
1.  How long have you been in food production? 
All my life! My parents were tomato growers in Holland and I followed in their footsteps. I never really 
wanted to do anything else. 

2.  Why did you decide to work with tomatoes?
I knew this was a career that would give me lots of opportunity to travel. I’ve workd in Holland and 
Canada, learning different ways of greenhouse growing, and I now live in England, growing tomatoes.

3.  What is the most enjoyable part of your job?
I love being able to steer the crop and make it grow the way I want it to grow by using the climate controls 
the greenhouse systems offer me. But also seeing the tomatoes as they leave the greenhouse, looking so 
beautiful and tasting really good. I know that if I’m getting lots of fruit on the plants and my customers are 
happy with the quality of the fruit I give them then I must be doing my job right!

4.  How does your land or the local environment affect what you produce and how you do it?
Unlike most farmers, in commercial horticulture we don’t grow our plants in soil; instead we use a system 
called hydroponics. The plant roots grow in a special type of sponge-like fi bre block, and we give them a 
feed mix every day made from water, minerals and nutrients. Soil is a perfect home for pests and bacteria 
which would put the health of our plants at risk, so we don’t use it. 
 

I need a lot of water for the plants, so we collect all the rainwater that falls on the greenhouse roof. Our 
tomato greenhouses at Thanet Earth total about 170,000m2 in size, so that’s a lot of rainfall. We collect it 
and keep it in a reservoir next to the greenhouse. 
Light is the other important factor for us, so we keep a very close eye on the weather. If there’s lots of rain 
and cloud forecast then we cut back the amount of water we give the plants otherwise we risk getting splits 
in our tomatoes and we can’t sell them. Similarly, if it’s very hot and sunny outside then we have to increase 
the amount of water we give the plants to provide enough hydration. The plants perform much better when 
we have good daylight and sunshine. Cloudy days really slow the performance down. So for us, whilst 
the weather has a big impact, we control the environment for our plants to keep the greenhouse working 
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“I’m in charge of the tomato production at Thanet Earth. I 
have to make sure we have strong, healthy plants and that 
we have enough people to tend the plants and pick the crop. 

I work with the rest of the team to make sure our 
customers are happy and that we produce as many top 
quality, delicious tomatoes as we can.”

FACT-CHECK
Gert’s tomato plants cover an area equivalent to a whopping 
 full-size football pitches!
The greenhouses have lights in the roof. In the winter time 
he puts the lights on and the plants are fooled into thinking 
it’s sunshine. This means they produce fruit all year round.
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6.  Is there an aspect of your job you would like to change and why?
If I could wave a magic wand then I’d like a bit more sunshine all the time. 

Light makes our plants grow stronger and helps them produce more fruit. Sunny weather also makes 
people want to eat salads more, so people eat more healthily and buy more tomatoes when the sun shines. 
7.  Where do you sell your tomatoes?
Our tomatoes get checked for quality, put into punnets and sealed ready for sale in the supermarkets. 
Most of our fruit is sold through the supermarkets, and any fruit that we have left over goes to a local shop 
or to feed animals at zoos and wildlife centres. We try not to waste anything.

FACT-CHECK
Gert has up to             people working in 
his greenhouses on a busy summer’s day.
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Since the climate in the greenhouse is controlled, I have to know and 
understand what happens to a plant when a condition is changed. I also 

have to know what the cost effect is of making that change. An app 
on my phone means I can monitor the technology in the greenhouse 

from wherever I might be. I can turn up the heating and water the 
plants with my phone! 
For our plants to grow well all year round then we have to have 
heating in the greenhouse. Such a big structure takes a lot of 
energy to keep warm so in my greenhouse there’s a big engine 
that burns gas and produces electricity like a power station. It’s 
called CHP (Combined Heat & Power). An engine creates heat 

which is what we use in the greenhouse. It also creates carbon 
dioxide but instead of letting it out to pollute the atmosphere we put 

A tomato plant in Gert’s greenhouse can reach a 
massive         metres in length!
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At any one time, there are around
tomato plants in each of Gert’s greenhouses!

at its most productive. From October until around March I use artifi cial lighting in the tomato greenhouses 
too. This fools the plants into thinking it’s springtime and into giving us fruit all year round and is another 
example of how I can control the environment to get the biggest, best quality harvest from the space 
available.

5.  How do you use science and technology?
Technology comes into nearly every part of my work. We use computer programmes to help us watch the 
weather and to help us decide how much food and water the plants need. We can control things in the 
greenhouse by computer too – like opening the vents in the roof and closing blinds.

8. If someone wants to grow plants as a career, 
where should they start out?
I’d advise someone to spend as much time as they 
can growing plants in greenhouses at home or at 
school - learning what you can from experienced 
gardeners around you is a great start and a 
good way to see if horticulture suits you. You need 
plenty of patience, and a good understanding or 
willingness to learn about plant biology if you’re 
going to be successful. 
Training in horticulture is available at lots of 
colleges and specialist further education institutes. 
Your careers adviser can help, or try 
www.growcareers.info for loads of information. 

Want to ask us or Gert a question? 
Just email: education@thanetearth.com
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