
HARVEST OPTIMISATION GROWER WORKSHOP 
SUMMARY OF BEST PRACTICE OPTIONS FROM BAPL BOARD MEMBERS 

	 1	

PRE-HARVEST OPERATIONS 

Topic / Question James Simpson 
Adrian Scripps Ltd 

Ross Goatham 
AC Goatham & Son 

Tom Hulme 
AC Hulme & Sons 

Mark Gaskain 
Gaskain Ltd + Prime 

Produce 

Robert Hinge 
A Hinge & Sons 

Calculating picker 
numbers, picking rates 
(volume and value) 

Simple spreadsheet: 1st pick 
date, target finish date, bins 
required per day to complete 
in time, average bins per 
picker = number of pickers 
required. 

Labour requirements and 
picking rates based on 
estimated crop load, average 
picker productivity, downtime 
allowance, and historical 
data. Target 6 
bins/worker/day where 
possible, minimum 4. 

Work out bins needed per 
day/week/season, then 
project back to pickers and 
trains (6 pickers per train). 
Average 6 bins/person over a 
9-hour day (currently 
achieving 6.5–7). 

Piecework at 0.55 
bins/hr/person (trains) or 0.65 
(machines). Minimum 0.5; 
made up to NMW if lower. 
Pick sample bins with 
experienced pickers to 
calibrate rate. Assume 8-hour 
day, 6 days/week. 

Use previous year's labour 
profile +/- gut feel in March, 
then tinker as season 
progresses. Accurate 
estimates essential for 
picking. Experience key for 
thinning. 

Pre-harvest thinning – 
when, how, what, aims 

Specification to meet 
customer requirement. 
Remove anything obviously 
out of spec (size, blemish, 
damaged). Leave colour 
unless completely 
uncoloured. Close 
supervision to avoid losing 
crop. Consider summer 
pruning/leaf removal for 
colour. 

Post-blossom chemical 
thinning after assessing fruit 
set (based on tree age, 
density, variety). Hand 
thinning June–July. Aim: 
improve fruit size, quality and 
ensure return bud for 
following season. 

Get chemical thinning 
decisions right, then quality 
thin after stone fruit harvest in 
August. Aim: give harvest 
staff cleanest pick possible – 
focus on size and colour. 
Map desired fruit numbers 
per tree and sense-check 
through summer. 

Brevis; post-June drop 
quantity thinning from 
ground; platforms for tops; 
pre-harvest quality thinning. 
Aim for 3 fruit/cluster at 
bottom, 2 above middle wire. 
Target 60–75mm, high % 
class 1. 

Prioritise poorest quality 
orchards (small and/or eye 
rot). Use laminated pictorial 
A4 sheets to explain defect, 
shape, size, colour. Use size 
growth charts to estimate 
eventual size. Aim to leave 
as much non-class 1 in 
orchard as possible. 

Preparing for a Home 
Office or wages audit 

Requirements usually fairly 
standard. Review previous 
audits, have information 
available. 

All pay and work history 
available on Sage/Harvest 
Manager via Payroll. HR 
carry out internal audits. 
Right-to-work check before 
employment starts; share 
code checks carried out in 
advance of expiry. 

One senior staff member is 
'Audit Manager' per audit (HR 
manager for ethical, 
Packhouse Manager for 
assurance). Source 
questions from latest 
standard; compile summary 
and evidence list; allocate to 
responsible staff; track until 
all requirements met. 

Data all on CropPicker/Payer. 
Contracts (multi-language), 
passport info, training records 
all signed at induction. 

Not detailed – general audit 
preparation processes in 
place. 

Quality checks pre-
harvest – sugar, starch, 
DMC, pressure 

Handheld refractometer and 
pressure gauge. Start timing 
and frequency is specific to 
each operation. Looking for 
trends is important; doesn't 
need to be complicated. 

DMC done ~4 weeks prior to 
harvest. 
Sugar/starch/pressure tested 
regularly per individual 
orchard. Results 
communicated to team and 
individual growers. Internal 
team monitors all aspects 
including partner growers. 

Storability (including DMC) 
samples taken early August 
for Sept varieties, early Sept 
for Oct varieties. Regular 
samples 2 weeks–1 month 
before harvest (min. weekly, 
bi-weekly for irregular 
patterns). Scorecard 
spreadsheet tracks 
movements and trends. 

Sugar/starch/pressure done 
regularly (destructive testing) 
on site. DMC sent to FAST. 

Major on starch and 
pressures. Know your 
marketing periods – it's not 
when you start a variety, 
more when you finish. Use 
AHDB charts. 
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Pre-thinning 
communications – what 
and when? 

Combine with pre-harvest 
thinning topic. Focus on type 
and volume of thin and target 
fruit numbers. 

Variety-specific crop/harvest 
requirements (max/min size, 
colour, pressures, etc.) sent 
to all partner growers by end 
of May annually. 

