PRODUCTS & SERVICES

Compac lifts Queensland
citrus packing operation

illiam Thompson is a straight talker who

knows what he wants and how to get it

Raised on 2 New SouthWales cartle farm,

this former navy clearance diver now

has his feet firmly planted on dry land as
operations manager of Central Fruit Packers in Mundubbera,
Queensland.

He runs a big operation, handling 25 percent of locally
produced citrus as well as stone fruit, mangoes and grapes
—and the team is gearing for further expansion.

A joint venture with four local growing families, a public
company and produce marketer, Faveo, Central Fruit Packers
is working hard to build its reputation and track record as
packhouse of choice for growers.

“We always remember that we have to earn our stripes
and we're only as good as our last season,”
says William. “We want to run the most ef-
ficient operation possible by having the right
equipment, processes and shed configuration
s0 we can lower operating costs, accelerare
throughput and continue to attract more
growers because we offer the best deal”

Investing in a state of the art blemish sorter
that could deal with the characteristics unique
to citrus was one of the priorities to achieve
optimum etheiencies.

“We identified four companies that we
thought could do the job” he said. “One
dropped out almost immediately, unable to
deal with our throughput; another came in
with an astronomical price; and two stayved
the course — one local and the other, Compac
Sorting Equipment from New Zealand from
whom we had previously purchased a multi
lane grader.”

Blemish sorting equipment did not enjoy a strong reputa-
tian for reliability in Australia and William was sceptical of the
claims being made about how the operational and financial
benefits he required from committing to such a significant
investment would be realised.

“The local company tried to make out that their machine
was perfect, but | knew that they were experiencing problems
and at that point couldn't even handle grading oranges suf-
ficiently well - and they're meant to be the easy citrus. [ was
also wary of the software and hardware modifications as no
firm price or timeframe was being given.

*Compac, on the other hand, was completely open about the
fact that software would have to be modified and our grader
would have to be retrofitted and upgraded. They brought a

64 THE ORCHARDIST FERRUARY 2005

small machine over and set it up in the packhouse and also
put me in touch with customers in the United States and
South Australia so [ could ralk directly with them about how
their systems performed.

“The clincher was when I talked to my mates in Grif-
fith who do a range of fruit and they told me the Compac
hlemish sorter could do mandarins, which are really tricky.
There were and still are some technical issues, but Compac
Sorting has their own development, design and technical
team on hand which really impressed me and is one of the
key reasons 1 went for the Compac InVision 9000 Blemish
Sorting System.”

Central Fruit Packers installed an eight lane pre-grader
with the latest V10 control software to distribute the fruit
into the packing system and the benefits are already evident
i1l SE3501 one,

The shed now has 28 staff on the lines, 11
fewer than 2003, achieving an immediate
cost saving in labour of approximately 30
percent in the first season.

Throughput has accelerated to an aver-
age of 35 bins (400 kg} of citrus per hour
compared with the previous record of 28
bins per hour.

Even with an abridged citrus packing
season due to shed reconfiguration work
and equipment installation, throughput
rocketed 250 percent for the packhouse’s
April-September 2004 season to 349,000 bins
versus 16,000 bins in the March-September
20013 season.

“Grading consistency has been excellent,
with hlemish sorting about as good as a hu-
man eye, * says William. “But we're work-
ing with Compac on some new prototype
software to get even better efficiencies”

Best of all for Wililam has been the packhouse winning
new business.

*“] got extra growers this year because they knew we could
guarantee quality with our new equipment and at the same
time cut their processing costs. It’s a real selling point,” he
said. “Originally we charged growers $104 per bin to proc-
ess their citrus. This scason we charged $85 per bin and the
shed is sall making money.”

William has high expectations of the level of service and
support he demands from his supplier.

“I'm gquite open about my wants because this is not a game
but my hvelihood.” he said. “If T didn't hear from Compac
Sorang Equipment in 2 month I would be pretty upset. If






