and they have since gone on to develop them as new projects. 

2 Starting out afresh on a Fruit Squad project 

2.1 Project development 
The Fruit Squad model of project development consists of three major phases, with some 
overlap.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Each phase is outlined below, however it should be noted that there are many ways to 
implement each stage, so finding the right formula for each stage is something that needs to 
take into consideration the local context, capacity, energy, resources and skills available. 

2.2  Making a start - preparation  

2.2.1 Scoping the local scene 
Set up meetings with key food and community project stakeholders in your areas – 
neighbourhood houses, council health promotion officers, welfare organisations, food 
project coordinators, sustainability groups.  Making contact with other similar projects: 

- Castlemaine ‘Growing Abundance’ project 
- Try and source the Wodonga ‘Street Harvest’ project how to kit (the project has 

since been defunded) 
- Read the ‘Pedalling Fruit Pickers’ scoping study on the Environment Victoria web 

site, it provided ideas about how a project might work, but didn’t actually set one up 

Preparation: 
scoping, fundraising, 
training preparation, 
planning, document 

development, 
evaluation 

 

Pre-
implementation: 

volunteer 
recruitment, 

training, publicity, 
registration of 
trees, auditing 

Implementation: 

Harvesting, 
distributing to 

agencies, 
documentation 
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Scoping for a home, fruit storage, auspicing and support of the set up of a project are all 
considerations. 

2.2.2 Building local partnerships 
Think about: 

 Who is concerned about food security? 
 Where will the fruit go to?  

In Darebin the organisations interested in taking fruit are: Food not Bombs, Second Bite, 
Refugee Organisations, Anglicare, and the Salvation Army. 

2.2.3 Development of an Auspicing Relationship with a Community 
Organisation 
Once our scoping was completed Transition Darebin approached Jika Jika Community 
Centre, a local community centre, to partner and auspice the project.   The Neighourhood 
House was suitable because: 

 It was equipped to take volunteers, i.e. had volunteer insurance and a process for 
volunteer checking (eg police checks), and  

 It was a place-based community organization 
 It provided easy access to external storage cupboard space that meant dropping off 

and picking up fruit and tools was made easy 

An MOU was entered into the formalise this partnership relationship. Once funding was 
received an advisory group was set up to support the project more formally. 

2.2.4 Fundraising 
Transition Darebin identified funding needs, options and the distribution of monies/tasks.   
For example, we needed funding for training, equipment and the administration of the 
project once it was up and running. 
Initial funding was needed for:  

 equipment, this can be divided into two categories, equipment for picking and 
harvesting, and another for maintenance.  The cost will vary accordingly, once the 
focus of the project is decided on.  A list of possible equipment items is attached at 
Appendix A.  

 training of volunteers in the specifics of fruit tree care through a local TAFE provider 
in our case NMIT, but this was later continued by bringing in a trained horticulture 
professional.  Many other organisations provide training so shop around. 

 promotion: webpage design and hosting, brochures, advertising in local paper 

The group then made submissions, under the auspice of Jika Jika Community Centre, to 
Council for a community grant, also to philanthropic trusts. We were able to secure $1500 
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to help off-set the cost of the training, and to buy some initial harvesting tools.  The writing 
of the grants and the coordination was all undertaken by the Transition Darebin organising 
group. 

It was clear that ongoing funding was necessary for the administration and running of the 
project.  We needed a one day per week administrator and a contribution towards project 
costs, specifically publicity, promotion and tools.  

The Transition Darebin planning group then made submissions, with auspicing from ‘Jika Jika 
Community Centre’ for grants and volunteer support monies.  We applied to Council, 
philanthropic trusts, and community project funders eg Bendigo Bank.  We were fortunate 
to secure a grant from our local council.  Darebin Council provided a $20,000 first year grant 
(following the $1500 support for the training program), and the grant enabled Jika Jika to 
hire an administrator and for us to get a flyer printed for distribution.  We also got a 
volunteer support grant from the Federal Government and fundraised by selling seedlings 
and running various craft workshops.   