Focused on type of thin 
(volume or quality) based on 
target fruit numbers per 
tree/cluster. All thinning 
tightly supervised. 

Initial communication with 
grower base in early May – 
routes to market, customer 
specification, thinning advice. 

Not separately addressed – 
combined with thinning 
operations. 

Any tech used pre-
harvest to inform 
harvest? 

Scanning for fruit counts and 
size info – Aurea Imaging, 
Outfield. 

Team sent out for apple 
counting pre-manual thinning 
to inform fruit per tree. Crop 
estimates done by 
experienced staff (proven 
more accurate than available 
tools). Hectre used during 
harvest to evaluate crop size 
profile. 

Common sense primarily. Lots of counting and 
measuring from sample trees 
within orchards. 

Mathematical crop estimates 
for quality and yield. Time-
consuming but worthwhile. 
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Different harvest rigs – 
bin trains, binning out, 
platforms – how used 
individually and in 
combination. Pros and 
cons. 

Platform and trailer; platform 
with bins laid out; trains; bin 
on ground. Key metric: 
minimise picker downtime. 
Experienced pickers often 
prefer picking to individual 
bin. 

Bin trains, platforms and self-
propelled harvesters used. 
Trains reduce equipment and 
bruise damage but need 
stronger workers. Platforms 
for fruit above 1.8m (~33% of 
crop). Self-propelled 
harvesters: ~20% more 
efficient, whole crop in one 
pass; plans to increase from 
35% to 80%+ over 7–10 
years. 
 
 

Focused on tractor and train 
system. Also own 4 REVO 
rigs (used as orchard 
platforms year-round; rented 
out at harvest). Train 
benefits: least impact on fruit, 
easy quality supervision, low 
capital cost, low supervisory 
overhead, best in wet 
conditions. Downside: teams 
not pairs. 

Frumaco/Vilaro Bernat 
picking machines with trailers 
(9 machines + 2–3 forklifts). 
Still use trains (4 bins/train, 6 
pickers/train, 2–3 ladders, 
A/B/C bins). 8 train teams per 
gang feeding a central 
collection hub. Machines 
better for tall orchards, faster, 
but CAPEX hard to justify 
solely on picking. 

Trains for quality issues (hail, 
oversized fruit) – easier to 
monitor. Rigs great for good-
quality orchards. Use trains 
(and steps) for outside rows 
and short work. Pick alternate 
rows with rigs and trains; rigs 
pick entire top of all rows. 
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Maintaining quality of 
picked fruit – how to 
undertake checks, 
incentives, penalties. 
Minimising leaves and 
rots. 

Standard form and criteria, 
open and transparent – 
pickers must trust the 
process. Report daily. Adjust 
pay accordingly. 

Two QCs assigned to every 
36 pickers for constant 
inspections. Team of 4 roving 
QCs checks all teams at least 
once daily each, greatly 
reducing rots and leaves. 
Disciplinary procedures for 
repeated poor handling. 

Clear standards reinforced 
daily. Pickers not 'mothered' 
but issues flagged quickly via 
traceability system. 
Immediate feedback from 
packhouse from day one. 

1-hour orchard training at 
start of harvest (30 mins for 
returnees; extra 30 mins for 
machine/driver teams). 1 
team leader + 2 supervisors 
per 6–8 train teams. 25 
apples tested per bin at 
stores; results sent to harvest 
WhatsApp group throughout 
day. >6% bruising/defects = 
training provided the next day 
and warning 

Supervisor responsible for 
what goes in bin AND what's 
left on tree. Bin labels applied 
with picker/gang name. 
Random assessment at 
store, feedback to supervisor. 
Supervision ratio 1:18 (2 
trains or 3 rigs). New pickers 
have one separate day 
before integration. 

What tech is used – apps, 
software, digitisation of 
timesheets, etc? 

CropPicker; Harvest 
Manager; Hectre (colour, 
size, quality recording). 

In-house harvest system 
tracks every movement and 
staff hours, allowing real-time 
actual CoP view and accurate 
piecework rates. 

Currently paper, WhatsApp 
and Excel. Daily planner 
issued each afternoon so all 
staff know next day's location 
and tasks. Plan to use Hectre 
going forwards. 

CropPicker and Payer; own 
timesheet app for permanent 
staff; Hectre. 

WhatsApp group for 
supervisors, QC and 
management. Bins scanned 
(implied from other notes). 

Strip pick versus grading 
in the field – pros and 
cons. 

Strip pick preferred if quality 
managed well with pre-
harvest thinning. 

Always grade in the field 
(size, colour, quality) – 
maintains higher grade-outs 
and ensures only high-quality 
fruit goes to cold stores. 
Slightly higher picking cost 
offset by reduced storage 
use. 

Would always prefer to strip 
pick, but 2 picks usually 
required for mainstream 
clones to achieve marketable 
quality. Move to more highly 
coloured clones should 
improve this. 

No strip pick – quality only; 
rubbish left on the ground. 
Prefer to pick in one pass – 
clone, weather and crop 
dependent. 

