
9. CHOICE BETWEEN MECHANICAL HARVESTING AND HARVESTING BY
HAND

The choice between machine harvesting and harvesting by hand must be made by each individual producer. The 
decision must consider the financial and physical aspects of the farm, as well as factors such as the cellar where the 
grapes will be delivered.

9.1  This choice is dependent on the following
• Availability and cost of manual labour.
• Use of the farm’s own permanent labour or contractors.
• Whether labour is also required throughout the rest of the year for other activities.
• Size of the farm unit – it must justify the purchase of a harvester.
• The design of the vineyard and the suitability of the trellis system for mechanical harvesting.
• The harvester must be able to cope with the slope at which the vines have been planted.
• Cultivars planted on the farm unit must be suitable for mechanical harvesting. Cultivars such as Semillon and

Sauvignon blanc which yield a lot of juice are less suitable for mechanical harvesting.
• If mechanical harvesting is chosen, there is a choice between a towed harvester or a self-propelled harvester.
• If a self-propelled harvester is chosen, it can also be used for other tasks during the year, such as topping, pre-

pruning, disease control and leaf removal.
• Some winemakers however still prefer hand-harvested white and sometimes red grapes for production of their top

wines.
• The ability of the cellar to receive grapes harvested at night, during the night or in the early morning to take

advantage of the benefit of cool grapes.
• In South Africa, grapes infected with Botrytis cinerea and used for the production of noble late harvest wines can 

never be harvested by a machine. It requires too much selection for noble rot and removal of sour rot.
• Grapes earmarked for sparkling wine, the whole pressing of clusters or whole cluster fermentation will still have to

be harvested by hand.

9.2  Prerequisites for mechanical harvesting
• Current trends indicate that the mechanisation of the harvesting process is becoming increasingly popular.
• For cellars to receive mechanically harvested grapes, it is essential that they make certain adaptations to ensure

that the harvest process flows smoothly.
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Harvesters are expensive and the purchase thereof should be carefully considered. The machine should be purchased 
for the right reasons and must be suited to the environment in which it will be used.

11.1  Considerations for the purchase of a self-propelled harvester
• Great	capital	outlay,	which	can	only	be	justified	if	the	surface/tonnage	to	be	harvested	is	large	enough.
• The	speed	is	higher	than	a	towed	model.
• Some	companies	rent	out	harvesters	and	enter	 into	long	term	contracts	with	producers.	Thus	it	 is	not	always

necessary to purchase a machine.
• Producers	can	buy	a	harvester	together	to	lower	the	capital	outlay.
• The	capital	input	of	self-propelled	harvesters	is	utilised	better	when	a	multipurpose	machine	is	purchased.
• Variable	costs	of	a	multipurpose	machine	can	be	higher	than	those	of	a	tractor.
• When	a	multipurpose	machine	is	purchased,	the	training	of	the	operator	is	very	important.	Training	must	include

different practices which can be executed by the same machine and knowledge of the difference practices
must	be	sufficient.

11.2  Considerations when purchasing a towed harvester
• These	harvesters	are	cheaper	than	self-propelled	harvesters.
• A	tractor	is	required	to	use	the	machine.	This	tractor	can	however	also	be	used	for	other	practices	during	the

rest of the year.
• A	towed	harvester	requires	a	bigger	turning	space	at	the	end	of	the	row	compared	to	a	self-propelled	machine.
• Minimum	tractor	size	is	56	kW	(75	hp).
• The	tractor	can	have	two-	or	four-wheel	drive.	This	consideration	depends	on	the	terrain	where	the	tractor	and

harvester are going to be used.
• Four-wheel	drive	tractors	are	ideal	on	sandy	terrains,	or	where	there	is	large	amount	of	loose	sand/rocks.	These

tractors	however	require	a	bigger	turning	space	than	two-wheel	drive	tractors.
• The	harvesting	tempo	of	the	towed	model	is	lower	than	that	of	the	self-propelled	harvester.
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11.3  Cost comparison between the two types of harvesters
This	comparison	is	summed	up	in	two	tables,	namely	self-propelled	harvester	(Table	1)	and	towed	model	harvester	
(Table	2).	The	values	in	these	tables	were	compiled	according	to	the	following	assumptions:

Self-propelled harvester:

• Purchase	value:
• Scrap	value:
• Lifetime:
• Harvest	capacity:
• Fuel	consumption:
• Depreciation:
• Insurance	&	licence:
• Interest	costs:
• Repairs	&	maintenance:
• Fuel	costs:

R 3	200	000
R 320	000	(10 %	of	purchase	value)
5	000	hours
10	tons/hour
12	litres/hour
(purchase	value	–	scrap	value)	÷	lifetime 
1	%	of	average	investment	÷	hours	per	year 
9	%	of	average	investment	÷	hours	per	year 
35	%	of	purchase	value	÷	lifetime 
Calculated	at	a	diesel	price	of	R 13/litre

Towed harvester:

• Purchase	value:
• Scrap	value:
• Lifetime:
• Harvest	capacity:
• Depreciation:
• Insurance	&	licence:
• Interest	costs:
• Repairs	&	maintenance:

R 1	600	000
R 160	000	(10 %	of	purchase	value)
5 000	hours
7	tons/hour
(purchase	value	–	scrap	value)	÷	lifetime 
1	%	of	average	investment	÷	hours	per	year 
9	%	of	average	investment	÷	hours	per	year 
35	%	of	purchase	value	÷	lifetime

• Tractor	costs:	Running	costs	(assuming	that	the	tractor	is	already	owned)	calculated	on	56	kW	four-wheel	drive
at medium power

From	abovementioned,	 it	 is	clear	that	the	choice	of	harvester	must	be	well	 thought	through.	Factors	to	be	taken	into	
account	include	harvest	size,	the	terrain	on	which	the	machine	will	be	used,	whether	it	is	a	multipurpose	machine	or	not,	
the	training	of	the	operator	(especially	with	multipurpose	machines)	and	whether	a	machine	will	be	shared	or	not.	
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