This project requires a continuing source of funding for: 

 the wage of a project administrator,  
 pay for host organisation overheads,   
 purchase tools, picking equipment, gloves, and  
 Jika Jika purchased a shed for storage.  

Latterly we realised that we needed a field officer with horticulture experience to give 
support when volunteers are visiting people’s gardens.  The role was redesigned when it 
moved to DIVRS and a project coordinator with horticulture experience became the second 
paid position to guide the project.  

2.2.5 Maintenance of funding   
Sourcing funds requires on-going and significant effort and having a dedicated person who 
works on this task is useful.  To date Darebin Council have provided annual grants to ensure 
the ongoing support of the project with a dedicated project officer, and DIVRS, the new 
hosting organisation, have sought funds from other sources eg philanthropic trusts.  The 
ongoing costs are publicity materials, tool updates, picking equipment, replacement gloves, 
things undoubtedly wear out, break or walk (gloves fall into this category!). 

2.3 Creating the Fruit Squad (developing a volunteer team) 
 

2.3.1 Recruit volunteers 
We identified the number of volunteers that needed to be recruited and how to locate 
them. 
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We advertised for volunteer pickers through various publicity avenues – web sites, e-lists, 
newsletters.   Selection criteria included: 

 health and mobility 
 time and availability 
 interest and knowledge 

We interviewed a selection of the potential volunteers who registered interest and chose 
20.  We thought this was a manageable number (at that stage we had no 
administrative/project officer support) and we had limited funding to cover training costs.  A 
number of these initial volunteers are still involved in the project.   

Ensuring that there is availability on regular picking days and some flexibility of time 
available to conduct audits is important to mention when interviewing prospective 
volunteers. 

Once the volunteers were selected, training, induction and police checks were organised. 

2.3.2 Providing volunteer training 
Training was necessary for the volunteers.   We needed people to have the same skills in 
basic horticulture and OH&S as a starting point, so that they understand fruit trees, can 
recognise species, fruiting time, ripeness, and know how to harvest fruit safely, without 
damaging themselves or the tree. 

We intended to continue training to build volunteers knowledge of tree maintenance, 
particularly pruning, so as to assist in maintaining the stock of fruit trees in the community, 
and enhance their productivity.  This is dependent on need, as the maintenance program 
will support older residents and those in particular need, or trees with a particularly 
bountiful harvest in the first instance. 

2.3.3 Finding a training partner 

Our initial training was with the local TAFE in Fairfield (NMIT). Other training providers are 
Holmesglen, Burnley (Melbourne University), Kangan, Swinburne and Chisholm.  Other 
organisations such as CERES and Heritage Orchards also provide training opportunities. The 
subjects our volunteers have training in are: 

 Performing specialist amenity pruning 
 Fruit tree health 

Adding training in fruit ripening and harvesting know-how is an important component of any 
training offered. 

We ran a second batch of training for new start volunteers and original volunteers that 
wanted a refresh, with a trainer that we brought in, who focussed more on maintenance 
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and fruit harvesting, we invited householders to attend this training as well and held it in 
registered householders back gardens.   

Having a strong focus on fruit harvesting, rather than both maintenance and harvesting 
from the outset is something to consider, doing just harvesting is probably the easier option. 

Some of our volunteers already had significant knowledge of fruit trees and were able to 
pass that on to other volunteers. 

2.4 To harvest, to harvest: getting the process right 
 
This is the model we hoped to achieve: 

 

2.4.1 Publicity: Advertise, Advertise, Advertise 
We advertised extensively for fruit tree owners to register their trees (we call them 
householders), by: 

 leaflet drops, particularly to cafés, shops and public buildings eg theatres, town halls, 
libraries.  Individual letter box drops are labour intensive and not necessarily that 
successful in recruiting householders.  

 placing adverts in local school and kindergarten newsletters  
 placing a story in the local council sustainability newsletter 

Food bank and emergency relief 
organisations eg 

Salvation Army  
Food Depot, Preston 
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 organizing a feature story in the local paper  
 our web-site http://www.darebinfruitsquad.org 
 information distribution through other community groups 

2.4.2 Registration  
 Tree registration form, provides initial contact details and tree overview.  

Information is taken down on the phone to gauge how urgent the pick is, eg how 
ripe the fruit is, and to take down some initial details, type of tree, householder 
details. 