Not specifically addressed. 

Quality checks in 
packhouse – what, when, 
how. 

Relies on orchard QC checks 
and Hectre for size and 
colour. Does not conduct 
separate packhouse QC. 

Standard post-storage raw 
material checks when fruit 
arrives. Then standard BRC 
procedure. 

Done in orchard by 
management and supervisory 
teams with roving QCs. If 
major concerns, packhouse 
conducts intakes prior to 
loading into cold stores. 

Intake (arrival); grader; 
packing; despatch. 

Random assessment done at 
store; feedback to supervisor. 

Communications – 
external to customers 
(content, frequency). 

Not covered in detail. Regular communication 
during key points in growing 
season – crop load, potential 
profile, start dates, etc. 

N/A for this exercise; 
continuous for direct 
suppliers. 

Intake checks reported back 
to grower. Grader reports 
provided. Final GDR 
(Growers Despatch Report) 
for growers on returns basis. 

Not specifically addressed. 
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Supervision – briefing, 
oversight, cultural 
barriers. Number of 
supervisors:picker ratio? 

Not specified. 2 supervisors to 36 workers 
(trains); 2 supervisors to 24 
workers (self-propelled 
platforms). Significant 
consideration given to 
accommodation allocations 
(single-sex where 
appropriate, same-language 
groupings, political/cultural 
differences accommodated). 

KPI-set ratio, moves daily 
(static supervisor count, 
variable picker numbers). 
Target: 12 pickers:1 
supervisor. Russian satellite 
staff don't favour female 
supervision. Prayer time 
accommodated. Group 
incentive model works well – 
teams self-regulate to a daily 
bin target they set at 9am. 
 

See harvest ops section. 1 
team leader + 2 supervisors 
per 6–8 train teams; 1 team 
leader + 1 supervisor for 9 
machines. 

1:18 (2 trains or 3 rigs). 

Induction, training, 
monitoring – how? 

Checking understanding is 
key – how do we evidence 
that instructions have been 
understood? 

Induction and H&S training 
for all workers on arrival. 
Supervisor training before 
work starts. Pre-arrival 
information pack. On-the-job 
training. HR policies 
(absence management, 
capability, etc.). Welfare 
booklets in relevant 
languages in communal 
areas. 

Entry-level 'Nursery' gang run 
by most experienced/senior 
supervisor. Pickers move at 
own pace into other teams; 
best quickly adopted by 
experienced teams for better 
earnings. 

1-hour orchard training 
session at start of harvest. 30 
mins for returnees. Extra 
modules for machine teams 
and drivers. Training covers 
technique, safety, quality 
standards and earning 
opportunity. 

New pickers have one day of 
separate picking before 
integration. High returnee 
rate. Non-conformers don't 
return – creates good culture 
of standards. 

Optimising productivity of 
workforce – calculating 
bin rates, piecework 
rates, hourly pay, 
estimating bins/day. 

Staff work on hourly rates 
until competent; then move to 
piecework (almost a reward). 
All will go on piecework, but 
phased in. 

Targets based on historical 
data (product quality, 
weather, variety, fruit size). 
Start on hourly rates until 
competent; then move to 

Must demonstrate capability 
to hit 5 bins of Gala/day (5 
pears, 6 Cameo/Braeburn). 
Priced off 5.5 bins – 
achieving 6+ earns healthy 

Look at minimum wage then 
work back to a reasonable 
picking rate. 0.55 
bins/hr/person (Gala from 
train), 0.65 (picking machine). 

Bin rate as a rule = 2x NMW. 
Expect 5 bins/9-hour day 
minimum (4 for pears). Vary 
+/- for size and quality. 
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piecework with rates based 
on those criteria. 

bonus. Bin prices agreed to 
increase in line with NLW 
going forwards. 

Should be achievable for all 
and beatable for enough. 
Minimum 0.5 – below that: 
NMW top-up, training, then 
disciplinary if no 
improvement. 

Communications – 
internal with teams – 
methods, frequency, 
watch outs. 

Don't assume people can 
read even in their own 
language. WhatsApp groups 
for pickers. 

Group messaging platforms, 
HelloWork app, HR emails 
via HRIS, one-to-one (Farms 
Recruitment & Welfare 
Officer), camp supervisors for 
out-of-hours support, morning 
briefings with supervisors. 

All by WhatsApp. Clear written instructions in 
multiple languages distributed 
at training and kept in field – 
covering technique, 
standards, earning 
opportunity and 
consequences of poor work. 

WhatsApp group for 
supervisors, QC and 
management. 

What tech is used for 
harvest teams? 

Not specified. Internal harvest software 
(custom built); supervisors 
issued iPads for performance 
monitoring and contact with 
HR, Payroll and SLT. 

Not much. Sizing ring and ladders! 
Quantities recorded with 
CropPicker; cross-checked 
with central collection and 
stores. 

Not specifically mentioned. 
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