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BACKGROUND 

I am Managing Director of Scotherbs based in the Carse of Gowrie near Dundee on the East coast of 

Scotland.  I have two wonderful daughters 17&19 , nearly young ladies, and wife to Richard a non 

agriculturalist but he wou ld make a great farmer! H e is currently a successful scientist and businessman 

whose support and advice has been invaluable.  I have always been involved in agriculture to some extent 

and as a family we have had a connection with food production for several  generations.  I studied 

environmental and management science at university and worked with various small companies before 

returning to work  at home. 

Dad was a successful dairy farmer until 1984 when the introduction of quotas contrib uted to his change of 

plans and a move into Fresh Herbs.  At 50 this was a pretty radical move and coupled with the fact that we 

were based in Scotland where the weather can be problematic there was a fair degree of scepticism about 

these strange crops! Initially we were very much retail based and open to the public  selling garden pot 

herbs.  I  was involved in running the herb restaurant business which we operated as part of Scotherbs. In 

marketing terms this was important as at that time there were no TV chefs and people didnôt realise what 

an exciting addition fresh herbs make to cooking and baking. Then developments in cut herbs took off and 

we have not looked back since. 

 

SCOTHERBS 

Scotherbs serves a wide variety of customer sectors, multiples, food manufacturers, food service 

companies, wholesale markets We sell directly to customers if they find it diffic ult to source herbs 

elsewhere, for example we send fresh herbs by post to the Western Isles on a weekly basis. We are a very 

customer focussed and orientated company ï many of our developments are driven by our customersô 

requirements. The industry is highly regulated and we currently undertake 12 customer audits on an 

annual basis. These audits and standards are fairly onerous but are based on food safety and supplying a 

product to meet the legal and quality standards. They have overall ensured that we have developed into a 

better company although there are still many areas where we feel we can improve.  

Currently we employ 140 full time staff and 24 seasonal employees. This is one of the biggest 

responsibilities and one of the steepest learning curves we have had to go through. As equally important to 

us as the customer, our special staff are what makes Scotherbs successful. Retaining the family ethos but 

moving into a more professional market place dealing especially with supermarkets has meant attracting 

some experienced staff.  I am a firm believer in surrounding yourself with the best people to get the best 

job done.  We now have a full time HR manager and although we have some way to go we would like to 

reach óEmployer of Choiceô status! 

 

 



5 
 

We have doubled our turnover in the last 4 years and the market is still growing so keeping up with 

developments and hopefully ahead is very important to us and we are not averse to exp erimentation!  All 

this has to be done within tight financial operating constraints as it is now more important than ever to be  

financially competitive within the industry.  

We currently have to import fresh herbs from October to April/May, mainly from coun tries around the 

Mediterranean and Africa.  We have long term supply partners that we have grown with and  we realise 

how important this is to our success. They too are required to meet the audit standards related to food 

safety. 

Our home grown operation is vita l to our business. Initially as a  company we put significant emphasis into 

developing the customer base and the market through encouraging people to use fresh herbs. The growing 

operation to a certain extent  lagged behind. We also trialled a farm in Tenerife for 3 years however  due to 

the output, qualit y, management and logistics it was not viable. In 2008 we recruited an experienced 

growing manager to allow more emphasis on the growing arm of Scotherbs. As such we have successfully 

doubled our growing area in the last 2 years and are now actively evaluating systems to extend the 

growing season in Scotland 

 

 

The UK Fresh Herb  market can be segmented into 3 main areas ï cut herbs and pot herbs through 

retailers, cut herbs to food service and wholesale markets, prepared herbs for food manufacturers. 

There are approx 8 main herb companies involved in the UK industry ï although it is a growing market it is 

still relatively small and scale is important to meet the financial and operating criteria of the main 

customers. The majority of the  cut herb market is serviced by the major multiples so in terms of volume 

customers there is limited scope. Presently there is more than sufficient capacity in terms of packaging and 

processing but as I mentioned earlier the industry is very reliant on imported product especially at each 

end of the UK season therefore there are opportunities for  UK growers in certain herb crops.  This 

opportunity  and the reliance on imported products were the drivers behind my Nuffield Scholarship. 