 Tree audit form: provides more detailed information about tree location and harvest 
potential.  This is much more comprehensive with information about the tree, a log 
of each visit, possible maintenance support required, diagram of the site, OH &S 
information and dealing with waste preferences, as well as ensuring that permission 
to pick, via the householders signature, is obtained.  

2.4.3 Where will the fruit go? 
Work needs to be done on who the fruit should go to, and what food security organisations operate 
in your area.  Where there isn’t high food need getting the fruit picked up by or delivered to central 
food redistribution organisations is the way to go, there is always a need for fresh food and Fruit 
Squad fruit is super fresh! 

We investigated: 

- Second bite – this is a food rescue organisation that takes large quantities of food and 
redistributes it to food and welfare agencies.  But they like to pick up a minimum of 50kg, 
quite good quality produce. 

- Food banks:  the Salvation Army have a number of food banks, as does Food Bank Victoria.   
- Local agencies with on site emergency relief services (having fridges is important during soft 

fruit season) 
- Asylum Seeker Resource Centre, operates at a central location but has some local pick up 

locations, and is always looking for fresh food. 
- Local community services that offer free lunches, eg church and other voluntary 

organisations 

You need to check in with them about delivery times, pick up options (some will pick up from your 
storage place), fruit durability from tree to food agency – do they have fridges?  How much can they 
take? 

2.4.4 Logistics 
 Administration of the project, once it is up and running is a significant task.   It 

requires the equivalent of at least one day/week, but needs to be undertaken a 
couple of times a week in order to maintain contact with householders, volunteers 
and people who inquire.  Having a phone with answer machine is essential as is a 
dedicated e-mail address. 
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 Establishment and facilitation of relationships between householders and volunteers 
including 

o linking householders with volunteers to do the initial audit information 
collection 

o ensuring that volunteers and householders understand and comply with a 
code of practice based on respect, safety and privacy 

o monitoring conditions under which volunteers work 
o facilitating a positive relationship between volunteer and householder 

 The same processes needs to be followed for each new householder registration, 
these processes need to be continually monitored and fine tuned, including: 

o registration form completion on phone to register householder and trees 
o auditing new trees  
o signing of permission forms  

 Organising and maintaining the fruit picking and tree auditing schedule.  
 After the fruit is picked, it needs to be weighed and logged, and transferred to the 

food-security organisation. 
 Creating a database to enable the project to deal with many trees and sort 

householders for follow up letters with ease.   
 Recruiting interested volunteers is also important, and interviewing them to ensure a 

good match with the project – fitness, interest, availability 
 Organizing ongoing sessions of induction and training is important to ensure there is 

a full squad of volunteers and they are continually building on their fruit tree skills 
and knowledge to ensure a quality service is provided. Volunteer meetings allow 
volunteers and organizers to get to know each other, and provides a face to face 
feedback loop for ideas and issues. 

 For each pick volunteers and householders need to be organised, scheduled and 
resourced.   This is done on a job by job basis and requires coordination.  Some 
seasons have fruit that can endure while ripe for some time on the tree so more lead 
in time is available to plan picks, but in soft fruit season – plums, apricots, etc the call 
can come from the householder when the fruit is newly ripe and all hands are 
needed on deck to get the fruit off the tree before it ruins! 

 Managing fruit distribution; organizing transport and distribution of fruit to suitable 
food distribution agencies and food banks. 

 Organising advisory group meetings. 

2.4.5 Ongoing activity 
 Promotion: continuing promotion, publicity and internet site maintenance, via 

publicity flyer drops, posters, media releases, and the internet including a facebook 
page and website, e-blasts.  

