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Undercover crops the way to beat adverse weather?
Read “Undercover crops the way to beat adverse weather?” and discuss the questions below.Questions
1. Why did LeaderBrand decide to invest in a large greenhouse operation near Gisborne? 
2. How can greenhouses help protect crops from bad weather and climate changes? 
3. What environmental benefits did the company notice from growing vegetables under cover? 
4. Why is recycling water important in modern farming? 
5. How can electric harvesters and new technology improve farming productivity? 
6. What problems can happen if greenhouse systems are not managed correctly? 
7. Why have vegetable prices been lower for consumers this season? 
8. How do lower vegetable prices help consumers but create challenges for growers? 
9. What does Richard Burke mean when he says growers “can’t afford to lose a crop”? 
10. Why is it important for farming businesses to adapt to changing weather conditions? 
11. Do you think greenhouse farming is a good long-term solution for New Zealand agriculture? Explain your answer. 
12. How can farmers balance protecting the environment while still making enough profit to run a successful business?






Undercover crops the way to beat adverse weather?
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LeaderBrand has invested in a 10.7ha greenhouse operation in Gisborne.
One of the country’s leading commercial growers predicts that in the future more high value vegetables will be grown under cover.
Richard Burke, who until recently was chief executive of LeaderBrand, says given the unpredictable nature of weather, and lower returns, growers simply can’t afford to lose a crop.
This is one of the reasons LeaderBrand invested in a 10.7ha greenhouse operation at their site near Gisborne. Here a range of vegetables, mainly salad crops, are grown under cover as part of plan to improve the number of crops that can be produced annually and to protect them from adverse weather.
The LeaderBrand operation is unique, and Burke admits the company is still learning about how to run this operation to maintain maximum efficiency. Earlier this year the company began using a new electric harvester machine and self-propelled cargo platforms to operate in its new mega greenhouse in a bid to reduce its carbon footprint.
"We got some good insights about fertiliser and chemical use as well as recycling the water. The environmental side of it has exceeded out early expectations, but when you get in that environment where you can control everything, you only get good outcomes when you do things absolutely correct. But if you don't get it right, there are problems," he says.
Burke says there is huge potential in such an operation.
As regards the 2024 season, Burke says they have had one of the best growing seasons for about the last three years. He says spring has been early and kind and the outlook is for a good growing season. The kind weather has resulted in good quality crop volumes which in turn has seen lower vegetable prices for the consumer.
"So, consumers hopefully feel like they are winning but that's put a lot of pressure on a lot of growing businesses. Although they have probably had really good crops and good volumes, their outcomes are probably not all that sharp, but again, it's more about us having to learn to produce at these values rather than expect the prices to be high," he says.


Answers
1. Why did LeaderBrand decide to invest in a large greenhouse operation near Gisborne?
LeaderBrand invested in the greenhouse operation because weather conditions have become more unpredictable, making it risky for growers to rely only on outdoor farming. Heavy rain, storms, droughts, or frosts can destroy crops and cause large financial losses. By growing vegetables under cover, the company can better protect crops, grow more crops each year, and improve the reliability of supply. 

2. How can greenhouses help protect crops from bad weather and climate changes?
Greenhouses create a controlled environment where temperature, water, light, and humidity can be managed. This protects crops from extreme weather such as heavy rain, strong winds, frost, and heatwaves. As climate change causes more unusual weather events, greenhouses can help farmers continue producing food consistently.

3. What environmental benefits did the company notice from growing vegetables under cover?
The company found they could use fertiliser and chemicals more carefully and efficiently. They also recycled water, which reduces waste and saves resources. Using electric machinery instead of fuel-powered equipment also helps reduce carbon emissions, making the farming operation more environmentally friendly. 

4. Why is recycling water important in modern farming?
Water is an important and limited resource. Recycling water helps farmers reduce waste and use less fresh water from rivers or underground supplies. This is especially important during dry periods or droughts. Water recycling also helps protect the environment by reducing pollution and conserving natural resources. 

5. How can electric harvesters and new technology improve farming productivity?
Electric harvesters and self-propelled platforms can make harvesting faster, safer, and more efficient. Machines can reduce the amount of physical labour needed and help workers complete tasks more quickly. Electric machinery can also lower fuel costs and reduce pollution, improving both productivity and sustainability. 

6. What problems can happen if greenhouse systems are not managed correctly?
Because greenhouse environments are highly controlled, mistakes can quickly cause problems. If the temperature, watering, or nutrients are incorrect, crops may become unhealthy or diseases may spread rapidly. Burke explained that growers only get good outcomes when everything is managed properly, so greenhouse farming requires careful monitoring and skilled workers. 

7. Why have vegetable prices been lower for consumers this season?
The season has had good weather conditions, with an early and kind spring that helped crops grow well. This resulted in large amounts of good-quality vegetables being produced. When there is a high supply of vegetables, prices often decrease because there is more produce available for consumers to buy. 

8. How do lower vegetable prices help consumers but create challenges for growers?
Consumers benefit because they can buy fresh vegetables at cheaper prices, helping families save money. However, growers may earn less profit because they are selling their crops for lower prices. Even though farmers may produce more vegetables, their financial returns may still be lower, which can make it harder to cover costs and stay profitable. 

9. What does Richard Burke mean when he says growers “can’t afford to lose a crop”?
Growing crops costs a lot of money because farmers must pay for seeds, machinery, workers, water, fertiliser, and transport. If bad weather destroys a crop, farmers can lose a large amount of income and may struggle financially. Burke means that modern farming businesses need reliable systems to reduce risks and protect their investment. 

10. Why is it important for farming businesses to adapt to changing weather conditions?
Climate and weather patterns are becoming less predictable, which creates more risks for food production. Farming businesses that adapt by using new technology, greenhouses, or better water management are more likely to survive and remain successful. Adapting also helps ensure there is a stable supply of food for consumers in the future. 

11. Do you think greenhouse farming is a good long-term solution for New Zealand agriculture? Explain your answer.
Greenhouse farming could be a good long-term solution because it protects crops from climate change and allows farmers to produce food more consistently. It can also reduce water waste and improve environmental management. However, greenhouses are expensive to build and operate, so farmers need to make enough profit to cover these costs. A balanced approach using both greenhouse and outdoor farming may work best.

12. How can farmers balance protecting the environment while still making enough profit to run a successful business?
Farmers can balance environmental care and profit by using sustainable practices such as recycling water, reducing chemical use, using renewable energy, and improving efficiency with technology. These methods can lower costs over time and reduce environmental damage. At the same time, farmers need fair prices for their produce so they can continue operating as successful businesses.
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