
Farm Labor Considerations
at Red Fire Farm



Growing & Selling Vegetables and Fruits is Very Labor Intensive!  It takes so many 
hands to plant, weed, harvest, pack and sell these delectable crops.
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Packing



Labor is needed to stock and 
maintain displays,

& check out customers



Before you even start to think about 
hiring labor, think deeply about your 
farming systems.  Farm business 
financial consultants say that labor cost 
on vegetable farms must be 50% or less 
of the total sales.  35-45% is better.  

Consider things like:
-custom hire that can get a lot done fast.
-automated watering in the greenhouse.
-controllers that open and close greenhouse vents 
automatically.



Set up fields with clear blocks, name or number all blocks & greenhouses, and get 
uniform systems for growing each crop.



Get lots of tractors & 
machines and mechanize!  
The machines will amplify 
the productivity of hired 
labor, and in many cases 
help maintain a pace and 
quality standard.



Ryan + Sarah

Greenhouse 
Manager

Crew

Flowers 
Manager

Crew

Harvest 
Manager

Assistant Harvest

Crew 
Leaders

Crew

Packing 
Manager

Supervisor

Crew

Production 
Manager

Assistant 
Production

Tractor Operators

CSA 
Manager

Coordinators

Wholesale 
Manager

Logistics Assistant

Drivers

HR 
Manager

Granby 
Farm 

Manager

Granby Production 
Manager

Tractor 
Operators Crew Leaders

Crew

Farm Stand 
Manager

Farm 
Stand Staff

Operations

Here is an attempt at an organizational chart that our HR manager made 5 or 6 years ago.  
We have refined and improved it a lot since, including the farm has scaled back in size and 
now the same person is more likely to fill several rolls depending on time of year and other 
factors. Also the owners have specific rolls in different aspects of the operation, and are not 
just kings that sit at the top of the chart like it is depicted here!

At any rate, this is an example of how to start thinking about how the work of a farm 
organization is structured.

Iis important to know who is in charge of who, also who is responsible for communicating 
with who, and who has more or less responsibility in the organization.

  



Labor budget showing departments, positions, person, 
hourly rate, other associated expenses (taxes, etc), and 
per pay period break down.



Offer Letter
4/10/23
Dear ________________ ,

We’re happy to offer you the position of Vegetable Grower & First Year Tractor Operator, reporting to the Granby Production Manger (Stephanie Kennedy).  
Employment at Red Fire Farm is on an at-will basis. 

Details of offer below:

1. Position

Title: Vegetable Grower & Tractor Operator - Montague Farm
Status (hourly): $16.75 per hour.
Full time seasonal position starting in late April or early May, details TBD.

This is an agricultural production position, so overtime does not apply.

Location: This position is based at the Montague Farm location (184 Meadow Road, Montague MA 01351.)  There might be occasional special circumstances when 
we will ask you to work some days at the Granby location instead under the direction of the Granby Farm Manager. (7 Carver Street, Granby MA 01033).

2. Remuneration & Schedule

You will be paid an hourly rate on a bi-weekly basis. Your schedule may shift with the season.  However, generally during peak season the staff at the farm work from 
7:30 am to 5:30 pm.  Schedules will be set either Sunday to Thursday, Tuesday to Saturday or Mon to Friday for various individuals on the production team, so that 
the farm has coverage 7 days per week. 

 This position will require both independent tractor work, and also supervision of other farm staff at times. 

Future Raises & Compensation, based on performance evaluation and farm profitability metrics, returning staff are usually given annual raises in the range of .50 -$1 
per hr.  Red Fire Farm also sometimes distributes end of season bonuses to key managers and employees at the discretion of the farm owners.

3. Benefits

As an employee of the farm you are entitled to free access to all of the produce grown at the farm; for reasonable personal use. Employees are welcome to take 
from the seconds pallet in the packing shed or Granby store seconds section or to pick directly from the field with some exceptions (early strawberries, asparagus, 
greenhouse crops, early tomatoes or any other items identified during the season). Employees may purchase from our retail locations with a 15% crew discount.

