
Aim of Post-Harvest Quality Survey

The aim of the survey is to identify production and post-harvest factors that detract from achieving the goal of consistently supplying NZ importers with quality fresh produce.

The survey is in response to on-going problems associated with the quality of agricultural produce imported from Pacific Island Countries (PICs).
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Time period for this report:

This Final Report covers the cumulative data of the monthly Reports from August 2001 to January 2002, including an overview of the important factors influencing the quality of the imported produce and possible methods for over coming the major problems.

Root Crops

During this period taro (pink and white); taro tarua, kape, yam and cassava as well as ginger and tumeric were the main root crops imported from the PICs.

Taro:

Taro is imported mainly from Fiji, Tonga, Samoa and Niue.

Fiji and Tonga are the main sources of taro imports. Fiji supplies the premium demand ‘pink’ variety. The ‘white’ variety is supplied from Fiji, Tonga, Samoa, Niue and Cook Is.

178 lines of taro came in from Fiji of  which 113 lines had to be treated.  146 lines came from Tonga of which 10 had to be treated. 49 lines came in from the Cook Is..

Taro Tarua:

The main supply of taro tarua comes from Tonga with minor imports from Fiji and Samoa.  150 lines of tarua came from Tonga  of which 10 lines had to be treated.

Kape: 
The main supplier of kape is Tonga with 181 lines coming in of which 20 had to be treated.

Yam: 

The main supplier of yam is Tonga with 193 lines coming in of which 4 had to be treated.

Cassava:

Most cassava comes in as a peeled frozen product. About 33 lines of fresh cassava came in from Fiji and were cleared.

Ginger: 

Virtually all imports of ginger from the PICs come from Fiji. Although the rhizomes are smaller and more ‘knobbly’ than the Australian imports, the Fijian product is preferred by the Asian community due to its extra flavour.

Tumeric: 

Both white and red tumeric is imported from Fiji.

Factors Influencing the Quality of Root Crops

Seasonal:
The quality and quantity of starchy root crops were influenced by the time of year. During the dry season the size of these root crops was smaller and also uneven in shape. Thus more second grade product was supplied. This resulted in reduced customer appeal. But since these root crops are a staple part of the Pacific Islander’s diet it was still bought but with complaints to the retailer.

Generally, throughout this survey period, the quality looked very good, some exporters taking great care in washing the roots and presenting a very good product.
The ginger  quality of most consignments was generally very good, though occasionally 

a shipment of old rhizomes with dried shrivelled ends came in. The keeping quality and flavour is better with the more mature crop of October- December than the young new crops of January- February.

Tumeric quality is generally of a high standard.

Quarantine Factors:

Some imports were quite dirty and had a lot of accompanying fibre, which must have been at the MAFQ’s acceptable limit .

Although not a quality factor, the NZ MAFQ’s regulation of regarding the taro mite Rhizoglyphus minutus as a pest which necessitates treatment of the product  is a vexing point to importers. Not only does it cost money but also causes delay in getting the produce and thus distribution of a valuable fresh product.
Minor and Private Importers/Exporters:

There is quite a concern amongst the main long established importers that recently a lot of new small importers (including church groups) are starting up and bringing in second grade root crops from any person in the PICs who will export and under-cutting the prices. This results in customers who are not interested in quality but only in price, not buying the quality imports of the main importers. Thus these original importers reduce their imports and thus the growers in the PICs get less money for the inferior produce. When these ‘new’ importers find that they are not covering their costs by price-cutting, they go out of the importing business. Then the customers in NZ find there is a shortage of product and so the price increases until the main importers re-establish their exporter’s confidence and the farmers who have reduced their planting’s start replanting.

Thus if there was some regulation of importers and exporters then the NZ customer would get quality produce at a fair price and this would result in the growers in the PICs getting a fair price and the knowledge that their quality produce had a stable market and income. Thus the whole system would work to everyone’s benefit.

The imports of root crops into NZ is quite substantial being worth about $NZ 12 million.
Other Factors:
Frequently it was observed, especially in private imports, that the taro tarua often had tubers with soft, ‘bad’ ends. This was diagnosed as being caused by a tropical plant parasitic nematode (Pratylenchus coffeae) which causes  serious storage dry-rot problems of root crops in the tropics.

Vegetables

A wide range of vegetables was imported over the survey period. All fresh vegetables are air freighted mainly on Tuesday, Thursday and Friday and come mainly from Fiji.