 Undertaking research into appropriate tools, and training on how to use them safely. 
 Sourcing knowledgeable people and consultants for future training. 
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3 Tree maintenance 
 

Our initial focus has been on supporting older people and those on low or fixed incomes with their 
tree maintenance, or households with bumper harvests.   

The volunteer pickers focus on picking, and occasionally do minor, seasonal maintenance for clients 
in need or those that provide a large harvest, such as: 

 Trimming off dead branches 
 Taking out unfruitful or crossing branches 
 Identifying any pests or diseases, and  
 providing advice 

 

Some maintenance is provided verbally and some practically dependent on whether the 
householder is eligible or not for practical maintenance.   

However a separate maintenance project could be started that provides an organized maintenance 
service to householders. There is the potential to provide a tree maintenance service at a cost if it 
were possible to involve volunteers with proper tree maintenance expertise to give guidance and 
support to the volunteers on each job.  Latterly this is a service that DIVRS has set up. 

4 Useful Resources 
 
There are a number of other projects that have been and are still being run in Victoria along similar 
lines.  These are ones that we took inspiration from: 

- Street Harvest, Food Bank, Wodonga 
- Growing Abundance, Castlemaine (this one isn’t as strongly related to food poverty) 
- Pedalling Fruit Pickers Scoping Study, Environment Victoria, 2008 

An article on the beginnings of the Darebin Fruit Squad are provided in this article: 

- ACF Habitat magazine Volume 42, No 2 April 2014 ‘Backyard Bounty Hunters’ 

5 Frequently used forms 
 
The forms we have developed are available to organisations who have shown an interest in setting 
up their own project.  Contact the project at DIVRS for more information. 

Registration forms are available at:  

http://www.darebinfruitsquad.org/# 
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6 What have we collected so far? 
 
An ongoing counter was set up with the initial web site and continues to tick along.  In 2014 the 
tonnage was nearing one and a half tonnes and in 2018 the tonnage is nearing 10 tonnes. 

Fruit is seasonal, and therefore depending on the trees registered you can be much busier in certain 
seasons than in others.  In Darebin these are the kind of fruit that we regularly harvest:  figs, 
pomegranate, persimmons, oranges, lemons, grapefruit, mandarins, limes, loquats, cumquats, 
olives*, plums, apricots, peaches, nectarine, and a few others. 

Note: olives require special preparation, so make sure you are prepared to do the preparation 
necessary to make them palatable, this is an extra chore and not to be undertaken lightly. 

7 Conclusion 
 
This ‘how to guide’ is based on the initial start up project and will develop in different ways 
depending on who is auspicing the project.  If you get a Fruit Squad going, please let us know how 
you are going, by emailing transitiondarebin@gmail.com 

We are happy to come and talk to community groups who are in the early stages of considering 
running a similar project. 

Fruit Squad currently resides at DIVRS, check out their web site for further details about the ongoing 
development of the project and their how to kit.  Contact details are available on the Fruit Squad 
web site:  http://www.darebinfruitsquad.org/#  Or by contacting the fruit squad e-mail:  
fruitsquad@divrs.org.au 
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Appendix A - Equipment 
Item Type 

HARVESTING  
Garden waste containers 
Gardening gloves  various sizes 
Picking Poles  
Picking bag  goes over shoulders and becomes a pouch on 

your stomach 
Fruit clippers  some will hold the stalk once the fruit is clipped 

off eg for bunches of grapes 
  
MAINTENANCE  
  
Barrow/trolley  
Ladder ext free standing aluminium domestic 
Ladder step householder flat plate 
Spade  
Shovel long handle 
Garden fork short  D handle 
Rake long handle metal 
Rake long handle (wire leaf rake)  
Hoe long handle 
Loppers short handle power gear 
Pruners hybrid anvil/bypass 
 non-stick bypass 
Sharpening  stones  
Sharpening  Stone oil do it yourself oils 
Saws pruning 
 folding pruning 
 bowsaw 
STORAGE  
Shed/cupboards For tools and ladders 

Easy to access cupboards to store fruit before 
transfer to agencies 

  

 