All Massachusetts employees are also entitled to paid sick time. For every 30 hours worked, you will earn one hour off, up to 40 hours per year; which can be used 
for sick time or medical appointments only.

4. Conditions
This offer is contingent upon you reading our Employee Handbook and signing the Employee Handbook acknowledgement form. 

Employment is contingent upon your adherence to the policies and detailed in our Employee Handbook.

Duties and Expectations

Tractor Responsibilities:
As a produce grower and tractor driver, your duties include but are not limited to:

Assist in all aspects of tractor work needed to plant and care for ~60 acres of certified organic vegetable crops and ~40 acres of cover crops each season.
Drive tractors to accomplish daily and weekly lists for field production. 
Know farm standards for each kind of tractor work. 
Attend to the field and soil conditions that need to be created for different crops. 
Practice safety and respect equipment at all times. 
Work with team to improve or create production systems on the farm. 
Keep up basic maintenance and care on tractors and implements .
Communicate equipment problems to the Production Manager and mechanic as they arise .
Participate in irrigation rotation during drought times or for frost protection. 
Keep all production records (inputs, actuals, etc.) up to date and organized and communicate to Granby Manager as needed.
Help seed and transplant in greenhouses during winter and early spring months.
Assist, when possible, with harvest and weeding efforts. 

Greenhouse Crops & Harvest Leading:
Tasks that require tractor operation are the primary focus of this position, but at times helping with other aspects of the farm will be needed including:
                -leading harvest or field crews 
                -assist with planting and caring for greenhouse crops 

Other Responsibilities of the Position:

Read Ryan’s “Weekly List” and “Weekly Harvest Plans and Notes” before work every Sunday (particularly parts relating to Granby tractor and fruit tasks.) 
Know harvest and pack standards for each kind of crop and customer 
Practice safety and respect equipment at all times
Assist in and review maintenance needs on harvest vehicles & tractors.
Communicate equipment problems to the Granby Manager, Ryan and mechanic as they arise, and help coordinate repairs as needed.
Work with team to improve or create harvest and pack systems on the farm 
Know where harvest & field work needs to be done and assist in making sure it gets done right throughout the week, checking work for completion.
Train crew leaders and crew in new skills and improve on current skills.

Other duties:

This position is part of the Montague core farming team. Periodic meetings and regular communication with Montague staff will be needed. 

Please note that your job and duties may change due to changes at the farm’s overall operation or staffing needs. All employees are expected to work as part of the 
Red Fire team, helping across departments and farm locations as needed.

Sincerely,
Ryan Voiland
Red Fire Farm Montague Production Manager & Farm Co-Owner