The following were the main imports:

Vegetables


 


	Bean, cluster/guar
	138 lines
	

	Bean, green/french
	10 lines
	(2 treated)

	Bean, long/yard-long
	162 lines
	(5 treated)

	Chilli
	203 lines
	

	Drumstick
	112 lines
	(1 treated)

	Duruka
	13 lines
	(1 treated)

	Kava (waka)
	12 lines
	

	Okra, green/white
	186 lines
	

	Pea, cow
	164 lines
	(6 treated)

	Pea, pigeon
	79 lines
	(3 treated)

	Peanut
	22 lines
	

	Green seaweed in papaya leaf
	20 lines
	


Factors Influencing the Quality of Vegetable Crops

Seasonal:

Generally throughout the Survey period the quality of vegetable imports was of good standard. During the dry months of August to November in Fiji some lines of pea, long bean, okra and drumstick were not the best quality being old and ‘tired’- looking and not as crisp as they can be. Some bean and drumstick lines were also not up to standard. From December onwards, with the commencement of the ‘wet’ season , quality improved. The produce was young, tender and crisp.

Packaging and Shipping:

The strength of the cardboard cartons used to freight vegetable produce is often too weak resulting in crushed cartons and damaged contents. This problem is also compounded if the cartons get wet during loading. This must be improved.

Sometimes during peak tourist time, freight has to be off loaded. If this occurs the produce must be kept in a cool, dry shed (not left out in the sun) until freight space is available. Recently, a delayed shipment arrived in a wet rotten condition. It would assist the industry if airlines could provide more freight space.

Quarantine:
Generally there are no quarantine problems  with vegetable imports. Occasionally shipments have to be treated due to thrips etc.

Recently, imports of chilli from Cook Is. have been prohibited due to fruit fly being detected.

Other:

It is good to see a Samoan initiative of exporting a novel product of green seaweed wrapped in a papaya leaf. This product is highly sought after.

Leafy Vegetables:

Leafy vegetable imports are probably considered insignificant, but they are quite a substantial important import for the PIC and Indian communities living in NZ.

All leafy vegetable imports are air freighted.

The following were the main imports:

      Leafy Vegetables             

	Amaranthus Leaves
	Unknown
	

	Belle Leaves
	35 lines
	

	Betel (Paan) Leaves

	120 lines
	(3 lines treated; 2 destroyed)

	Choraiya Bhaji
	122 lines
	(6 treated)

	Curry Leaves


	138 lines
	(2 treated)

	Mango Leaves
 
	88 lines
	(1 treated; 1 destroyed)

	Papaya Leaves
	17 lines
	

	Rosella (Khatta) Leaves

	91 lines
	(3 treated)

	Taro Leaves

	118 lines
	(12 treated)


Most leafy vegetable imports come from Fiji.

Factors Influencing the Quality of  Leafy Vegetable Crops

Seasonal:
Throughout the Survey period the quality of leafy vegetables was of a high standard of freshness. 

Packaging and Shipping:
All import lines were thoroughly washed, dried and packed carefully.

The strength of the cardboard cartons used for freighting is still not strong enough and every shipment arrives with crushed cartons and damaged produce.

Quarantine:

Only occasionally was a line intercepted and had to be treated due to insect infestation.

Fruit

There is a ready market  for the PIC fruit imports, not only by the PIC and Indian communities but also the European who especially enjoy the papaya.

The following are the main fruit imports:

Banana (organically grown)

Breadfruit

Cocoa bean

Coconut (green , dry)

Eggplant

Mango (green , parrot)

Papaya

Plantain banana

Watermelon

Banana (organically grown):

Regular weekly shipments of organically grown banana come in from Samoa.( 29 lines came in) This is imported by a Napier Company who distributes throughout NZ. These ‘Princess’ bananas are the variety Mysore which is highly resistant to ‘black leaf streak’ and Sigatoka disease and thus no fungicidal sprays are necessary to control these devastating diseases of other commercial banana varieties.

Breadfruit:

Regular shipments of breadfruit, which commenced in October, are now arriving weekly from Fiji and have a ready market. (12 lines have been imported)

(See attached Report).

Coconut –green and dry:

Major shipments come in with a high demand over the summer season. The main imports are from Tonga, some even coming by air freight (133 lines of which 12 had to be treated).Lesser quantities from Fiji  (79 lines of which 5 had to be treated); Samoa (13 lines of which 7 had to be treated);  and  Niue (20 lines all cleared).

