Making every

step fruitful

at Swan Hill
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By GEMMA GADD

ACKING fruit in swel-
tering Mallee heat

seems  an  unlikely
place to find a litigation
lawyer,

But for Gaethan Cutri the
decision to move back
home to run his family's
stonefruit farm, Cutri Fruit,
at Woorien, near Swan Hill,
was a natural one.

*I ‘enjoy the [reedom of
working for myself, making
decisions and implement-
ing strategies for the future

containers of f[resh fruit
EVery day.
Already intimately

acquainted with the opera-
tion = Mr Cutri managed the
packing and distribution
side of the business at just
15 — he set about reinvent-
Ing “the Cutrl Fruft way™
with wife Nicole.

They met when Nicole,
once a Swdneysider, was
working in corporate com-
munications and have been
back on the farm together
for three and a half .

“We worked day and night
to develop systems and
processes around every
aspect of the business,
beginning with process-

We're aiming to become the
MecDonald’s of the fruit tree world
— to consistently produce a high-quality
product on time, every time,

direction of our own busi-
ness,” Mr Cutri said.

Alter studying law and
commerce, Mr Cutri prac-
tised as a litigation lawver
for five yvears in Melbourne
at a top-tier firm belore
returning home to apply his
experlence in the corporate
world to running one of the
nation’s  biggest family-
owned and operated stone-
fruit businesses.

Established by his parents
Dom and Connie, the Cutri
Fruit orchard comprises
170 hectares of peaches,
plums, nectarines and apri-
cots and has the capacity to
plant a further 90ha.

Their world-class packing
shed is able to pack more
than two 40-foot shipping

apricots
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mapping the entire opera-
tion,” he sald,

"We quickly Identilied
every step required to run
the business,

“From there it all bacame
pretty clear — the areas for
improvement and our oppor-
tunities to simplify amd
implement systems and key
performance indicators.”

They conducted a detailed
analysis down to dollars
per fruit type, week, cus-
tomer and wariety, high-
lighting opportunities for
the business as they went.

“Our goal is to work mare
on the business than in the
business,” Mr Cutri said.

The Cutris have intro-
duced a new accounting
system, safety guidelines,

company image {(ncluding
new website, company logo
and bold green packaging)
and, most importantly, sim-
plicity: and science.

In a business restructure
that took two years, they
conducted internal audits
(while the business contin-
ued to rum), scrutinising
occupational health and
safety issues — an area
familiar to Mr Cutri after his
time spent working on
multi=million-dollar person-
al Injury cases.

“We were already compli-
ant, but because | am aware
of the consequences we
sought to identify all the
possible risks and make
improvements,” he said.

Mr Cutrl has developed
spreadsheets which specify
the number of trees of each
variety and the age, root
stock and location of each
tree. He has used this infor-
mation to record phonolog-
ical data and growing char-
acteristics of cach variety.

"There are numbers on
everything: the number of
laterals (fruit-bearing
branches) per tree, the butt
circumference, the number
of fruit pleces of frult per
tree = all of which are used
to determine the productivi-
ty and profitability of each
varkety.”

The additional electronic
data has given Cutri Fruit
greater forecasting ability
to service its demanding
markets — a crucial element
to the business,

About 25 per cent of the
product is exported to
China, Thailand, Singapore,
France, the UK and the
United Arab Emirates and
the rest sold domestically
through the major super-
market chains.

But revamping the busi-
ness has only been part of
the challenge for Mr Cutri.

Since returning to the
farm, a kéy export market
has closed, the seasons
have been challenging
(Cutri Fruit bought 300
megalitres of temporary
water this vear alone) and
input costs have risen.

“If we can not just survive
but actually thrive during
these difficult times, we feel
we are perfectly set up to
capilatise on the opportuni-
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ties which will avail lhem-
selves in the future.”

And, for the Cutris, there
are other advantages to
working for themselves ina
country region.

"I get to work with Nicole
every day. When we were
both In the big city working
our coroorate inhe there

was Iittle time to spend with
one another.

“Plus, when the time is
right, I think being on the
land would be a great place
to raise a family,

"Tve learnt zkills 1 never
would have were [ to have

continued working for some-
A alae for e rect of e lfa

“And these skills are
things I will be able to take
with me wherever we find
ourselves in years to
come,”
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