 

 

MY INTRODUCTION TO NUFFIELD  
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The horticultural industry and the herb industry in particular are quite separate from mainstream 

agriculture and I was unaware of Nuffield Scholarships. As I am sure in a  lot of cases small developing 

businesses demand more time than you can give and I was focussed on Herb World!   The application form 

on its own was quite a challenge as was the interview procedure ï I can still remember my surprise and 

delight when told I was awarded a scholarship . It was going to be the opportunity  to meet a group of 

likeminded enthusiasts and talk about all areas of agriculture and swap ideas.  

The contemporary scholarôs conference in Melbourne was a wonderful experience ï hearing about other 

scholarôs projects, listening to  presentation from returning Australian scholars as well as the amazing visits 

and meetings covering many different areas of agriculture.  I was totally in awe, I remember one scholar ôs 

comment that they hoped to undertake their scholarship with an open mind, but not so open that it fell 

out!  That comment made a big impression on me ï I was so excited about the forth coming year that I 

had to check myself to make sure that I did not trip over my enthusiasm.  

 I was still nervous about the thought of taking time away from Scotherbs to complete my study tour but in 

retrospect this was such an important part of the schol arship.  We had at that point set up a fairly robust 

senior management team and it gave them the opportunity to operate without me interfering on an hourly 

basis! It also made me realise that I do not have to know every  minute detail. 

My report title evolved from a broadô Herb Production ótitle to óExtending seasonal production in fresh herbs 

using renewable energy solutionsô. This was to be my main focus although my study tour encompassed all 

areas of the herb businesses I visited.  

As I mentioned earlier we as a company are very reliant on imported herbs.  Initially my thoughts were 

around the risks that were a ssociated with this strategy from a commercial view point both from a 

Scotherbs and UK point of view. I felt strongly that  we should be trying to minimise this dependence. This 

was coupled with the potential environmental impacts of increased volumes of product being trans ferred 

around the globe.  I began to realise that Fresh Herbs are only part of the larger picture and the UK was 

sadly slowly losing the skills associated with pushing the boundaries to grown our own food. I t was too 

easy to take the other  option ï óImporting produceô.  This associated with an increased awareness of the 

potential global food shortages and the consequences of 9 billion people requiring to be fed by 2050 

enforced my views that we should be looking at  innovative methods of growing ï not just for herbs but for 

many crops and food production businesses.  Due to the nature of the retail market the consideration of 

costs of production is a major player in any decision. Whether bidding for business, keeping existing 

business or getting new business prices have to be competitive. Herbs are thought of as a luxury product, 

they have a short shelf life and quality is essential yet they only command a fresh produce margin.   We 

require being able to produce fresh herbs out of season at the same or lower cost than imported product .  

If we mana ge this we will have reached our companies commercial and sustainability goals. Additionally it 

gives us greater control over supply and quality.  
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Growing in all areas requires energy and even more so when the climate or location is not the  plants 

natural environment.  I have always been i nterested in renewable energy. There is an abundance of 

naturally occurring events happening all around us that can b e harvested to generate energy. Scotland has 

an abundance of renewable energy potential (except PV or solar in the winter!) The science is developing 

and we have to find a way of harnessing and affording t his energy which coupled with novel growing 

techniques could lead to fresh herbs and other products being grown throughout the  year.  I t is very 

important to explore these developments and push the boundaries of existing growing methods.  

 

MY STUDY TOUR 

Herb growing in the UK is influenced greatly by the climate. My prime decisions in deciding where I would 

travel to was the hope of finding areas where there were similar climates (especially to Scotland) and I 

could study growing innovations and developments in both protected and outdoor  growing which I could 

transfer back to the UK .  I  also met some interesting herb and similar product growers when I was in 

Melbourne who were based in Tasmania and wanted to include them in my itinerary.   

Eventually I set tled on travelling to Tasmania. New Zealand, British Columbia and Nova Scotia. Even typing 

the route makes me realise once again how privileged I am to have had this opportunity. I have given a 

brief outline of my time in each country and the wonderful people and ideas I was lucky enough to 

experience.  I was impressed by their approach and innovation and would love to share their experiences 

with you.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 
 

TASMANIA  

Island Of Inspiration - Explore the possibilities! 