Egg Plant:

Three varieties of eggplant are imported (long purple, Chaket and round) .Regular weekly airfreight shipments are imported from Fiji to satisfy a high demand market. Of the154 lines imported, only one required treatment.

Mango – green and parrot:

Regular weekly airfreight shipments of mango are imported mainly from Fiji during the season August to January. The green variety is used in curries and the parrot for eating. 80 lines came from Fiji, all being cleared.

Papaya:

Papaya (Carica papaya) is the correct name for this well-known tropical fruit whereas pawpaw (Asimina triloba) is a warm temperate fruit closely related to the custard apple and cherimoya.

The main imports are of the variety ‘Sunrise’ from Fiji. This is a medium size fruit with deep orange coloured flesh. The other variety is ‘Waimanalo’ from Cook Is and is a larger fruit with paler coloured flesh. Regular weekly imports come in to NZ  during the season.  113 lines came from Fiji, 31 lines from Cook Is and 18 from Tonga. Only an occasional shipment is treated.
Plantain banana:

The plantain imports come weekly from Samoa and are of excellent quality. The plantain market is quite large and importers require more regular consignments. 30 lines came in from Samoa, 3 of which had to be treated for scale insects.

Watermelon:

There is a small niche market for PIC watermelon during the winter and spring in NZ before the NZ crop comes in and the Australian imports start. The flavour of the Tongan watermelon is preferred but there are disease and freight problems, which are detrimental to this trade. Of the 4 lines brought in 1 had to be treated for scale insect.

Factors Influencing the Quality of Fruit Crops

Seasonal:
Generally the quality of the fruit imports is consistently good throughout the year, with no seasonal variation except for eggplant.  The quality of eggplant deteriorates as the hot, wet season comes in Fiji. The produce is badly ‘scarred’, of limp texture and sometimes has a bitter taste. 

The disorder called ‘green patch’ of Cook Is. papaya  tends to be more prevalent after cold growing conditions.

Packaging and Shipping:
Packaging and shipping standards of fruit exports requires a lot of up grading. Since all fruit imports are air freighted (except coconuts, though they are occasionally and watermelons) they are packed in cardboard cartons. These cartons are not strong enough and every shipment arrives with many cartons crushed and the produce damaged.

The wooden crates used to sea transport watermelons from Tonga require a lot of improvement. Recent shipments resulted in major fruit loss due to weak crates and bad container stacking.

The sizing of produce, especially papaya, is of constant annoyance to importers who have to spend time repacking cartons with equal size and maturity fruit. Green fruit will never ripen.

Quarantine:

Generally there are no major quarantine problems affecting the quality of fruit imports except for coconut. Coconut imports often have to be treated due to scale and insect larvae being found under the sepal remains on the unhusked  green nut. Also, there are problems with insects in the fibre remains covering the ‘eyes’ that are left on the husked nut for religious reasons.

 
Other Factors:

(Unknown disorders; disease; HTFA treatment; cosmetic)

The problem of ‘green patch’ on Cook Is. papaya is of intermittent  seasonal concern. The cause of this disorder has been variously attributed to a physiological response to patchy cold weather conditions during the growing season; handling pressure damage and an unknown virus-like disease which is only expressed in cooler weather conditions.

A major loss of watermelon from Tonga is the result of many factors. Bad field and growing practices, fungus infection and weak wooden crate construction all contributed to an economic loss of watermelon. This trade could be very beneficial to Tonga as there is a waiting NZ market for watermelons during winter and spring. (See attached Report).

The problem of ‘scarring’ of eggplant from October onwards is becoming quite a quality concern. Beneath the scarred skin of the eggplant, the flesh is brown, hard and has an unappealing flavour. The cause of this is not definitely known. Various theories have been proposed , such as incorrect HTFA treatment, or  too intensive eggplant growing in the same fields resulting in poor quality produce, or due to a fungus infection of the immature developing fruit while it is still within the sepals. This problem of eggplant needs solving.

The problem of ‘sap stain’ of breadfruit  is becoming quite important although some importers do not consider it so as it is only a cosmetic problem and that the customer will peel off the skin before using thus it is of no real importance. This problem could be solved by developing a picking basket on a pole with side cutting shears and after picking the fruit is placed stalk down in a frame to allow the latex to drain without staining the fruit surface. (See attached Report). Since the breadfruit market will increase, a programme of selection of the best varieties, improved harvesting methods and sap stain prevention and better packaging  will greatly assist this new export commodity.    
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