ZERO-HARVESTING

Though the idea dates back to the 1950s, it was only in the last decade that the zero harvesting technique was further developed for Arabica coffee in Brazil. It has now gone beyond experiments and into commercial scale. Not much has been written about it yet and a comprehensive scientific, agronomic and cost-benefit analysis is yet to be undertaken. Most users have concentrated on costs and benefits and, anyway, it may be too early to look at mid to long term agronomic impacts (pros and cons).

The basic approach is to perform “parrot pruning” (pruning of the horizontal branches at about 20 cm away from the vertical stem) after harvesting, but not later than August in Brazilian conditions. This requires the use of early bearing Arabica varieties. The plot that has been pruned will not bear any coffee in the following season, that will be devoted to growing the branches that will produce the year after, i.e., on the second year after pruning.

In order to make economic sense, the grower has to divide his coffee holdings into two parts with about the same area and to start zero harvesting on one half in year 1 and on the other half in year 2 so that he may have coffee production every year. If pruning only takes place after August, a four-year cycle, i.e., parrot pruning every four years, is recommended, with positive results too.
Under Brazilian conditions there is always an “on-year” and an “off-year” in the coffee production cycle. The higher the production in the “on-year”, the lower it will be in the following “off-year” with the adverse impact that harvesting costs per bag of coffee become very high in the “off-year” (pickers have to walk more and to work on more branches and therefore pick less coffee per day). This biennial cycle, more typical of unshaded coffee, is also found in other countries, like Peru. 
The rationale behind zero harvesting is to produce at least the equivalent to two years of production in the “on-year” in order to make up for the zero crop in the “off-year”. In reality, the actual production required in the “on-year” may be even less than the one equivalent to two years of production because the average cost per bag will fall with the use of the technique. In the off-year, there is no harvesting cost at all and the use of fertilizers and pesticides can be greatly reduced. 
A mid-size Minas Gerais grower who is going into his fifth year with the method (third full crop and pruning on one half and second zero crop on the other half) shows for one half a total of 140 bags of 60 kg per hectare for 4 years and for the other half slightly more, which is roughly equivalent to his average crop before he used the method but with much lower harvesting costs which, in Brazil, typically account for about 1/3 of production costs, besides the savings in husbandry mentioned above. Another grower in the same state reports a 4-year average of 50 bags per hectare with production costs that are 35 to 45% lower than the average for Brazilian Arabica.
The zero-harvesting technique has not been used in Conilons (Robustas), most probably because whereas Arabicas bear flowers and coffee only in branches that are over one year old, Conilons produce in branches that have grown in the previous year.
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