Tasmania was full of innovation and inspiration. Small herb producers supplying regional markets, through 

to one of Australiaôs larger most progressive baby leaf and salad producers, Houston Salads supplying 

approx 20% of the fresh cut market in mainland Australia.  

Tasmania has many diverse growing operations: herbs, wasabi, greenhouse tomatoes, salad leaf, morphine 

poppies, essential oils, bio fuel production, hydroponic forage, truffles  and I am sure a host more that I did 

not have the time to visit - maybe next time!  With a population of 400,000 and  a land area of 70,000 Km 

square, Tasmania is the 26th biggest island in the world ï sitting at latitude 42ô south with high levels of 

sunshine. 

Climatic challenges are evident in Tasmania with water being plentiful in the west coast and the drier plains 

of the east suffering from nea r drought conditions. T here is a possible solution with the very supportive 

proïfarming government promising to investigate the transfer of water from the west coast to the east.  

I have to mention the hospitality and warm welcome from my hosts in Tasmania - Jane Bennett and family 

ïAshgrove Cheese ï a family of successful Nuffield Scholars. They have a wealth of knowledge of all types 

of food production in Tasmania and I can highly recommend a visit to Ashgrove Cheese Factory. 

 

J & A Brandsema Pty Ltd (Tomato growers)  - Nuffield Scholar 

Turners Beach, Burnie, Tasmania    jbrandsema@bigpond.net.au 

Houston Farms (Large scale salad and leaf growers) 

121 Backhouse Lane, Cambridge, Tasmania    leepeterson@houstonfarms.co.au 

Ian Farquhar (wasabi) Nuffield Scholar   wasabi.tas@bigpond.com  

Ashgrove Cheese - Jane Bennett, Nuffield Scholar 

Elizabethtown, Tasmania   info@ashgrovecheese.com.au 

Rob Henry ï Biofuels ,essential oils and more! 

Woodrising, Cressy, Tasmania    woodrising@netspace.net.au 

Hills Transplants Pty Ltd, Don, Devonport, Tasmania ï jhill@tassie.net.au  

 

 Wasabi Growing in Tasmania -  and now Scotland! 

mailto:jbrandsema@bigpond.net.au
mailto:leepeterson@houstonfarms.co.au
mailto:wasabi.tas@bigpond.com
mailto:info@ashgrovecheese.com.au
mailto:woodrising@netspace.net.au
mailto:jhill@tassie.net.au
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NEW ZEALAND  

With an approximate North to South distance of 2,000 miles and a population of 4.5 million , situated 

between 36ô and 43ô south with varying levels of sunshine from 1600 hours in the south to 2050 hours in 

Auckland. New Zealand has a land mass the same size as the UK but a population similar to that of 

Scotland. All the small scale herb businesses are understandably located around the main centres of 

population and are therefore close to their markets. There are 4 main herb growers in NZ - 2 in the north 

island and 2 in the south. The herb market is well developed with th e retailers leading the way and 

introducing new quality standards similar to  the UK. Progressive businesses are developing and investing to 

meet these increased demands but the investment involved has deterred some.  Pot herbs are also being 

sold in the 2 main retailers, Progressive and Woolworths.  This is the traditional market in NZ but it is 

quickly being overtaken by the cut herb product as is happening in the UK.  

 

Most herb production takes place in hydroponic tunnels (usually double skinned) or greenhouses, mostly 

due to seasonal requirements and also perceived potential micro contamination issues.  These issues 

seemed to be decreasing with the erection of temporary protected outdoor structures.  I was constantly 

amazed at the lack of outdoor growing  ï especially in the height of the summer however, this looks like it 

may be changing increasingly for the larger scale field herbs that are traditionally grown in the UK.  

