
What do you do?
We grow 160 tonnes of strawberries a 
week during the season. If we laid out 
all our table tops end to end they 
would stretch for 400km.

Have you always grown 
strawberries on the farm?
No. We are an arable farm but we also 
imported and graded potatoes, 
meaning winter was a busy time and 
summer less so. The farm needed to 
look for something to fi ll in the 
summer months and the decision was 
made to start growing strawberries.

Was this a big challenge for 
the farm?
We started with one fi eld of 15 acres 
growing on the fl oor and under poly. 
We have a good working relationship 
with Morrisons, so we were their 
fi rst direct growers and it snowballed 
from there. For the second year, we 
stayed the same and had a six or 
seven-week window to get it done in 
June and then graded potatoes again in 
the November. 

The strawberry side of things just 
grew and grew. The grading of potatoes 
was starting to diminish and the 
strawberries were taking over. We 
quickly had 150 acres of strawberries 
and switched to table-top growing 
in 2011. 

When did you become involved in 
the strawberry operation?
I took on the strawberry side of the 
farm from the beginning, fresh from 
Harper Adams agricultural college, and 
planned to stay for a few months to get 
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things up and running before starting 
my own deli business.

It became apparent that the manger 
we had at the time was not very good, 
so I made changes very quickly, 
including staffi  ng. I was only 22, but 
I had worked here on and off  all my life, 
summer holidays and weekends, 
doing all kinds of jobs, so I knew 
the business. 

I was fresh out of university, so a lot 
of the workers weren’t keen to deal 
with me initially. But I don’t give up 
easily and I have had to have a steely 
determination; I earnt their respect by 
making positive changes that benefi ted 
us all and I won them round. 

What impact did the change to 
growing on table top have on 
the business?
It has had a huge impact. Less pests 
due to the berries being higher, the 
pickers are much quicker, so it’s more 
economical for us, and better for staff  
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The business:
The 180-acre site, is fi lled with 
polytunnels and produces, in high 
season, an average of 160 tonnes of 
strawberries each week. 

Heading up the farming operation 
is Annabel Makin-Jones, a third 
generation farmer with a passion for 
what she does. Not only does she 
grow thousands of tonnes of 
strawberries for the supermarkets, 
she has this year also launched a 
premium brand called Annabel’s 
Deliciously British, which has been 
very well received.

“I’m keen show people it’s a family 
business, and I am especially proud 
of being a woman in farming. I have 
two young children and it shows 
working mums that if you want to 
have a go at something, you can 
and if you work hard you can make it 
a success.

“Margins are so tight in farming so 
you have to be business savvy, 
always be looking for how you can 
be ahead of the game and enjoy the 
detail of running a tight business to 
ensure maximum productivity. I 
always think of myself as a farmer 
and I am passionate about 
everything whether its lamb, beef, 
strawberries, fl owers, whatever it is, 
but you have to be business-minded 
if you want your farm to continue for 
future generations.”

•  annabelsdeliciouslybritish.co.uk
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welfare because they’re not bending 
down all day and they can earn more 
money. Also, if there’s a lot of standing 
water, plants are not on the fl oor, and 
they get less dirty because they are 
grown in a controlled environment in 
coir, a coconut shell substrate. We use 
all drip-feed irrigation, and drip-feed 
feeding as well. 

Is there anything that is out of the 
grower’s control?
Sunshine! The only thing we can’t 
control is how sweet they are because 
that comes from the sunshine. If it’s 
grey and cloudy you will never get a 
strawberry to be as sweet and it’s 
important that people understand that. 

Tell us about your premium brand 
Annabel’s Deliciously British
Last year I went to a trade show in 
Paris, and came back with the idea for 
a brand of strawberries and a children’s 
drink. The strawberry brand is 
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Malling Centenary is the variety grown for Annabel's Deliciously British 
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Annabel’s Deliciously British, which 
has been amazingly well received. I 
went to London in March and sold it to 
two of the best wholesalers in London 
without a product, so they had to buy 
into me. I’m blown away at its success 
in its first year. 

