
1McDonald’s Europe Flagship Farms: Vitacress, Portugal. May 2015 
www.flagshipfarms.eu

McDonald’s Europe Flagship Farms 

Lettuce – Vitacress Portugal, SA

The key initiatives undertaken by the farm “Quinta da Azenha” can be summarised as follows:

• Staff undertaking key decisions on crop management and inputs are provided with training 
to gain recognised industry qualifications, this includes the Fertiliser Advisors Certification & 
Training Scheme (FACTS) for nutrient management and the British Agrochemical Standards 
Inspection Scheme (BASIS) for agrochemical approval and use.

• The farm’s soil fertility strategy utilises fast growing crops such as sorghum, legumes, and 
brassicas as green manures.  These are planted and help capture any available soil nutrients 
and nitrogen from the atmostphere, when they are then chopped and incorporated into the 
soil to provide additional organic matter for the soil and nutrients for the following crop.

• Reducing agrochemical use by implementing natural control strategies is a key focus of the 
farm. These includes growing Caliente Mustard which when cut and chopped produces a 
naturally occurring bio–fumigant gas which helps with the suppression of various soil–borne 
diseases and pests.  The farm also utilises soil solarisation, which uses the warmth from the 
sun to heat the soil thereby destroying soilborne pathogens and weed seeds.  Crop variety 
selection uses the current highest resistant cultivars to reduce the occurrence and severity 
of some diseases  This strategy delivered a 37% reduction in agrochemical use per 1000Kg 
of crops in 2013 compared to 2012.

• The farm has established and implemented a ‘Biodiversity Action Plan’ which has helped 
construct a set of biological and environmental targets. This has culminated in the 
development and implementation of ‘Bio–indicators’ (species of flora or fauna whose 
function, population, or status can be used to monitor the health of an environment or 
ecosystem) which are used for assessing and evaluating the farm’s environmental good 
practices and nature conservation policies. 

• In 2011 Quinta da Azenha became the first farming operation outside the United Kingdom 
to adopt the Conservation Grade or Fair to Nature scheme. Conservation Grade Farming 
is a scientifically and independently validated protocol and is designed to focus on locally 
important species, ensuring the most appropriate habitats can be developed.    Amongst 
several pre–requisites for qualification, 10% of our farming area at Quinta da Azenha has 
been dedicated to the creation of specific habitats.

• The farm is involved in two community schemes. The first sees any excess product, beyond 
customer orders, distributed to local people in need,  the second provides advice on health 
and the provision of food through support workshops for the local community. Vitacress 
also supports the national scheme “Empresários pela inclusão Social” which aims to 
oversee that “students with difficulties” between the ages of 10 and 18 remain in education 
by ensuring they have a support network in place to help them out in times of need.

This case study demonstrates how the management and production of baby leaf & Iceberg 
lettuce can be undertaken in conjunction with developing species rich habitats to help increase 
biodiversity levels on farm.  A key focus is also on optimising the use of inputs and utilising 
techniques and natural processes to control pests and diseases whilst maintaining high product 
safety and quality. 

 Being a part of Flagship Farms gives Vitacress & Mcdonald’s the opportunity to be closer to our customers, not 
least when promoting a common vision on sustainable farming and more specifically biodiversity. This is a good 
news story which best serves this country and community whilst all the while, reassuring consumers that we 
choose to farm with everyone’s interest in mind, not least for now and for the future come.

Jason de Sain, Technical Director, Grupo Vitacress Portugal

Introduction

“
”
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Action Benefits

Summary of actions and benefits 

The table below summarises the key areas of good practice displayed by Vitacress and the benefits
 (  environmental /  economic /  ethical) that arise from taking these actions.

GlobalGAP CertificationAssurance & 
Certification

Water 
Management

Enviroscan Soil Moisture 
Meters

Meters provide accurate data to help inform irrigation episodes and quantities 
to optimise water use and crop growth

Sprinkler Irrigation Water applied via sprinkler system helps reduce wind–blown soil erosion and 
reduces sand blast which can damage crops

This is a very responsive relationship & structure which helps rectify issues 
and identify good practices which provide improved crop quality and reduced 
cost

Natural Controls of Soil Born 
Pests & Diseases

Environment Caliente Mustard is grown and produces a naturally occurring bio–fumigant 
which helps with the suppression of various soil–borne diseases and pests.  
The use of soil solarisation also helps limit soil–borne pathogens and weed 
seeds.  Crop variety selection utilises the most resistant cultivars to reduce 
disease impacts 

