Bitteswell Farms

Investing in packing and BRC accreditation

Bitteswell Farm invest in
station and BRC accredita

L

eicestershire
producer and
packer Bitteswell
Farms is hoping
that investment
in a brand new packing
centre and BRC
accreditation will help it
to win new national
customers for its free
range eggs.

The family firm has
ploughed a million pounds
into its new packing facilities
at Lutterworth in
Leicestershire. Thousands

more have been spent in
securing British Retail
Consortium Class A
approval. Now, it is hoped
that its investments will
open the door to supply
contracts that would
previously have been
beyond its reach. “We hadn’t
been considered for some
business because we hadn’t
got BRC,” said Andy Higgins,
who is a partner in the
business together with his
brother, Richard. Bitteswell
Farms is now hoping to take
advantage of its location –

close to one of the biggest
distribution centres in
Europe – to win national
contracts with leading
retailers.

“We are just one mile away
from probably the largest
distribution centre in the UK
(Magna Park),” said Andrew
Day, the general manager of
Bitteswell Farms. “That’s got
everyone on there – Aldi,
Lidl, Asda – every
supermarket known is
there,” he said. The owners
of Magna Park say it is

Europe's largest and most
successful dedicated
distribution development. A
former military airfield, it
comprises 550 acres of land
in what is known as the
‘golden triangle.’ It sits in an
area bounded by the M1,
M6 and M69 motorways –
an area that is seen as the
first choice for logistics in
the UK because of its
strategic position in the
centre of the country.
Andy Higgins said that eggs
were currently being

transported from one end of
the country to the other to
go into distribution centres
that would transport them
back again for delivery to
stores. There has been
much talk about finding
ways to reduce food miles
for both the benefit of the
environment and to reduce
costs, and Andy Higgins said
it seemed crazy that food
should be transported
across the country and back
again. Apart from the
economic and
environmental cost, he said,
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there was also the fact that
eggs and other foods would
be less fresh after spending
so much time in transit
across the country. “We
figure we can cut the food
miles down,” said Andy.

Bitteswell Farms

new packing
ation

Bitteswell Farms has already
been supplying major
retailers – but opportunities
have been limited because,
until now, the business did
not have BRC accreditation.
“You can do local for the
supermarkets without BRC,”
but he said that if a }}
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supplier wanted to secure a
national contract then it did
need BRC approval.
“We do Tesco and Asda
local,” said Andy. “We supply
other farmers in the
Midlands with our brand
and some of their brand –
we pack for them. Bird
Brothers are probably our
largest farmer customer. We
also supply small retailers,
roundsmen, and we supply
a proportion of our output
to one of the main packers
in the UK. That can change.
We have six month
contracts with whoever
needs them.” Some 30 per
cent of the eggs from
Bitteswell Farms currently
goes to leading packers.

Andy Higgins said that the
business had not yet
secured any new contracts
as a result of BRC
accreditation – it had only
recently been achieved – but
he said he was “working on
it.” Bitteswell Farms already
had British Egg Industry
Council (BEIC) approval
under the Lion scheme and
Freedom Food approval, but
the firm had realised that
the BRC stamp was
necessary to secure certain
contracts.

So would new contracts
mean that bird numbers
would need to be increased?
Not at the moment, said
Andy, but it may happen if
demand increased. “We

keep looking. We have
bought a bit more land. A lot
of people are increasing
production at the moment.
We will just wait and see
how the dust settles.”

Bitteswell Farms currently
has 120,000 birds – all free
range. Andy and Richard’s
parents started the business
in 1956 with just six hens,
growing the flock over time
to 50,000 birds. The layers
were kept in traditional
wood and wire cages. Andy
and Richard took on the
family firm in the mid-1980s.
They initially increased cage
production, but in 1987
ventured into free range
eggs for the first time. “We
had watched our parents

produce and sell a
commodity,” said Andy. “We
decided to go into free
range. Then we spread out
and bought two more green
field sites, which we
developed.” The land was
existing agricultural land
bought from other farmers.
“We are now producing eggs
on three farms,” he said.
The family’s initial venture
into free range production
was very small scale – the
two brothers were amongst
the early adopters of free
range. Numbers gradually
increased over time,
although Bitteswell Farms
retained cage production
until the European Union
decided to ban the use of

Andy Higgins

traditional battery units. The
family had 110,000 battery
hens and 70,000 free range
birds, but gradually removed
the cage production in
stages before the EU ban
came into force at the
beginning of 2012.