Superb herbs, Auckland - Charles Pike   info@superbherbs.co.nz 

Pezaro Family Farms ï  

774 Coatesville Highway, Auckland   johnandjill.pezarro@gmail.com 

Tasman Bay herbs  -Yoka De Houwer    www.tasmanbayherbs.co.nz  

New Zealand Fresh Cuts ï 22 bell Avenue Otahuhu, Auckland  

Info@Nzfreshcuts.co.nz Ashley Berrysmith 

Kerrindale Produce   Neil Kerr ï 83 Tulls Rd Rangiora

 

Yoka De Houwer -  Tasman Bay Herbs -  a wonderful place to grow fresh herbs!  

 

mailto:info@superbherbs.co.nz
mailto:johnandjill.pezarro@gmail.com
http://www.tasmanbayherbs.co.nz/
mailto:Info@Nzfreshcuts.co.nz
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BRITISH COLUMBIA  

 

Vancouver has one of the most exciting vibrant culinary cultures that I have ever seen.  Varying formats of 

large retail chains all positioned at the higher end of the market are supplying an  incredibly wide selection 

of fresh products. Lots of dandelions leaves! 

Vancouver is situated 49ô North of the equator with high summer levels of sunshine and damp, cloudy 

winters. Due to this  climate Vancouver also has to import product for approx 6 mont hs of the year but 

there is a drive to supply Canadian product where possible.  The market is supplied by a number of smaller 

producers as although it initially looks large it was quoted as being 8 million Canadians within 48 hours 

driving of Vancouver.  There are the bigger markets over the USA border.  However delays in exporting to 

the USA can cause supply difficulties so smaller companies dealing in short shelf life products are not 

prepared to keep trying. One of the most amazing locations of any herb company I have visited was on a 

small island in the middle of the Fraser River and their supply chain included a ferry. They coincidentally 

had the biggest and best range of unusual products and supplied many restaurants in the city.  

Barnston Island Herbs ï www.biherbs.ca PeterHoffman 

Evergreen herbs ï info@evergreenherbs.com   Ron and T J Brar 

Selection of Speciality Boutique Food Stores - Vancouver 

Meinhardt Fine Foods, Wholefoods, Granville Island Market, Capers, Urban Fare, Choices 

 

Peter and Di Hoffman with their wonderful sweet white popcorn Shoots , which are delivered daily to the 

restaurants of Vancouver using the ferry from Barnston Island Herbs.  

http://www.biherbs.ca/
mailto:info@evergreenherbs.com
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NOVA SCOTIA  

Situated at latitude 44ôN, with average annual levels of sunshine, between 1700 and 1850 hours. 

I arrived at the end of March in Halifax to be met by a snow storm and 20cm snow drifts across some 

roads. (Felt very Scottish) This weather did not seem to deter any of the growers or fresh produce 

suppliers. Small micro leaf and basil were being supplied to the oldest Farmers Market in North America in 

the city of Halifax. Their delicious green and red leaves in the middle of a snow storm w ere quite a sight. 

Once again the culinary offerings through the retailers were some of the best I have seen. Much of the out 

of season growing is done in tunnels or greenhouses using wood fuelled boilers. There is much debate 

about the cost effectiveness of these systems and product grown in some of the older systems can only be 

sold in the farmers markets by the grower direc tly as the margins are very low and the grower needs the 

premium. 

Nova Scotia in general has a very strong food culture supported by state initiatives such as Select Nova 

Scotia and Taste of Nova Scotia as well as a wonderful selection of local regional farmers markets -  strap 

line being Buy Local, Eat Fresh. 

River View Herbs    Maitland, Nova Scotia 

Jim Bruce - Amazing micro leaf herbs grown in tunnels in the  snow 

Peteôs Frootique ï Halifax Nova Scotia ï wonderful local and speciality food store 

Richard Melvin Annapolis, Nova Scotia -  farm@vitabite.com  Nuffield Scholar 

Halifax farmers market - founded in 1750 oldest in Canada 

John Lohr www.Farmerjohnsherbs.com Specialist Savoury grower - Nuffield Scholar 

 

Pictured above are photographs of two polytunnels side by side in Halifax ïthe left hand one is heated with  

A wood fuelled boiler hot pipe system and the right hand photo shows a tunnel that has lost the cover due 

to the extremes in weather!   

 

mailto:farm@vitabite.com
http://www.farmerjohnsherbs.com/