Agrochemical Strategy Using historic farm data to understand pest & disease occurrence, this helps 
identify high risk scenarios allowing the team to be prepared to take action 
at the optimal time. The strategy is backed up by regular monitoring of crops 
and weekly insect trapping

Natural Control of Pests The farm uses biological pest controls, such as Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt), 
a soil dwelling bacteria which is applied to crops that provides control of 
Lepidoptera species

Soil 

Ensures raw materials are produced to high standards of food quality and 
safety, environmental protection and protects worker welfare and generates 
customer confidence and increases market value

Scientifically and independently validated protocol is designed to focus on 
locally important species; therefore ensuring the most appropriate habitats 
can be developed, this demonstrates  to customers and consumers the farm’s 
commitment to their environmental stewardship

Conservation Grade or Fair to 
Nature scheme

Promotes integrated farm management practices and focuses on 
environmental care and the scheme has  resonance with consumers and 
provides further market value

Linking Environment And 
Farming (LEAF) Certification

Natural & Artificial Wind 
Breaks Established

The farm has planted trees and erected mesh windbreaks to reduce   
wind–blown soil erosion and subsequent crop damage

Use of Green Manures Fast growing crops such as sorghum, legumes, and brassicas are planted  as 
green manures helping to capture and recycle nutrients whilst building soil 
organic matter

Integrated System

ISO14001 Approved Recycled a total of 27 tonnes of waste including plastics, oils, fleece and 
wood

Wildlife HabitatsBiodiversity 10% of the farm has been dedicated to habitat enhancement and comprises 
endemic pollen and nectar habitats, tussocky grass areas and a natural pond 
and wetland area for invertebrates

Product 
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Supporting Local 
Communities

Community 
Support

Produce and over packed product is supplied to a joint venture between the 
Escola Professional de Odemira & Unidade de Saúde the former provides 
food education for local communites, the latter distributes food to those in 
need

Field verges and margins have been allocated as wild bird foraging areas to 
create biodiversity hotspots, with the aim of drawing birds and insects away 
from crops 

Habitat Strips

The farm management team are trained in industry recognised qualifications 
helping them to identify and prescribe the best control strategies

TrainingStaff Welfare

Work Experience ProgrammeCommunity 
Investment

A reintroducted joint project with Odemira Council enables students to 
undertake  general farm duties during the summer months to earn a basic 
income and work experience 

Apprenticeship Programme A trainee programme is run with the Instituto Empregoe Formaçao 
Professional (IEFP) to provide opportunities to train and undertake 
apprenticeships within the business as a whole, or on the Quinta da Azenha 
farm

Staff Benefits All staff earn 14% more than the national minimum wage and employees who 
have served 12 months or more qualify for an additional monthly 100 euro 
premium. All permanent staff qualify for free Life & Health Insurance and the 
company provides free access and subsidized doctors surgeries

Comply With OHSA 18001 Company works to Occupational Health and Safety Management system  

 Quinta da Azenha are proactive in looking for 
opportunities to improve their production standards, 
whilst recognising the importance of environmental 
stewardship. They are focused on reducing inputs 
and have developed clear strategies which cover 
the management of the crops from sowing through 
to harvest, with a focus on product quality and 
customer requirements. The management of the 
farm’s habitat areas is impressive with several 
programmes and initiatives being undertaken to 
help maintain and enhance biodiversity levels.  The 
development of local employment opportunities and 
the business’s commitment to the local community 
and their workforce demonstrates the importance of 
sustainable agriculture to the local economy. 

 Karl Williams, Flagship Farms Programme 
Manager, FAI

“

”
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Vitacress Portugal SA is a vertically integrated agri–food business which was first established 
in 1982 and today employees some 280 people. The core business is the growing, processing 
& marketing of baby leaf salads, watercress, herbs and other speciality vegetables, serving 
both the national and European markets. 

Operations are located near Odemira, Portugal in an area which not only claims to be the single 
largest territorial municipality in Europe at some 1720 km2, but also has one of the of the lowest 
residential population densities in Portugal with just 27,000 people. 

The local economic activity is heavily dependent on a mix of agriculture and rural tourism, the 
latter of which draws in several thousand tourists specifically looking to experience this remote, 
but ecologically rich area of Portugal. 

