
HARVESTING TIMING FOR OPTIMAL YIELD &       
      QUALITY 
 
AIM: To determine the most desirable composition & aroma & the 
corresponding stage of maturity of flowerheads. 

 
Use visual scales ( as below  1 – 8+) AND aroma evaluation (as below – 
Field assessment of flowerhead aroma) TOGETHER, to enable reliable 
visual & aromatic identification of the correct harvest time. 

 
SCALE FOR ASSESSING THE MATURITY OF  
INDIVIDUAL FLOWER HEADS AT HARVEST 

 
1. Flower head with no open flowers – all still in bud 
2. First one or two flowers open 
3. Several flowers open but none withered – still many buds 
4. Several flowers open – some beginning to wither 
5. Approx. equal quantities of withered flrs & buds – some open flowers 
6. Few buds left – some open flowers – but mostly withered flowers 
7. No buds remaining – few open flowers – most flowers withered 
8. All flowers withered 
8.+      Capsules starting to open & shed seeds 
 
To assess the maturity of a crop, a sample of at least 50 flower heads should 
be collected randomly from the area to be harvested & each flr. head 
individually assigned a score of 1 – 8+. Then calculate the average score for 
the sample, which will indicate the average maturity for the crop. Some 
variability between individual flowers is unavoidable. 
 
Scoring for harvesting for different uses 
 
DRIED FLOWER PRODUCTION: 
An average score of  2. for the 50 flower heads is the optimum time to cut. 
 
FRESH-CUT FLOWERS: 
An average score of  3. is acceptable for the fresh flower market 
 
ESSENTAIL OIL: 
Crops should be harvested when the average score is between  4 – 6. The 
optimum time to harvest will vary depending on the cultivar & site, so some 
experimentation will be needed. Keeping a photographic record may enable 
comparisons of crop maturity between times of day & seasons. 
 
FUTURE RESEARCH: 
 
A series of test distillations & GC analyses of the oils of each cultivar should 
be carried out as the flowers mature, to define the harvest time at which yield 
& market quality are optimal (including specific markets).  



 
 

            AROMA EVALUATION 
 

   FIELD ASSESSMENT OF FLOWERHEAD AROMA 
 
1. Train the nose first through the basic w/shop exercises 
 
2. Have a sample of oil of suitable quality which represents the quality &  
 composition to be achieved from the crop (same cultivar) 
 
3. Systematic sampling of flowerheads throughout the crop as it matures 
 with time. 
 
4. Compare major aroma notes in flowerhead with those in the oil. 
 
5. Develop ability to score differences between flowerheads & the  
 standard oil until flowerheads resemble the standard. 
 
 
NB:     No distilled oil ever smells totally like fresh flowers 
 
For future reference use photos as frequency depends on conditions.  
 
 
 
We are looking for YIELD &  QUALITY. The latter requires a relevant  
BALANCE of all of the recognisable notes. 
 
STEMS:  
Proportion of, influences oil composition. 
 
Stems contain much less oil by weight but their influence on quality is more 
important. 
 
The oil contains more of the sharp notes ie cineole, camphor, borneol, 
limonene:- 
Therefore:  short stems reduce the sharp notes & sweeten the oil. 
However, consider your projected end market eg an aftershave will need 
freshness & sharpness.  
 
In wet seasons & lower sunlight hours these sharp notes will prevail so  
shortening the stems will help with the balance. 
 
 
NB: Copyright:  Dr. Noel Porter of Crop & Food Research NZ, has given his 
kind permission for the inclusion of parts of this paper. These notes remain 
the property of MCL Co-op Ltd. & may not be copied or distributed in any form 
without permission of said Co-operative.2021 


