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The Biggest Issue For Growers Is

LABOUR MANAGEMENT
The recent PCA two day regional tour of
the NSW Central Coast included a visit to
Barden Produce's Wavertree Farm. This
farm is managed by Nathan Clackson
– not only a very experienced Asian
vegetable grower but also extremely
experienced with Nutrient Film Technique
(NFT).
Barden Produce produces approximately
20 percent of Australia's Asian
vegetables across several farms.
Wavertree Farm has 11 ha under hail
netting. Herbs are also grown in an ebb
and flow system.
This visit was sponsored by NSW
Government's Local Land Services
(LLS) in conjunction with VegNet which
is supported by Horticulture Innovation.
There was an informative presentation by
Matthew Plunkett from LLS about their
projects and industry support.
Nathan Clackson gave an insightful
talk to PCA members and guests
about the common theme with
Australian greenhouse growers and the
disproportionate cost of labour, compared
with the cost of the plant, fertiliser and all
other inputs into the cost of production.
Good Fruit & Vegetables kindly supplied
the audio of discussion.

By Far The Biggest issue For Growers is
Labour Management and Costing
Nathan Clackson: The biggest cost of our business is labour
which is 67 percent of our overall running costs. So you think
you spend $150, 000 pa fertilizer which is 3 percent of total
running costs.
The top three costs are; labour, labour and labour. Cost of
seedlings and all that is absolutely nothing in comparison.
Even the rent of your land is nothing compared to labour, so
we have got to the reduce labour costs per plant.
So we've implemented some machinery and got some better
packing lines, and you saw up the top there, we are building
and modifying our shed. The a new one will hopefully get
everything a bit more streamlined, to simplify handling and
therefore labour costs on a profit/loss basis.
We're trying to simplify the laborer’s thought process so they
just chop, bunch or crate. If they don't have to think, it's good.
We’re looking at some new weighing scales called ‘traffic
light scales’. You pre-program the weight and when the
workers put produce in the punnets like parsley for example,
and when the scales go ‘green’, it's good. They don't even
look at the weight, rather just go to the next bunch and we
can pre-program the scales according to parsley for each
customer.

Choy Sum for Coles (above left) is picked, cut, bunched and crated right on top of the growing tables
to minimise breakage. Nathan Clackson, General Manager for Wavertree Farms (above right) is very
experienced with Asian vegetables and the hydroponic Nutrient Film Technique (NFT).
We make sure the staff picking are looking to make
sure there's no spots on what is packed. Supermarkets
have zero tolerance for anything out of spec.
We tried packing and the cutting in the shed rather
than on top on the NFT tables and found a lot more
breakage etc.
We tried a $30,000 machine to pack in the sheds. We
would pick it first in the morning into crates and by
nine o'clock have it in the shed, this was to avoid the
stinking heat in the middle of summer.

We have to be careful with just the sort of yo-yo
weather this time of the year in late summer and early
autumn.
Continued next page

If you look around there, lots of staff and a lot of manual
labour. Then you have a bit of very hot weather like the last
week and a half and then there's white blister, a fungal bit of
disease.
And disease equals labour.

Manual labour is 67 % of the overall cost of production at Wavertree Farms and many other
commercial hydroponic operations around Australia.
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However that labour rate was probably 20 units per
man-hour slower in the shed with the pulling part
in the morning and the transport back and forth
compared to picking and packing on the growing
tables. We then modified the way we harvest on
farm to avoid the summer heat but also reduce the
man-hours involved.
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Labour Management

Continued

Everything from a bit of rain, high humidity for a couple
of days, no light – white blister everywhere, then a 40
degree Celsius day.

Talking about robots, ask these workers here doing
the harvesting and what they are like after, 40 hours in
40-degree heat!

Robotics

In a perfect world we would do a lot differently. We
would have a central pack house work around that and
bring the work to the workers. At the moment, in our
existing set-up, unfortunately we do it the other way
around.

There's a lot of talk recently about precision robotics
replacing labour including drones but, to be honest,
there's not much actually happening and we are still
years away from it. I'd love to have it on our soil farm
because weeds are a massive issue in sand. Chemical
controls are near useless for weeds in soil. We get
more blow-in weeds than we actually kill. If you look
around, there are not many farmers locally, maybe a
couple of properties with some cows and/or horses.
They don't mow the grass so all their fireweed blows
over. Fleabane's a particularly bad one and the impact
was terrible last year. Weeds are a big problem on our
other local soil farm. I guess most soil farmers have got
the same issue.
There is a Japanese robot out there now that picks one
strawberry every half hour and another robot that picks
capsicum and that's about it. I know for greenhouses,
there are auto un-winders for your high-wire vine crops
starting to come through now. But physical robots, I
think they're all in the research labs, and they're billiondollar machines, so they are not feasible for us here
yet.
At the moment we're planting around 80,000 seedlings
a week. Our biggest planting was about 140,000 in one
week. In wintertime, we have got around 480,000 to
500,000 plant site holes in production.
In winter it takes six weeks to harvest for hydroponic
Asian vegetables.
In summertime, when crops advance very quickly we
have to get in early, get it cut, fill the orders.

We would love some form of moving gully, moving
benches and some way of bringing the work to the
worker. The moving gully, I think, it's quite high capital
to pay for it, and with the current market prices, it's not
worth the investment yet.
All the workers are on award wages which includes
superannuation contributions, workers' compensation
premium, etc. All the workers here are on legit wages,
they are paid superannuation, workers' comp, all that
sort of stuff's on top as well.
We also grow basil in a separate greenhouse. If basil
were grown outside, any bit of rain or water at night the
leaves go black the next day. Basil does not like wet
weather and the resulting black leaf takes more labour
to pick it off.
So we try and grow a perfect plant, under cover which
means less labour.
Every time I make a mistake, it costs me. That's the
sort of theory we try and work on with our ‘growing’
business. Minimising our mistakes as growers makes
our harvest better for our staff. We cannot afford to
be lazy, inefficient or over thinking. We'd rather make
some money.

Nathan Clackson
www.bardenproduce.com.au

Picking staff are trained to look for blemishes, spots and any indications of disease to
satisfy the zero tolerance of supermarkets.
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