The Flagship Farm is “Quinta da Azenha” and is located on the South–West Atlantic coastline 
of Portugal and falls within the municipality of Odemira Council and the Natural Park of 
Southwest Alentejo and Costa Vincentina. The farm has around 130 hectares of light sandy 
soils and includes a 1 kilometre stretch of pristine coastline between the land marks of Praia 
D’Amalia and the village of Quinta da Azenha.

Here Jason Sain, Technical Director of Vitacress Portugal, describes what makes “Quinta da 
Azenha” a McDonald’s Flagship Farm:

What are you growing on the farm and what do you supply to McDonald’s?

We grow up to 19 types of leaf which collectively give rise to some 3,500 tons of produce per 
annum, with the big five being red lettuce, green lettuce, spinach, wild rocket and coriander. 
At least three of the above mentioned leaf types find their way into the Baby Leaf Mix offer for 
McDonald’s Portugal. 

More recently, we also began a commercial trial growing iceberg lettuce and snack carrots 
which have also been supplied into McDonald’s.

Background
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What makes this area of Portugal well–suited to the production of these crops?

The soils and climate make this an ideal area to grow salad crops; there are several other 
growers in the area producing soft fruits and vegetables.  The other big benefit is the plentiful 
supply of good quality water for irrigation; this is sourced from the reservoir Barragem de 
Santa Clara. This was commissioned in the 1970’s and was built to service 14,000 hectares 
of agricultural land within the Odemira council area. Today it is managed by the local water 
authority ABMIRA.

What are the main challenges to growing crops here?

What is a benefit can also be a challenge!  The sandy soils we have here are excellent for 
growing salad crops and are very easy to cultivate and prepare for drilling and planting.  The 
main challenge is that the soils are very free draining, dry out quickly and can be prone to 
wind–blown soil erosion, this can then cause crop losses and damage.  

Also maintaining soil fertility, minimising nutrient losses and increasing soil organic matter 
levels are also important challenges we are continually working on.

How are you managing these challenges?

The Azenha farm has all of its 130 hectares served by micro sprinklers; the key reason for the 
adoption of this irrigation technique is the ability to deal with sand blast or dust clouds caused 
by high winds.  When wind speeds reach a certain threshold the irrigation sprinklers are 
activated to dampen the soil surface thereby limiting sand blast.  We have also introduced both 
natural and artificial windbreaks which partition the fields into manageable sectors which also 
help to minimise wind–blown soil erosion. 

 Artificial windbreaks partition the fields at Quinta da Azenha into 
manageable sectors to help minimise wind–blown soil erosion. 
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In adition to wind breaks, soil fertility is monitored and 
measured through a regular programme of rotational soil 
sampling, which helps form the basis of our soil fertility 
strategy.  On average we take 14 samples per year 
across the site. This strategy is determined by our farm 
management team and agronomists who have all been 
trained to the Fertiliser Advisors Certification & Training 
Scheme (FACTS) standard.  

Our soil fertility strategy utilises green manures such as sorghum, legumes, or brassicas, with 
additional nutrients applied via heat treated manure pellets.  Slow release artificial fertilisers are 
also used and the rates are interchangeable depending on season and conditions.  Typically, 
we use less inorganic base dressing in the winter months and compensate the plant’s needs, 
with regular top dressing and foliar feeds.  

Our aim is to maintain a 1% soil organic matter level, which although not high is a good base 
level for our sandy soils.  More recently, the Farm Rotational Plan for 2014 to 2018 sets out the 
long term goals and strategy of how we intend to sustainably manage our land and soils over 
the next 5 years. 

Water is a key resource, how do you ensure its use is optimised? 

We are using Enviroscan moisture meters across various parts of the farm. These provide data 
on soil moisture levels which then allows for accurate management of irrigation requirements 
for the crop.  Information is continually assessed and evaluated by the farm management and 
agronomy teams to establish the best practical and commercial approach to applying irrigation 
water during varying crop and weather conditions.

Currently we have a PhD student from the University of Southampton who is using infra–red 
thermal imaging cameras to assess whether it is possible to decrease irrigation quantities 
without compromising leaf quality in spinach.  Findings to date, give some indication that 
marginally reducing irrigation levels in baby leaf crops to deliberately stress the crop can 
benefit shelf life whilst giving an 18% saving in water usage. 