What makes it different?
The only variety we use is Malling 
Centenary, which is the best variety in 
Europe at the moment. The packaging 
is different, its 100 per cent bio-
degradable and I am also trialling a 
biodegradable film for the top of the 
packaging. Every punnet we sell we 
support the Prince’s Trust with a 
donation. If you think of a 
brand of strawberries there 
isn’t really one.

I got into all 28 
Booths stores, and 
also Ocado, which 
was where I wanted 
to be. As well as the 
London wholesalers, I 
also have a wholesaler 
in Nottingham, two 
Michelin star restaurants, 
and Deli Fresh in Yorkshire  
and Lancashire. 

For Wimbledon, Claridges used all 
our berries, decanting them into their 
own packaging, so everyone who had 
lunch at Claridges received a small 
portion of fruit. Next year I’m hoping 
to collaborate further and perhaps do 
Annabel’s at Claridges.

Why did you decide to use your 
name in the branding?
My name has been on the punnets in 
Morrisons so people can see the name 
and look us up on the website, so it 
made sense for the new brand. I am the 
grower and people want to know who 

Strawberries picked then packed fresh on the farm
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the grower is. When people meet  
you and believe in you, they are 
buying into your story. There is  
trust, and there is no way we will let 
them down.

How many tonnes will you 
produce this year?
I said if we did 100 tonnes of  
branded product this year I would  
be ecstatic, I think we are going to  
do at least 200.

What happens to the strawberry 
plants at the end of the season?
We overwintered some of the plants 
last year, which we haven’t done in 
years, but we have new tunnels 
shaped like a church, which helps to 
keep off frost better than the normal 
shaped tunnels. We spend £1.4 
million on plants every year for the 
site, so we are looking at costs to see 
what the difference is between 
overwintering and replanting. At the 
moment it’s marginal.

You must use a lot of water for 
irrigation. How do you keep costs 
for power and water down and 
make sure the environment is 
cared for?
We are 100% self-sufficient for 
electricity and water; all the water 
comes from two bore holes and a large 
man-made lake. We have a pump 
station, which pumps the water from 
the 20 million gallon lake into 
the feed room. 

The water goes into 
the tanks, is 
neutralised to ph7, 
and then we add the 
nutrients required 
by each field, so we 
have seven fields 
and feed seven 
different feeds 
depending on crop 
variety, and where it is in 
terms of picking or planting. 

It’s absolutely bespoke to that field, 
so nothing is put in that isn’t needed. 
Water is also sent out via drip-feed 
irrigation.

You must need a lot of workers to 
pick your crop. What's your view 
on staffing after we leave the EU?
We have 400 workers from abroad. We 
really pushed the boat out seven years 
ago and built a big unit that has proper 
showers, a gym, a cinema, shop, 
laundrette, and also had an internet 

café but we have taken this out as 
everyone has their own phone now and 
there is wifi in all the caravans.

We have table tennis nights, book 
nights, a personal trainer that comes in 

Annabel's Deliciously British strawberries has it's own stylish brandingAnnabel is proud of the quality of strawberries used in her premium brand

every Monday and does football with 
the men and volleyball with the ladies, 
so we have really made an effort to 
make sure they feel very welcome. 

We pay the minimum wage but then 
also have a bonus scheme so if their 
target is to pick say four trays an hour, 
anything over this and they get a bonus 
for every tray they pick, so they can set 
a standard for themselves. 

We have about 30 full-timers and the 
rest come for the summer. We use a 
company called Proforce, so we have a 
harvest manager and a liaison officer 
who looks after them all. We have 85% 
returnees, which means the other 15% 
we do of course train, but they follow 
the lead of the other regular workers, 
so it becomes very easy and not like 
bringing in fresh people every year.

They know they are looked after. We 
wouldn’t have a business without 
them. We look after our staff and that 
means everyone; treat them as you 
wish to be treated. P

“I SAID IF WE 
DID 100 TONNES 

OF BRANDED 
PRODUCT THIS 

YEAR I WOULD BE 
ECSTATIC, I THINK 

WE ARE GOING  
TO DO AT  

LEAST 200”

“WE ARE  
100% SELF-

SUFFICIENT FOR 
ELECTRIC AND 

WATER; ALL THE 
WATER COMES 

FROM TWO BORE 
HOLES AND A  
LARGE MAN- 
MADE LAKE”
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