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Tomato Growers and Rising Energy CostsRead “NZ tomato growers face rising energy costs” and discuss the questions below.
1. Why do tomato growers need so much energy to produce tomatoes?
2. Approximately what percentage of a grower's production costs is spent on energy?
3. How have rising gas prices affected tomato growers?
4. What is the Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS), and why do growers believe it adds to their costs?
5. Why is it difficult for many growers to switch to renewable energy sources such as geothermal or biomass?
6. What changes are some growers making to cope with higher energy costs?
7. How could reduced tomato production affect New Zealand consumers during winter?
8. Why might New Zealand become more dependent on imported tomatoes in the future?
9. What support do tomato growers want from the government to help them reduce emissions and lower energy costs?
10. In your opinion, what is the best way to help tomato growers while also protecting the environment? Explain your answer using evidence from the article. New Zealand tomato growers face rising energy costs.
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Rising energy costs and limited gas supply are impacting tomato growers.
Tomato growers are facing a challenge like never before over the rising cost of energy and the uncertainty of supply.
Tomato growers rely on various forms of power to heat their glasshouses and Dr Barry O'Neil, the chair of Tomatoes NZ which represents growers, says energy costs make up a third of their total cost of production. He says as well as paying for the actual power, being a producer, they have a pay ETS costs associated with the energy they use.
"We've been on a journey to decarbonise out of coal and moves to renewables, but it takes time and capital and it's very difficult for some of our growers to pivot into renewables," O'Neil told Hort News.
"We have got the immediate urgency of the gas prices as a result of the gas fields starting to fail, so gas prices with some growers may have a contract of say $10 per gigajoule, but this would be going to $30 dollars a gigajoule - three times increase in gas prices," he says.
Changing to different energy sources requires a change in boiler type, says O'Neil. He says the capital cost of doing this is out of the reach of many small growers. He says in terms of options, the industry is at a bit of a crossroads as to what the options are for the future.
"Geothermal is obviously an attractive heating option, but the cost of relocating from your current location to say the Central Plateau, and then to drill or access an existing geothermal bore requires a huge investment. You'd have to build new glasshouses in the process of any move as well. Then there is cost of getting product to market," he says.
Given this uncertainty, there is the further risk to the industry and New Zealand consumers relying on imports of tomatoes from places such as Australia which don't face the same energy challenges that New Zealand faces. For example, tomatoes are grown outdoors in place such as Queensland and of course the cost of production is lower. At present, tomato imports from Australia are suspended due to an outbreak of brown rugose fruit virus.
Help Industry Decarbonise
Barry O'Neil says the energy crisis is a hugely challenging issue for tomato growers. Changing locations is challenging with a modern glasshouse costs $3 million a hectare.
He says should growers move to another region; they face labour challenges - especially in say the central North Island. He says the situation there is quite different to Pukekohe which is closer to a bigger city and has a large pool of labour.
"One of the biggest arguments with successive governments has been with the ETS charges we have to pay. In our view, the tax we pay should be recirculated back to the industry to assist us to decarbonise and move to more renewable forms of energy. This has been an ongoing conversation with the previous and this government," he says.
O'Neil says some of the smaller growers are currently using recycled oil, but others have stopped their heating or are heating less, which means they are producing less. This shortfall in production, he says, will see the price of tomatoes in winter increase.
Some of the larger growers are cutting back production while others are moving away from growing tomatoes and planting cucumbers which require less energy.
While the price of electricity is high, there are other problems with this power source, according to O'Neil.
"Often the transmission power lines in some locations are simply not big enough to take the energy to heat large glasshouses," he says.
The options with renewable energy such as biomass - mainly woodchips - is an option if it's available and reasonably close to a glasshouse operation, in order to be cost effective. As O'Neil points out, you don't want to be trucking it hundreds of kilometres to your operation.
Recently tomato growers met in Pukekohe to discuss the problems they are facing. O'Neil says the various energy suppliers made 'pitches' to the group, but he says there is no immediate standout solution, and he reiterates that the industry is at a challenging crossroads.


Sample answers
1. Why do tomato growers need so much energy to produce tomatoes?
Tomato growers use large glasshouses to grow tomatoes, especially during the colder months. The glasshouses need to be heated so the plants stay warm enough to grow and produce fruit. Heating the glasshouses requires a lot of energy, which is why energy is one of the biggest costs for growers.
2. Approximately what percentage of a grower's production costs is spent on energy?
Energy costs make up about one-third (around 33%) of the total cost of producing tomatoes. This means that for every dollar spent growing tomatoes, about 33 cents goes towards paying for energy.
3. How have rising gas prices affected tomato growers?
Many tomato growers use gas to heat their glasshouses. Gas prices have increased dramatically, with some growers paying three times more than they used to. This makes it much more expensive to grow tomatoes and reduces growers' profits. Some growers cannot afford these higher costs.
4. What is the Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS), and why do growers believe it adds to their costs?
The Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) is a government system that charges businesses for the greenhouse gases produced from using fossil fuels. Tomato growers have to pay ETS charges as part of their energy costs. Growers believe that the money collected through the ETS should be used to help them switch to cleaner, renewable energy instead of simply increasing their expenses.
5. Why is it difficult for many growers to switch to renewable energy sources such as geothermal or biomass?
Changing to renewable energy is expensive. Growers may need to buy new boilers, build new heating systems, or even move to a different location where geothermal energy is available. Modern glasshouses can cost around $3 million per hectare, making these changes too expensive for many smaller growers. Biomass also only works if woodchips are available nearby, as transporting them long distances is costly.
6. What changes are some growers making to cope with higher energy costs?
Some growers are heating their glasshouses less, which means they produce fewer tomatoes. Others have reduced the number of tomatoes they grow or have switched to growing cucumbers because cucumbers need less heating. Some smaller growers are using recycled oil as an alternative fuel.
7. How could reduced tomato production affect New Zealand consumers during winter?
If growers produce fewer tomatoes, there will be less supply available in shops. When supply decreases but demand stays the same, prices usually increase. This means consumers are likely to pay more for tomatoes during winter.

8. Why might New Zealand become more dependent on imported tomatoes in the future?
If New Zealand growers cannot afford to continue producing tomatoes, supermarkets may need to import more tomatoes from overseas, such as Australia. Imported tomatoes may be cheaper because they can be grown outdoors in warmer climates with lower energy costs. However, relying on imports can create problems if diseases or other issues stop imports from arriving.
9. What support do tomato growers want from the government to help them reduce emissions and lower energy costs?
Growers want the government to use the money collected through the ETS to help fund the change to renewable energy. They believe this support would help them buy new equipment, reduce their use of fossil fuels, lower their energy costs, and continue producing tomatoes in New Zealand.
10. In your opinion, what is the best way to help tomato growers while also protecting the environment? Explain your answer using evidence from the article.
Sample answer:
I think the government should provide financial support to help growers change to renewable energy. The article explains that changing heating systems or moving to geothermal energy costs millions of dollars, which many growers cannot afford. Helping growers invest in cleaner energy would reduce pollution while allowing them to continue producing tomatoes in New Zealand. This could also help keep tomato prices lower for consumers and reduce the need to import tomatoes from overseas.
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