Research will continue in this area from June 2015 with a 
graduate from Escola Superior Biotecnologia to take the 
subject of irrigation and leaf processing further along the 
supply chain. 

This summer, the irrigation nozzles used on the 
BLS (Batavia Lettuce) will be changed to reduce the 
volume of water applied, stressing the crop in this way 
makes the leaves tougher which should give better 
processability, contribute to extended shelf life and use 
less water for irrigation. The results will be compared 
to current practices to understand the benefits in more 
detail looking at a number of measures including water 
usage and length of shelf life.

Key staff are 
fully trained 
advisers in 
plant nutrient 
management

Moisture meters 
provide real time 
data to optimise 
irrigation and 
water use 
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How do you minimise agrochemical use?

Our objective is for a non–agrochemical based control strategy for disease and pest 
management.  We aim to do this through four areas:

   I.    Utilise historic collated data gathered for our geography and farm. This forms the   
 Vitacress Encyclopaedia on Pest & Diseases and is used as our first point of reference  
 for the management and technical teams. 

   II.    Recognise what is a true pest; as opposed to a “migratory pest” e.g. it happens to be  
 in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

   III.    Recognise high risk scenarios for insect and  
 disease pressures, thereby putting us on   
 the front foot. This is achieved through regular  
 monitoring of crops and weekly insect trapping. 
 
   IV.    Well trained staff, all our agronomists and  
 farm management team are trained to BASIS  
 standard. This provides our staff with the   
 knowledge to help define the best control  
 strategy whether this is cultural, physical,   
 biological or chemical.

What are some of the non–agrochemical control strategies you employ?

We plant Caliente Mustard which has been bred specifically as a green manure and a soil 
bio–fumigant. When Caliente Mustard plants are damaged or chopped they produce a natural 
gas which once incorporated into soil helps improve structure, health and fertility, alongside 
suppressing various soil–borne diseases and pests.

We also use ‘soil solarisation’ as a soil disinfestation method, for controlling soil–borne 
pathogens and weeds. Firstly, we apply some of the treated manure pellets and then the beds 
are covered with transparent polyethylene; this heats the soil and kills the weed seeds and 
pests.  This is a very effective method for reducing the need of agrochemical controls. 

Crop varietal selection and choice are extremely important, the use of resistant cultivars 
helps reduce the occurrence and severity of some disease challenges reducing the need for 
agrochemicals. We also work closely with some global seed houses to ensure we are aware 
and in touch with the latest developments.

We use stale seedbed techniques to control weed 
emergence and when it comes to drilling we can reduce 
seed rates to lower crop density during certain times of 
the year.  This improves air circulation within the crop and 
helps reduce conditions likely to exacerbate disease risks, 
we accept a lower yield as opposed to a crop failure or high 
input requirements.

Pheromone and sticky traps are widely used to monitor 
pest levels and ensure thresholds are not exceeded and at 
pre harvest, manual weeding is undertaken to prevent the 
need for herbicides, this is especially important for crops 
such as baby leaf. 

Caliente Mustard 
is grown and acts 
as a bio–fumigant, 
suppressing soil 
borne diseases 
and pests

A 37% reduction in 
agrochemical use 
per 1000Kg of crops 
achieved in 2013 
compared to 2012
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If an agrochemical needs to be applied what is the policy?

When we have identified a need to use an agrochemical, we target the specific pest or disease 
and select a low impact product.  At harvest we undertake testing to ensure that any residues 
are non–detectable or as a minimum below acceptable legal limits.
 
We also have a treatment strategy, this covers:

   I. A voluntary restriction on the number of  
 applications of agrochemical, irrespective  
 of the label recommendations. 
 
   II.    A voluntary extension of the harvest  
 interval beyond the prescribed number of  
 days made under label recommendation. 

  III.    Restricted use of some products. 

  IV.    A total ban on any organophosphate  
 based chemicals. 

What other options have you got to control pests?

We also use biological pest controls, such as Bacillus thuringiensis (or Bt) which is a soil 
dwelling bacteria and provides effective control of Lepidoptera species.  The additional benefit 
is that it provides more flexibility with harvest dates, if we need product we are not restricted by 
agrochemical harvest intervals. 

Our recently commissioned in–house patented harvesting technology is now in operation and 
comprises a vibrating belt to shake out small insects and a suction bridge which physically 
lifts the harvested leaf material onto the underside of a revolving belt whilst leaving any heavier 
objects to continue along the conveyor before dropping back onto the field.   
 

