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Opportunities for the UK top fruit sector

A Worshipful Company of Fruiterers Award


Introduction
I am a fruit farmer in partnership with my father on our family farm which comprises of 13 hectares pears, 30 hectares apples, producing 1500 bins of desert apples and 400 bins of pears, grown mainly for the supermarkets, Tesco, Sainsbury, Waitrose and Marks & Spencer, a business which must ensure the very highest standard of quality. The farm also has 40 hectares arable which is farmed on a contract basis. 

Background
All the while I was travelling in New Zealand, Chile and France, my aim was to think of ways that the information I received could be adapted to help our own industry to improve and become more independent and viable once more. But soon it became very clear that there was a sting in the tail, that I shall now go on to explain.

I first started to think about which countries to visit that have a significant track record as regards production of apples as well as a bearing on the future that might help to show the way forward. New Zealand immediately came to mind. In terms of the environment, it has a great deal going for it: excellent climate and soil, as well as unlimited natural water resources, all enabling growers to produce large volumes of fruit naturally. Which they do. Yet they are in deep trouble!

Chile was my next focus. Again, excellent climate, a harvest season that stretches with their longitude into different climatic regions, high intensive planting systems as in New Zealand (even greater in terms of growth of hectares) added to which the vital importance of having a lower cost of production than most of its competitors, which gives them the edge and enables them continually to take more share of the market. Yet they are very worried about the future of apple production.

Then France. Up until a few years ago, they were in a dominant position. However, today they are in exactly the same position as we are: losing money and extremely pessimistic about the future. So what to do? 

New Zealand, known world wide for its innovation, thinks it has found an answer through its excellent research station Hortresearch in partnership with ENZA: patent new apples and become an exclusive ‘club’ to control the market, which it is in the process of doing with ‘Jazz’ (Sci-fresh). 

Chile is a much younger and more vibrant nation in terms of the average age of its farmers. Its young people have drive, initiative, and are also opportunists. And in the global market, Chile is a more recent player. It has seen mistakes and learnt from them, copied marketing and growing techniques and produced the goods at a much lower cost. It has already seen the warning signs and is preparing to diversify, to move on to producing alternative crops, indeed, some farmers already have, often along with producing apples.

In contrast, the UK is an old player. We have an ageing farming population as farmers’ sons shun the industry knowing that, as things are at present, the future is bleak. And the answer is one we don’t much like to hear: we must make radical changes if we are to survive. France too, despite valuable support from its own government and a loyal, patriotic public, faces similar problems.

Overall findings in New Zealand and Chile
New Zealand
The situation in New Zealand is ideal for growing apples, particularly, Braeburn and Gala. It has few of the major problems we face in the UK, such as climate variations, pest control and irrigation, but it is isolated and, as a result, growers are experiencing serious problems with ever-increasing transport costs, especially as one of their main markets for Braeburn is Europe on the other side of the world, in particular UK and Germany. They are also extremely worried about rising interest rates and a strengthening economy that is putting them at serious disadvantage to Chile, their main competitors. Chile is also able to undercut them in a further way by having much lower labour costs.

Having relied on the UK and German marketplaces, especially with Braeburn, for so long, New Zealand growers are now feeling the pinch and are extremely concerned about the future. Cost of production in some established orchards has become too high and they know they cannot survive under present conditions. Reactions are varied. Some, mainly small to medium growers who are suffering the most, try cost cutting which is putting their fruit at risk; whilst others have decided to plant trees closer together, or simplify where they think the costs and risks are too great for high intensive orchards. Grower/packhouse owners are the only ones making money through lower costs in packing their own fruit and extra revenue packing for others. 

The nub of the problem is that growers are not receiving a proper return for their crops and as cost of production exceeds income for the second year, many are going out of business. Where they do not have the financial means to adapt or change, they will lease, sell up or take early retirement. New Zealand’s hope for the future lies with ENZA to which a sizeable number of growers belong, and in their new Jazz (Sci-Fresh) apple which has been patented. They feel that with ‘club’ varieties, they will be able to control volumes and market share to create better returns.

New Zealand growers are also looking more towards Asia which is much nearer home and where Fuji is popular and can command a higher premium. They are also adapting existing growing systems to improve on quality and yields, but they are a lot slower to change to market pressures than Chile.

