
IV. Harvesting: Principles and Practices 

4.1 Definition and Significance 

Harvesting is the process of collecting mature crops from the field at the appropriate time to maximize 

yield and quality while minimizing losses. It marks the culmination of the crop production cycle and 

is pivotal in determining the economic return for farmers. Improper harvesting techniques or timing 

can lead to significant post-harvest losses, affecting both food security and profitability. 

Harvesting is a critical phase in crop production where all prior agricultural efforts culminate in the 

collection of yield. The timing, technique, and tools used during harvest significantly influence both 

quantity and quality of the final product. Improper harvesting may result in losses due to shattering, 

spoilage, mechanical damage, or inadequate storage conditions. 

Modern harvesting practices consider crop-specific maturity indicators, moisture levels, and 

environmental conditions. For instance, cereal crops like wheat are ideally harvested when grain 

moisture content is around 14–16% to minimize post-harvest losses, while fruits and vegetables like 

tomatoes are harvested at physiological maturity to maintain market quality and shelf life (Kader, 

2002). 

Mechanization has revolutionized harvesting, especially in crops like rice, wheat, and maize, with 

combine harvesters streamlining cutting, threshing, and winnowing. In contrast, high-value crops like 

grapes or tomatoes often require selective hand-picking to preserve fruit integrity. Post-harvest 

handling, including drying, cleaning, grading, and cool storage, is vital to preserve product value 

and reduce losses, which can exceed 30% in some developing regions due to poor harvest practices. 

Thus, harvesting is not only the end of a growth cycle but a strategic step in securing food quality, 

safety, and profitability in agricultural systems. 

4.2 Harvest Timing and Maturity Indicators 

Accurate determination of harvest timing is crucial and varies among crops: 

• Wheat (Triticum aestivum): Harvest when grains reach physiological maturity, typically at a 

moisture content of 20–25%. Delaying harvest increases risks of shattering, pest infestation, 

and weather-related losses . 

• Maize (Zea mays): Harvest when kernels reach physiological maturity, indicated by a black 

layer formation at the kernel base, and moisture content is around 30–35%. Delayed harvesting 

can lead to increased field losses due to pests and lodging . 

• Beans (Phaseolus vulgaris): Harvest when pods are fully developed but before they dry out 

completely to prevent seed shattering and quality deterioration . 

• Lettuce (Lactuca sativa): Harvest at full size but before bolting or yellowing occurs. Timing 

is critical to ensure optimal texture and flavor . 

4.3 Harvesting Methods: Large-Scale vs. Small-Scale Crops 

 Large-Scale Crops (e.g., Wheat, Maize) 

In large-scale operations, mechanization enhances efficiency and reduces labor costs: 



• Mechanized Harvesting: Combine harvesters perform cutting, threshing, and cleaning in a 

single operation, significantly reducing harvest time and labor requirements. 

• Post-Harvest Handling: Grains are dried to safe moisture levels (typically around 13–14%) 

to prevent spoilage during storage. 

 Small-Scale Crops (e.g., Beans, Lettuce) 

Small-scale or horticultural crops often require more delicate handling: 

• Manual Harvesting: Handpicking ensures minimal damage to sensitive crops like lettuce and 

beans. Tools such as knives or scissors may be used to reduce bruising. 

• Post-Harvest Care: Immediate cooling and proper packaging are essential to maintain 

freshness and extend shelf life. 

4.4 Post-Harvest Management 

Effective post-harvest management is vital to preserve crop quality: 

• Drying: Essential for cereals to reduce moisture content and prevent fungal growth. 

• Cooling: Crucial for perishable vegetables to slow down respiration and delay spoilage. 

• Storage: Proper storage conditions (temperature, humidity, ventilation) are necessary to 

maintain quality and prevent losses. 

• Transportation: Careful handling during transport minimizes mechanical damage and 

preserves marketability. 

4.5 Comparative Overview 

Crop Type Harvest Timing Method Post-Harvest Needs 

Wheat At physiological maturity Mechanized Drying, storage 

Maize At grain moisture ~30–35% Mechanized/manual Drying, shelling, storage 

Beans Full pod development Manual Drying, careful handling 

Lettuce Before bolting/yellowing Manual Cooling, packaging 

4.6 Agronomic Practices Before and After Harvest 

 Pre-Harvest Practices 

Pre-harvest practices aim to ensure the crop reaches harvest maturity in optimal health and condition. 

These include: 

• Irrigation management: Ceasing irrigation before harvest (e.g., 1–2 weeks prior for wheat 

or beans) helps reduce grain moisture, facilitates drying, and prevents fungal infections 

(FAO, 1994). • Pest and disease control: Final treatments may be necessary to avoid quality losses close to 

harvest, especially in horticultural crops like tomatoes. 

• Field sanitation: Removal of debris and weed control before harvest ensures easier 

mechanized or manual operations and reduces contamination. 

• Harvest scheduling: Based on crop maturity indicators (visual, physiological, or laboratory 

testing of moisture content), scheduling avoids both premature and delayed harvests (Zhao et 

al., 2021). 

•  



 Post-Harvest Processing 

Post-harvest operations vary by crop type but typically include: 

• Threshing and shelling: In cereals and legumes, separating the edible grain from the husk or 

pod is a primary step. 

• Drying: Essential to reduce moisture content to safe storage levels. Solar drying or 

mechanical dryers are used depending on scale and climate (FAO, 1994). 

• Sorting and grading: Removes damaged or diseased produce and classifies products based 

on size or quality — critical in market-oriented horticulture (Kitinoja & Kader, 2015). 

• Packaging and storage: Especially for perishable goods like tomatoes and lettuce, proper 

cooling and packaging are essential to prolong freshness and reduce microbial spoilage. 

4.7 Harvest Index (HI) 

The Harvest Index (HI) is a key agronomic indicator used to assess the efficiency of biomass 

partitioning between economic yield (grain, fruit) and total above-ground biomass: 

 

Total above-ground biomass refers to the entire mass of all plant parts growing above the soil, 

usually expressed in dry weight per unit area (e.g., tons/hectare). It includes: 

• Grains or fruits (economic yield) 

• Stems 

• Leaves 

• Chaff or husks 

• Branches (if present) 

It does not include roots or below-ground structures. 

In crop science, it's important for evaluating: 

• Crop productivity: More biomass can indicate better photosynthetic efficiency. 

• Harvest Index (HI): To calculate how much of that biomass was converted into usable 

product. 

For example, if a wheat crop produces 12 tons of above-ground biomass per hectare, and 6 tons of 

that is grain, the Harvest Index would be: 

 Exemple: 

Wheat typically has an HI of 0.4–0.6, while corn can reach up to 0.5–0.6 under optimal management 

(Donald, 1962; Wang et al., 2020). 

• A higher HI indicates better crop efficiency in converting vegetative growth into usable 

harvestable product. 

• Breeding programs and precision agronomic practices aim to optimize HI for food security 

and resource efficiency. 