What are the levels of biodiversity in the area?

Biodiversity studies have identified no fewer than four floral 
species and 20 bird species native to the Quinta da Azenha area, 
all of which carry Council Directive protection under 92/43/EEC or 
are listed under the Bern Convention.    

The Council Directive aims to promote the maintenance of 
biodiversity, whilst taking account of economic, social, cultural 
and regional requirements.  The Bern Convention aims to 
conserve wild flora and fauna and their natural habitats, with 
particular emphasis given to endangered and vulnerable species, 
including endangered and vulnerable migratory species.  We 
take the responsibility of helping to protect these species very 
seriously.

Pheromone traps are 
occasionally used for 
mass capture of male 
Lepidoptera to prevent 
them mating with the 
females which ultimately 
reduces the number of 
hatching caterpillars 
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What work is being done to maintain, protect 
and enhance biodiversity on farm?

In 2007 we sanctioned a project with an external 
environmental consultancy to produce and 
help execute a ‘Biodiversity Action Plan’ for 
the farm.  Work carried out on other Vitacress 
farms had already established a set of biological 
and environmental targets considered as 
key for Vitacress. This has culminated in the 
implementation of the ‘Bio–indicator Frame’ for 
assessing and evaluating environmental good 
practices and nature conservation policies.

What are ‘bio–indicators’?

These are species of flora or fauna whose function, population, or status can be used to 
monitor the health of an environment or ecosystem.  Therefore, the most effective way 
to evaluate how changes in farm practices are improving biodiversity is to measure a 
comprehensive set of environmental and biological indicators. 

What are the farm’s ‘bio–indicator’ species?

There are 37 species of farmland birds which have been identified and monitored by the 
Pan–European Bird Monitoring Scheme (PEBCMS) as indicators of environmental change 
across Europe and these were selected as bio–indicator species. Farmland birds are widely 
recognised as barometers of environmental change and are useful in helping to inform us 
about decisions made on our farming practices.  These species are sensitive to land use 
and climatic changes, and are relatively easy to identify for monitoring.  Surveys of territory 
occupancy will be carried out every 3rd year for 28 of the 37 species, with the remaining 9 
more specialist species monitored where appropriate.   

What did you learn from this project?

This project has helped to provide guidance regarding our agro–environmental practices and 
how they can be used to improve farm biodiversity conservation.  One of the key issues the 
project highlighted was how to promote the positive effects of our agricultural system on the 
area’s biological diversity and how they interface with other ecosystems.

10% of the 
farm area is 
dedicated to 
natural habitats
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What was the outcome of the project?

The ‘Biodiversity Action Plan’ was produced and executed on farm 
and this continues to run today. Over 10% of our land at Quinta da 
Azenha has been dedicated to habitat enhancement and creation and 
is made up of the following; 

   I. 13.5 hectares of sand dune and cliff top are being   
 dedicated to endemic pollen and nectar habitats.

   II.    2.5 hectares of field verges and margins have been   
 allocated towards wild bird foraging areas. 

   III.    2.3 hectares of land have been set aside for tussocky   
 grass habitats which also include a natural pond and   
 wetland area for invertebrates.

   IV.    3 hectares of land has been dedicated to other    
 habitats. 

This work formed the foundation of our journey to become a member 
the ‘Conservation Grade – Fair to Nature scheme’.

What is the Conservation Grade – Fair to Nature scheme?

In 2011 Quinta da Azenha became the first farming operation outside the United Kingdom to 
adopt the Conservation Grade or Fair to Nature scheme.
 
Conservation Grade Farming is a scientifically and independently validated protocol based 
on practices that have an established track record of reversing the loss of biodiversity on 
farmland.  Amongst several pre–requisites for qualification, 10% of our farming area at Quinta 
da Azenha has been dedicated to the creation of specific habitats.  The protocol is designed to 
focus on locally important species whereby the most appropriate habitats can be developed.  
The habitat areas and our protocol where audited via an independent inspection and by 
officers from the Conservation Grade scheme.