Chile
Low returns are already affecting growers in Chile’s outer apple regions. However, they are well prepared. They will either diversify and grow other more viable fruit, such as grapes, blueberries and the like or, because of the constant high demands made on them by UK supermarkets to produce better quality fruit for lower prices, look at the USA market as a more favourable place.

The fruit industry is an important part of Chile’s economy and has more governmental support than its competitors. Therefore, it is entirely focussed on the global market and is looking to improve quality all the time and gain more of the global share. It is quick to react in times of trouble by diversifying into more profitable crops that enables growers to spread the risks involved.

While Chilean growers are worried about global over-production, especially since Brazil and Argentina have entered the scene, they are continuing to plant intensively. This is done primarily to maintain costs of production, as well as plant better clones to improve quality. On the whole, they feel they can survive and take more market share from established southern hemisphere countries, New Zealand in particular, by achieving better quality.

Basically, this is the situation I had already known, confirmed time and again as I went from country to country and farm to farm which is that we all share a common problem and a common goal: how to grow apples in the most cost effective way to meet the high demands of a mercurial global market. 

Conclusions

The UK Apple Growing Industry

I have thought long and deep about our own industry in the light of my study tour and that I ought to write my report on a more optimistic note, but that would be dishonest because I know that, before one can write at all optimistically, there has to be amongst us - the UK apple growers - a radical change of attitude: a radical change in the way we approach and conduct our business as well as in the way we approach the skills and techniques of growing the fruits of that business, that are intertwined.

Look at our present market situation for a moment. The only way supermarkets can compete against each other is through quality and price, hence the demand for better quality at the same price, or lower (“Two for the price of one!”). The result is that in an effort for retailers to reach higher standards and sell at the same price, it drives up the cost of production for the farmer and this situation will exist as long as we can survive it. It will ultimately drive some varieties out of the market, such as Cox, not to say, farmers. At the moment, there appears no way out of the impasse.

However, there is a faint glimmer of hope, strangely from an unexpected quarter. On my visit to the French family Gazeau in the Loire Valley, I was interested to hear how they had spent literally hundreds of thousands of Euros on producing for the global market only to find that their domestic apple ‘Belchard’, a traditional apple, very cheap in comparison to other varieties and sold on the home market, was the only apple that made a decent profit last season. Perhaps we are all becoming too sophisticated, striving for perfection in producing a ‘designer apple’, and pricing ourselves out of existence! It is a thought we should bear in mind but, for the moment, we have to be realistic and go with the way things are.

However, such is our climate that quality standards being asked for are virtually unachievable in the UK. None the less as supermarkets are our main market, we must try - mainly by being receptive to new ideas.

Recommendations

+
First, we must know what varieties to plant, which is easier said than done, but all I know is that it has to be what the customer wants and not the other way around.

+
Vital also is the need, not only to recognise the basic skills of growing apples, but to put those skills into practice (easily overlooked in planting new systems).

+
When planting new systems:

+
Know your own site/soil type by being aware of soil conditions in each orchard (planting according to these conditions and not to some fixed formula) using the right rootstock for a balanced tree, preferably with use of irrigation.

+
Recognise the effect of climate/variety: a late site coupled with a late variety will not produce the correct apple.

+
Be careful about stressing trees, especially when growing high volume varieties and new club varieties.

+
The industry has learnt that single row orchards are easier to manage, from control to pest management.

+
Instead of grubbing out and planting up, look at ways of improving or adapting existing orchards through better tree husbandry to increase volumes and quality.

+
And a thought - can we actually afford to grow a high intensive system with such steep financial set-up cost without irrigation and hail netting? 

+
We can feed our market, gain market share and shelf space in the supermarkets, but only if we compete on the same terms as our competitors in price and quality.

Finally - branding! We should be promoting and packaging ourselves with much more vigour, branding our fruit and advertising it whenever we can - even in the local press with back-up from the local supermarket to ensure that the supply is there. We should be capitalising on the ‘air miles’ issue, with a slogan and Union Jack and, where possible, sell as near to the growing area as we can. The public are beginning to want to know where their food is coming from and increasingly ‘local produce’ will become a strong selling point.
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