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Crop Collection
A Self Study Guide for Members and Staff of Agricultural Cooperatives

LESSON FIVE:  Inspection

Objective:  To review the steps involved in sampling and testing 
produce delivered by farmers which can then act as a basis for making 
payments according to quality.

When your members bring their crops to your society, do you accept whatever they bring, 
regardless of quality?  It is most unlikely.

 Milk may be watered.
 Vegetables may be rotten.
 Grain may be infested with vermin.

How do you decide what to accept or reject? What method do you use?

 Do you take a quick look at the crop and judge whether or not it is up to standard?

 Do you carry out some form of scientific test on the crop?

Visual inspection is quick, cheap and easy to 
understand, but it may be inaccurate.  It is based on
personal opinion which may be disputed.

Scientific tests are accurate and cannot easily be
influenced by personal judgement, but are often slow and 
may require expensive equipment and specially-trained 
staff.

As with all problems of management, you have to decide on a compromise or middle way. 

Grading

Some co-operatives inspect crops only to determine whether they should be accepted or 
rejected.  In other societies, depending upon the crop, the prices paid to members vary 
according to the quality of the crop, so that even accepted produce must be graded to 
determine the price. Why is this done?

 The society's customers may not pay the same price for every grade.  The prices 
members receive should reflect this, otherwise those who produce quality crops are 
penalised.

 Members should be encouraged by the pricing system to upgrade the quality of what 
they produce.



Crop Collection Lesson 5

MATCOM © FAO under licence from ILO 2

Does your society pay members the same for all crops, regardless of quality? If so, you 
should consider whether it might not serve your customers better, and therefore also be in 
your members' interest, to introduce a scale of prices for different grades.

You may only look for one particular sign of quality when you inspect the crops, but in fact 
there are many different indicators of quality and a number of ways to measure each one.  
These may include:

 Smell
 Appearance
 Moisture content
 Size of item
 Proportion of broken items
 Colour
 Hardness
 Proportion of impurities
 Chemical composition

All the features can be measured in at least two ways. One is simple, quick and 
inaccurate, such as taste or visual inspection; the other is usually complex, slow and 
accurate.

As co-operatives develop and improve the quality of what they sell, they often have to 
move from simple methods, involving only acceptance or rejection, to more complicated
scientific methods, allowing a variety of standards. You should be familiar with the more 
scientific methods of crop inspection in order to decide when and if you should "move up" 
to using them.

Major arguments against scientific tests are that they can be slow and expensive, and may 
even destroy the produce tested. How can you partly overcome these disadvantages, in
order to gain the benefits of more precise and objective inspection?
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Sampling

One way would be to "sample". Rather than checking every bag in a member's delivery you 
select a smaller sample for inspection, assuming that this will give you a true picture of 
the quality of the whole batch.  But how can you select a proper sample? The following 
example should show you how.

If you wanted to know how many of your members were over 50 years old you could ask 
each individually. You would get an accurate answer, but questioning all members would 
take a long time.  If you were in a hurry, you could ask just a few of them, or a sample. 

Consider the following situation:

Total membership = 1,000
Size of sample = 10
Number over 50 years old in the sample = 2

2 out of 10 is 20%, therefore we could estimate that 20% of 1,000, or 200, are over 50 
years old.

Why might the conclusion be wrong?

 You might have asked too few members so your sample is too small.
 You might have asked members who were not typical of all the members.

Therefore, when you inspect crops, you have to be careful to select a sample of the right 
size, and you have to make sure that the items you inspect are typical of the whole
delivery.  If a member brought in 50 bags of maize, for instance, and you wanted to check 
it for moisture content, how would you decide how much maize to check, and where to 
take a sample from?  The quantity would depend on how long you expect the inspection to 
take, but it would probably be reasonable to take samples from two or three bags.

It would be even more accurate to take samples from different places, not just from the 
top of the bags, and from bags you select, not just bags the members offer you.  You could 
not be sure of taking a typical sample this way, but you would be even less sure if you
chose the samples only from the tops of bags offered by the member.

What and how much you check and the way you choose it will depend on:

 the size of the farmer's delivery;
 the importance of avoiding mistakes;
 the time and costs of carrying out the check.

What is important is that you choose the most suitable method and sample size for your 
society, taking into consideration the kind of crops and the needs of your customers.
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Whatever your method and sample size, it is most important that your members 
understand and agree with what you are doing.  Remember that the results of your 
inspection may determine the level of their income for the whole year. How can you
foster that understanding and agreement, particularly if you are trying to introduce a new 
method of inspection?

 Explain the method clearly to members at meetings and similar occasions before crop 
deliveries begin.

 Train your inspection staff not only to choose and inspect samples correctly, but also to 
explain to members what they are doing and why.

 Allow enough time, and staff, for members to have a chance to observe and understand 
the process, rather than being so hurried that they have no chance to ask questions or 
to query the results.

i. Look at the list on page 2 and find the standard by which you measure the quality of 
your crops. Describe how you measure it.  Is this the only way, or best way?

ii. Write up detailed step-by-step instructions (a "checklist") for the inspection of 
produce in your co-operative. The following points, among others, should be 
covered:

 how to choose the sample (size and selection);
 how to inspect the sample (visually or using testing equipment);
 how to handle the testing instruments;
 how to assess the produce (grading classes, standards);
 what to do in the case of poor quality sample;
 how to deal with the members.

  