We know there are challenges ahead, but we 
truly believe the opportunities and rewards are 
substantial.  Trying to adapt a UK protocol and 
model to a Southern European, Mediterranean type 
environment has been a real challenge, but we are 
pleased with progress to date.  We have had one 
assessment to measure levels of biodiversity on 
farm and we are eagerly awaiting our next one to 
see what increases have been achieved.              
                                              
Conservation Grade tells a great story which can 
be communicated to the consumer and public. 
The unique setting of Quinta da Azenha serves as a 
clear advertisement of how sustainable agriculture can 
co–exist in an area of outstanding natural beauty and 
we believe Conservation Grade is well on the way to 
reaching the pinnacle of our sustainability agenda.

The farm is 
Conservation 
Grade and LEAF 
accredited
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Are you part of any other environmental schemes?

We are also members of other environmental accreditation schemes such as Linking 
Environment and Farming (LEAF), where integrated farm management practices form the basis 
of the scheme along with other targets, such as;

    I. Carefully managing habitats to provide food for wildlife
  
   II.    Using pesticides and fertilisers only when absolutely necessary

  III.    Recycling on–farm waste 

  IV.    Conserving energy

   V.    Improving water efficiency and quality 

How are you dealing with waste on the farm?

Our environmental policy at Quinta da Azenha is operated to ISO 14001 standards.  This covers 
seven key areas; 

   I. Pollution
  
  II. Soil management
 
 III. Crop protection

 IV. Water

  V. Waste
  
 VI. Energy 

VII. Biodiversity

For example minimising wastes by seeking opportunities to reduce, reuse, recycle and recover 
otherwise redundant resources.  In terms of production waste we aim to improve planning, 
programming and management to match long–term forecasts and demand from market.  This 
has generated a reduction in “non–harvested” waste by 50% in 2014. 

In 2013, Quinta da Azenha recycled a total of 27 tonnes of waste which was made up of 9.1 
tonnes of plastics, 1.9 tonnes of tractor oils, 7.1 tonnes of agryl fleece and 10 tonnes of wood.
 
Hazardous Waste, which is largely comprises of empty crop protection packaging and 
containers, is handled and disposed of by the government unit (VALORFITO).

Improved planning 
and forecasting 
has reduced non–
harvested crops by 
50% in 2014
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Job vacancies within the agricultural sector can be difficult to fill, how do you improve 
the recruitment of farm staff?

Vitacress Portugal actively works on two fronts to ensure we have good semi–skilled staff 
available.  The first is a joint project with Odemira Council, where students have the opportunity 
to undertake some general farm duties during the summer months. Not only does this provide 
them with the ability to work in their local community and earn a basic income, it also provides 
them with work experience in a local industry and shows them what it has to offer in terms of 
future carrier paths. 

The second project involves working and developing 
a trainee programme with the Instituto Empregoe 
Formaçao Professional (IEFP). This targets the next 
generation of young farmers or anybody else who may 
want a career in this sector.  We provide opportunities 
to train and undertake apprenticeships within the 
business as a whole, or on the Quinta da Azenha 
farm.

Training and developing staff is a big investment, how do you ensure you retain staff?

We take great pride in looking after our staff, very often we have the next generation from the 
same family coming to work for us.  This is a great benefit as it helps to uphold the company’s 
values.  Circa 60% of the 48 workers at Quinta da Azenha have worked on the farm for 
between 3 and 20 years. 

Some staff benefits; 

   I. All staff, irrespective of position or length of service, earn 14% more than the national  
 minimum wage in a region which is already regarded as disadvantaged. 
   
  II.    All staff who have been with the company more than 12 months qualify for an   
 additional €100 per month premium, this is awarded at the management’s    
 discretion based on how well the employee has upheld the company’s values,   
 objectives and their performance. 

 III.    All permanent staff qualify for for free Life & Health Insurance. 

 IV.    The company provides free access and   
 subsidised on site doctor’s surgeries. 
 
  V.   All staff are provided with the opportunity  
 to raise their ideas, opinions or    
 experiences through an employee forum   
 held once every two months. 
 

Pay for all farm staff 
is 14% above the 
national minimum 
wage

Work experience 
and apprenticeships 
are both offered to 
local students
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Working within the agricultural sector can be hazardous, how do you ensure risks to 
your staff are minimised?

Quinta da Azenha works beyond the standards required by the farm assurance schemes 
we are members of and we comply with OHSA 18001 (Occupational Health and Safety 
Management).  This is part of a wider programme being implemented across the whole of the 
Vitacress Portugal Group.  Quinta da Azenha is represented on the Health & Safety Committee 
for which key milestones include; 

    I. Creating a culture and approach which best represents Vitacress values. 

   II. The Azenha team have identified and brought under control no fewer than 79 hazards 
 on Quinta da Azenha by removing, improving or re–training our staff over the past 18  
 months. 