Bitteswell Farms decided to
switch over to wholly free
range rather than replacing
its battery units with
enriched cages. “We weren’t
prepared to invest in cage
but we invested in free
range,” said Andy. The family
felt that free range would be
the future. “We also felt
that we had got the
production levels to such a
stage with free range that, if
everything went belly up, we
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could shut the doors and
still produce eggs at a
reasonable cost of
production. We could
have a foot in both camps
if necessary.”

He said that the returns for
both free range and organic
eggs were very good in the
early days of free range Bitteswell Farms was also
early into organic egg
production. “We built a
specific farm to produce
organic eggs with an organic
rearing unit. That paid for
itself pretty quickly.”
However, the business no
longer produces any organic
eggs, although all
production is free range.
“We came out of organic }}
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a couple of years ago when
the rules were changing
and the stocking rates were
decreasing. We had 50,000
on organic at one time,”
he said.

So how did he see the free
range egg market at the
moment? “It’s ticking along
quite nicely,” he said,
although he said the signs
were that the market was
going to become
oversupplied. A recent flock
survey by the Brtitish Free
Range Egg Producers’
Association (BFREPA)
indicated that production

would increase by 15 per
cent over the coming year.
Andy said that free range
eggs were currently finding
a market, but he said,
“There are a lot of small
eggs on the market the last
few weeks, though, which is
a bit scary.”

The decision to invest in
new packing facilities was an
important one for the
family. Existing facilities
were ageing and the family
felt that, if they were to
continue packing eggs, they
would have to modernise.
“We were going to have to

either stop packing eggs
entirely or re-invest in a new
packing station and
machinery. Because we had
always packed our own eggs
we ended up re-investing.”
The old machinery – a
Diamond machine – was
causing problems because
of its age. “We couldn’t relax
with it; we had problems
with it. So we thought we
would treat ourselves to a
new machine. The old
one was a huge thing – a
300-case-an-hour machine,
which we had bought at the
right money when it was

The decision to make the
investments may suggest
that Bitteswell Farms feels
fairly confident about the
future of free range egg
production. “I suppose it
does,” said Andy. “You have
got to have the best facilities
you can possibly afford.
You have got to move with
the times.”

After investing in the new
packing station facilities,
Bitteswell Farms decided to
look at accreditation. “As we
had got a new machine and
a new packing station and
everything else that went
with it, we thought we
would go for the BRC
accreditation. Already, at
that time, we had BEIC
packing accreditation and
Freedom Food accreditation.
We hadn’t been considered
for some business because
we hadn’t got BRC. As we
had spent so much money
and we were so near BRC
standard, we thought we
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may as well spend a bit
more and acquire it.”

Bitteswell Farms employed a
consultant to help with the
process of achieving
accreditation, which took six
months and cost some
£30,000. Andrew Day said
that very little needed to be
physically changed in the
packing station to gain
approval, other than
installing a dedicated
changing room for the
packing station, itself. “It
was mainly policies and
procedures more than
anything, colour coding, }}
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second hand. We have
120,000 birds so,
consequently, we don’t need
a big capacity machine.” The
new one is an 85-case-anhour Moba machine.
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He said the BRC standard
was more rigorous than the
BEIC standard, but he said
that audits could be combined
through the certification body
they used – NSF. “You can tie
BRC and Lion together
through NSF. So, instead of
having two separate audits,
you can roll them into one.”
Bitteswell Farms has no
contract producers at the
moment. “We did have a go
at that once and it didn’t
work very well,” said Andy

Higgins. He said the fact that
the firm produced all its own
eggs ensured freshness. “We
can’t be beaten on ‘use by’
dates because we produce
all the eggs ourselves.”
Bitteswell Farms also rears
all its own pullets and it has
its own feed mill. “We don’t
grow cereals, but we buy all
the cereals in locally, we mill
and mix all our own rations,
so we really tick the bill as far
as food miles go.” Producing
all its own pullets and
feed, as well as producing
the eggs, also tightens
bio-security on its farms.
Bitteswell Farms

The family is continuing
to modernise its facilities.
A new feed mill is possibly
on the cards next year and
the farm offices – currently
in an older building – are
being moved to a new
purpose-built space above
the new packing centre. This
move, together with the
move from the old packing
station site, provides room
for further development
should it be necessary in
the future. n
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cleaning equipment,”
said Andrew.
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BRC Accreditation

