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USINGRETURNABLESHIPPINGCONTAINERSFORPERISHABLES

I

by

L. A. Risse
HorticulturalResearchLaboratory
U.S. Departmentof Agriculture

Orlando,Florida

Packagingof perishablesrepre-
sentsa largepercentageof the total
cost of marketingfreshfruitsand veg-
etables. The cost of packaging,exclud-
ing labor,represents15 to 25 percent
of the FOB price for most fresh fruits
and vegetables. The use of returnable
shippingcontainersor bins can reduce
the cost of packaging. In Europe,New
Zealand,and Australia,the use of re-
turnableshippingcontainersis a
realityon a limitedscale. In fact,
in New Zealand,about 20 percentof all
produceis shippedin returnablecon-
tainers.

Returnablebins are being tested
at the USDA HorticulturalResearch
Laboratoryat Orlando,FL, for sweet
corn, peppers,citrus,watermelons,and
tomatotransplants.Other returnable
shippingcontainersare also being
tested for tomatotransplants The
retunable bins being testeda.~ con-
structedof wood and are collapsible.
The shippingcontainersused for tomato
transplantsare manufacturedfrom plas-
tic and are nestable. Besidescost
evaluations,packingand handlingopera-
tionsare being studied,includingtemp-
eraturemaintenancein transitand
conditionof productupon arrival.

In shippingtomatotransplants,
both returnablepalletbins and shipping

boxes have been evaluated. The use
of bins is economicallyfeasible,but
handlingproblemsexistsat farm level
and filling’thebins requiresmore
plantsthanmany northerngrowerscan
use, thus reducingthe effectiveness
of returnablebins for shipping
tomatoplants. The use of molded poly-
ethylene(plastic)boxes for shipping
tomatoplantsis feasible. One organ-
izationplans to buy 20,000boxes for
use this season. The use of returnable
plasticboxes for shippingtomato
transplantswill reducepackagingcosts
significantly.For example,if the
usefullife of the plasticbox is only
five years the industrycan save $1.5
million,but if the usefullife of the
box is ten years then the industrycan
save about $6 million. These figures
includefixedcost, 20 percentreturn
on investment,returnfreight,washing
and storagefor the plasticboxes.

The above calculationsshow that
the use of returnableshippingcon-
tainerscan significantlyreducepack-
aging costs. The U.S. Departmentof
Agricultureis activelyresearching
other productindustriesand shipping
containerswhichmay lend themselves
to using returnablecontainers.
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