   III. In 2013, 82% of the Azenha workforce surveyed by questionnaire declared    
 satisfaction in the way their welfare and conditions of work were being monitored,   
 managed and improved. 

   IV. Year on Year accidents are down 25%, as are lost working days and absenteeism. 

Food safety is key to growing and producing salad crops, how is this maintained on 
the farm?

The baseline and minimum standard for validating good agricultural practice in our farming 
operation is the GlobalGAP farm assurance scheme for which Quinta da Azenha has 
consistently implemented and met all criteria since 2003.  However, because we are vertically 
integrated we have full control and influence over our supply chain.  The ready–to–eat (RTE) 
salad can arguably be classified as a higher risk category of food when compared with others, 
so we go beyond these baseline standards. 

We operate up to five good agricultural practice schemes, some of which are 
well known, other less so, but needless to say the central thread to everything 
we do is based on HACCP. 

Managing food safety hazards and their associated risks are equally applied 
in an open field environment to that one usually associates with a post 
harvesting processing plant. 

Our aim is to prevent the “introduction or presence” of hazards onto our farms 
in the first place. We reason that if we can prevent hazards up stream of our 
processing facility by demonstrating a continual reduction or elimination, then 
there is every chance that those same hazards will be further reduced to an 
acceptable level or eliminated at our washing, sorting or packing stages of 
operation. 

Using historically generated data from a series of monitoring programmes, 
coupled with ongoing trending, we seek to maintain a fluid and dynamic 
HACCP programme which aims to ease the day to day food safety challenges 
& efficiencies downstream of our operations.

The farm has 
been GlobalGAP 
Approved since 
2003
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How do you get involved with the local community?

Vitacress provide excess produce and over packed 
product (product which is in excess of our customer 
orders) to a local charity called ‘Unidade de Saúde’ 
which distributes this food to local people in need. 
We are also involved with ‘Escola Professional de 
Odemira’ a local project that provides advice on 
health and the provision of food through support 
workshops for the disadvantaged in our local 
community. 

In addition, Vitacress are supporting the national 
scheme of “Empresários pela inclusão Social” by 
sponsoring the EPIS technician designated to our 
area.  The technician will cover up to 6 schools in 
the Odemira Council region.  Their aim is to oversee 
that “students with difficulties” between the 6th 
& 12th grades remain in education by ensuring a 
support network is in place to help them out during 
times of need.

Excess and over 
packed product 
is gifted to a 
local charity for 
distribution to 
people in need
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Ethical (acceptable practices)

Animal health & welfare

i  Nutrition
ii Slaughter
iii Genetic selection
iv Animal cloning
v Husbandry
vi Transport
vii  Medication & growth promoters 

Slaughter

Human health & welfare

i  Employee health & welfare
ii Food safety

Business ethics & supplier 
relationships

Rural landscape preservation

Environment (protecting the planet)

Economics (long term economic viability)

Climate change
i  Greenhouse gas emissions
ii Energy efficiency  

& renewables

Natural resources – soil
i  Soil fertility & health
ii Soil erosion, desertification  

& salinisation
iii Soil contamination

Sufficient high quality  
production
i  Producer income security  

& access to market
ii Agricultural input costs
iii Crop & livestock disease

Waste
i  Production waste
ii Hazardous waste
iii Waste to landfill

Natural resources – water
i  Water pollution
ii Water usage efficiency

Natural resources – air
i  Air emissions

Community investment
i  Local employment & sourcing
ii Support for community programmes

Ecosystem protection
i  High Conservation Value Land 

(HCVL)
ii Habitat & species preservation

Agrotechnology
i  Agrochemical usage
ii Bioconcentration & persistent 

organic pollutants
iii Genetically modified organisms

Appendix 1– Good Practice Matrix for Vitcress 

The following matrix has been developed by McDonald’s to help assess the sustainability 
of the agricultural production within the supply chain. Flagship farms have been identified 
that demonstrate best practice in one or more of the 17 key areas in the matrix, whilst also 
operating to general high agricultural standards in all other areas.

A  in the matrix below indicates good practices demonstrated in this case study.


