BRABANT-BASED FAMILY-OWNED COMPANY DEVELOPS
WORLD'S FIRST SELECTIVE ASPARAGUS HARVESTER
It all began at a fun family birthday party of the large Brabant-based farming family Vermeer. Son Ad, who is a
freelance inventor, got a call from his asparagus-growing brother Marc: ‘Hey, you're an inventor, can’t you invent
an asparagus harvester?’ Marc explained that it was becoming increasingly difficult to earn a living growing
asparagus: seasonal workers were becoming harder to find and all possible ways to cut costs within the existing
harvesting method had already been conceived. In Germany, Europe’s largest asparagus country, a new law had
recently gone into effect: asparagus planters from outside Germany had to be paid the German minimum wage,
€9.00 per hour instead of €6.00. Many German asparagus growers were already playing with the idea of moving
their businesses to a low-wage country, which would mean a death blow for asparagus cultivation in Western
Europe. A well-functioning asparagus harvester could prevent that.

And so, the Vermeer brothers decided to conduct some research. Naturally the first question was: has an attempt
ever been made to build an asparagus harvester? It turned out that it had in fact been attempted, a number of
times, even. Machines had been designed and built, but never sold. The same problem was always encountered:
how can the machine find the asparagus to be harvested? The human eye easily sees the tips of the asparagus
emerging from the soil, but a camera can barely see a difference between an asparagus tip and a random glint in
the sand. Now and then, the machine skips over wonderfully tender asparagus tips, only to turn all its attention
to an unsuspecting white pebble. Moreover, it isn’t ideal to harvest asparagus whose tips have already emerged;
every millimeter of an asparagus that emerges above the ground reduces its value. There isn’t, however, any
choice when it comes to manual harvesting. But
asparagus grower Marc had a revolutionary new take
on the problem: the machine should detect and
harvest the asparagus before they even emerged from
the sand – i.e. underground detection – and his
brother the inventor would just have to come up with
a way to make it possible.
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In the meantime, Therese, the inventor’s wife, joined forces with the brothers to take on all organizational matters.
A company was set up, a division of labor was made, savings accounts were plundered and shares were issued.

And then something tragic happened. Asparagus grower Marc Vermeer,
51 years old and father of three children, was struck by meningitis and
died within a week. Two years later, Therese still can’t tell the story
without tearing up. ‘What was even the point in continuing now that Marc
was gone? But we were stuck as well: due to the partially spent innovation
grants we’d received, we couldn’t go back, but without Marc we couldn’t
move forward either. I had never felt so desperate. But Anita, Marc’s
widow, kept saying: He never stopped talking about that machine. You
have to go on!’

And so that’s exactly what happened. But because the development of an asparagus harvester is quite simply
impossible without cooperation from the asparagus sector, Therese approached a number of large, innovationminded farmers and asked them to participate in a user group.

The basis of the machine was and remained underground detection. But how do you actually achieve that? Radar
was an option, but it didn’t work. There were even more obstacles when it came to X-rays. Ad finally decided to
carry out a test with ultra thin rods which were to gently glide through the sand bed, like fingers sliding through
sand. If one of these touch-sensor-equipped rods was to touch asparagus, it would be pulled away immediately,
passing on the coordinates to the fully automatic harvester unit.
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It worked, but the user group was not convinced: the touch of the rod slightly damaged the asparagus, which
decreased their value. However, there were no complaints about a much greater concern of the inventor:
damaging the sand bed with the rods. That was evidently not a problem.
Ad Vermeer: ’That was the breakthrough. I simply had to replace the touch sensor with a sensor that detects
water, because asparagus, of course, consists mainly of water. After that, there would be thousands of other
technical, practical and organizational problems, but that would mainly be a matter of hard work. The
fundamental problem was solved.’

Cerescon’s asparagus harvester, which should reach the
market in 2018, has many advantages: the grower no
longer needs to find and house staff, and the harvested
asparagus are more valuable because they are harvested
before the tips emerge from the soil and discolor. And
perhaps the biggest advantage: because the machine can
look deep underground, it can also harvest asparagus that
manual harvesters wouldn’t see emerge until the next day,
the day after that, or even three days later. This enables
the machine to harvest in one go everything that 60 to 75
manual harvesters would have to return for on three
consecutive days, which represents a huge improvement.
There is however one condition here: the asparagus must
continue to grow from the bottom up. Ad Vermeer: ‘But the
growers agreed with this and gave their guarantee.’

With this innovation, this Brabant family seems not only to have developed the world's first asparagus harvester,
it will also be the world's first selective harvester: a machine that selects what it should and should not harvest.
The fact that humans are still needed to harvest, for example, tomatoes, strawberries, peppers and raspberries is
not because a machine can not pick tomatoes, but because only people are able to distinguish between a tomato
that is ready to be picked, and a tomato that needs more time on the plant. There therefore remains much
ground for selective harvesters to conquer.
Perhaps the asparagus harvester is only the beginning.

By Johanna Kroon -- www.johannakroon.nl
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