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Hand-Cherished Fruit Market’s Phenomenal Growth 

 

 
 
Name a company that has more than doubled sales to £19.4m in the past three 
years and is still growing at 55.5% year on year while relying almost entirely on time-
honoured manual skills. 
 
The answer is the unique, market-leading Leeds-based fresh fruit operation of 
Daniels Chilled Foods, probably better known for the New Covent Garden range of 
soups, risotto and porridge. 
 
Riding the rocketing demand for fresh, healthy foods, the dedicated 33,000 sq ft 
Waterside Park plant, minutes from the M1 in Stourton, prepares 150 tonnes of fresh 
fruit a week with scarcely a whisper of automation. It keeps 380 skilled workers busy, 
rising to 600 at peak times in summer. 
 
Operations manager Alex Faulkner describes the absence of machinery with a 
passion: “Our fruit looks good and tastes fantastic. Clearly, buying the best available 
produce helps, but fresh fruit must be handled with the greatest care and it’s not a job 
for machines. If you’re creating a “Wow” factor, taste delivery involves a little theatre 
and the human eye is also vital for quality control during preparation.” 
 
While Alex rhapsodises about each fruit portion, brand manager Dan Gough rattles 
off facts and figures on the phenomenal growth of the UK fresh prepared fruit market 
with machine-gun precision: 
 



“It’s a strong, dynamic marketplace showing tremendous growth – 50% a year in 
some retail areas. Market penetration is also impressive; an extra 628,000 
households have been added to this market in the last year. They’re buying prepared 
fresh fruit more often – 5.5 times a year. They’re also buying more by weight and 
spending more on each purchase. 
 
“Our sales split 30% in the food service sector and 70% in retail and the growth curve 
mirrors that of bagged salads.” 
 
Research and development features strongly at the sharp end of the business with a 
new product development team on site and a customised development kitchen. 
Panels meet daily to evaluate the Daniels’ products against competitors’ and creative 
minds are applied to packaging, new products and flavour combinations. Two-day 
innovation workshops also add to the creative process, offering an opportunity to look 
at current and upcoming trends, to ensure they continue to stay ahead of the market! 
 
 
Strong customer relations are also key as the company uniquely straddles a variety 
of markets, supplying Daniels’ own Johnsons branded fruit pots (an extension of the 
company’s market leading Freshly Squeezed Juice brand) to convenience store 
chains such as Spar. Most of the big names in the multiple grocery market feature on 
the sales list that also includes food service outlets, hotels, restaurants, sandwich 
and coffee bars and the airlines – where sales literally take off as the summer charter 
flights get under way. 
 
High care factory 
 
A third important factor in this fresh food festival is the state of the art factory. 
Commissioned in just 16 weeks at a cost of £4m, it created some 140 new jobs in 
2004 and is the pride and joy of Factory Manager Paul Gledhill, 17 years with the 
company and leader of the long-service pack.  
 
“It’s very clean and very cold,” says Paul as he conducts visitors through an 
elaborate hygiene process before reaching a shop floor where a dozen languages 
mingle in a brilliant example of productive multi-cultural harmony. Skilled hands wield 
lethally sharp blades at bewildering speed as the world’s finest fruit is peeled, diced 
and moved through to despatch within hours of arriving. 
 
In the case of citrus fruits, the zest is retained as a culinary ingredient. 
 
If every slice or cube isn’t in perfect condition it stays behind, but Paul is swift to point 
out there is no waste. Below top standard fruit, skins and rinds are stored and 
collected by local farmers, who must have some of the healthiest animals around. 
 
“Having a dependable workforce with these skills is what we do best and why we 
wanted to stay in Leeds and hold on to it,” adds Paul, before reeling off another 
impressive bunch of statistics and key performance indicators that maintain the high 
levels of productivity: 
 
There’s a total of 90 years management on site and training is high on the agenda 
with the company devising its own courses and linking with numerous regional further 
educational institutions. Some 250 employees hold NVQ State I or II qualifications via 
Grimsby College; while language and other courses are undertaken at Thomas 
Danby College and the Unity Business Centre in Leeds. Over two dozen staff have 
gained health and safety qualifications through Park Lane College, Leeds. 



 
Phil Cole, head of Leeds City Council’s business and enterprise team, said: "While 
other cities have seen significant job losses in the food industry, the sector continues 
to thrive in Leeds, driven by the success of companies like Daniels Chilled Foods. 
Over 4,700 people are employed in the sector, with Leeds one of the few areas in the 
UK to show an increase in employment in food and drink manufacture over the last 
five years." 
 
Ends  
 
Notes to editors: Daniels Chilled Foods is part of the global food company 
Singapore Food Industries, best known in the country for its best-selling New Covent 
Garden fresh soups, Risotto, Porridge and Johnsons Freshly Squeezed Juices. 
 
Paul Gledhill’s intimate knowledge of the world fruit markets and the preparation 
processes are to tear him away from his beloved factory as he moves into a 
customer-facing role as commercial manager. 
 
He recalls Leeds entrepreneur Dougie Walker starting the business in his garage 
over 17 years ago, before selling it to a couple who set up business in Gelderd Road, 
with seven staff providing four products to one customer. A move to a 12,000 sq ft 
unit in Scarcroft, with 17 employees, led to contracts from the hotel industry and, 
eventually, over a 100 employees before the move to Waterside Park. 