Signature accepting this offer of At-Will Employment

____________________________________  Date: ____________________
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 Red Fire Farm Employee Handbook 
Last updated April 2015 
Welcome to Red Fire Farm! 
This handbook is intended to help you become better acquainted with the farm, its policies and rules and your responsibilities, benefits and privileges 
here. Please make yourself familiar with the information contained within. If you have any questions about this document or about working on the 
farm, please ask your managers. We want every one who works on our crew to have a positive, supported and comfortable experience on the farm. 
Thank you for joining us in farming here and helping the local food movement! Please read on for the nitty-gritty. 
Red Fire Farm Mission Statement: 
The mission of Red Fire Farm is to be a year-round local source for high quality food and ornamental crops grown at our farm using organic principles 
that result in safe food and a healthy environment. Through innovative marketing strategies, we provide an exciting shopping experience and educate 
our community about the benefits of eating locally grown foods during all four seasons. We seek to achieve these goals for the community while 
providing fulfilling and sustainable careers for the farmers. 
We have five core values that guide the work we do: Quality, Accountability, Appreciation, Community and Sustainability. 
About the farm: 
Red Fire Farm is owned and managed by Ryan & Sarah Voiland. Ryan purchased the fifty acre property in Granby in the winter of 2000/2001. Ryan and 
Sarah married in 2009 and since, they have moved the main farm's main operation to Montague, MA, about 45 minutes north of Granby. The 2011 
growing season was the first year Ryan farmed on the new property. Ryan has studied agriculture and vegetable horticulture extensively, including a 
bachelor’s degree in agriculture from Cornell University. Ryan has been operating his expanding farm operation for over 20 years. Sarah is also a 
farmer in her own right. After studying ecological systems in college, she started a CSA farm named Down to Earth, it is still in operation in Stafford, 
CT. 
In the upcoming season about 100 acres of vegetables and small fruits will be cultivated. Red Fire Farm is expanding in order to achieve long-term 
financial stability and to be a part in creating a more sustainable local food system. 
Who We Grow For: 
Red Fire Farm markets produce in many different ways. Markets are retail oriented and serve a three- county area. We have an on-farm stand shop in 
Granby, sell at multiple farmers’ markets per week, sell to several local restaurants and coops, and also sell produce at a second farm stand in 
Montague at Ryan's parents home. The main component of the business is a Community Supported Agriculture Program (CSA). We grow for more 
than 1,500 share members in the main season, and 330 in the winter months (Jan-March). This is an arrangement where families join the farm in the 
spring of the season, and then pick up produce at the farm or at delivery spots in local cities and towns once per week. The CSA provides a more 
reliable market for the farm while also supplying high quality local organic produce to residents who might not otherwise have access to such 
produce. The CSA represents about 65% of the total farm sales. 
The Farm Crew: 
Our core crew of managers assists with the management of the farm: Montague Production Manager; Granby Production Manager; Montague 
Harvest Manager; Montague Greenhouse Manager; Packing Shed Manager; Logistics Manager, CSA + Wholesale Manager; HR Manager. We also have 
a group of crew leaders and supervisors at each farm. 
During the growing season, the farm will hire harvest and field crew members to perform planting, cultivation, harvesting,

Employee Handbook, needed for setting policies, orientation of new 
employees, medical and family leave, where to park, sick time, disciplinary 
polices, safety, personal belongings, access to farm produce, and so much 
more!  In 2015 ours was 16 solid pages, probably more now.

 



In order to have employees, there are other important things 
that you must do:
-new employee verification & documents
-workers compensation insurance
-health insurance if over 50 FTE
-payroll processing and tax file system



-I highly recommend a payroll service as opposed to trying to process on 
your own.  This is true even for small farms!  Screwing up on tax filings can 
result in big penalties and trouble from IRS and state tax collection 
agencies.

-Make sure to hire a payroll company that understands farms (943’s 
instead of 941’s).  Many payroll companies it seems can not handle farm 
details.   We use Checkwriters after having bad experiences with several 
other payroll companies over the years.

-I get a report every two weeks that tells me how much total payroll 
liability is due on upcoming pay day.

-Payroll company also enables direct deposit for employees who want 
that.



Strategies for 
motivating & 
optimizing teamwork 
and productivity:

-SOPs

-Text Groups for 
communication

-Weekly Lists

-Daily Lists

-Email Groups

-Language Considerations

-Lead by Example

-Positive reinforcement

-Parties & Treats



Establish Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) about how to do the tasks 
on the farm.  All staff should be doing the same job in the same way and 

maintaining the same standard of pace and quality.

Make & Post Laminated Signs Explaining Procedures and Standards



Cleaning SOPs



Highlighter system 
for keeping track 
of packing.

   Knife storage and 
 organization.



Establish standard 
bunch sizes.  
Example bunch 
pictures posted, or 
send around to 
people by phones.  
And crew leader also 
needs to 
demonstate in the 
field!

Training posters and 
pictures about 
varieties can also 
help train folks.



Organizing the Weeks and Days:

Weekly List, made in excel, use employee email list to send to staff (and especially 
supervisors & crew leaders.)

Weekly Harvest Plan and Harvest Notes, for use by crew leaders and staff about what to 
harvest, what field, block and bed, and other info., sent to staff by email.

Daily List, write it up on a piece of paper, then use text groups to send it to the relevant 
production team. (We no longer do a formal “morning meeting”)



Weekly Production List:

Emailed to each employee before the 
work week starts

Hardcopy posted on cork board.  Each 
tractor operator expected to check off 
each task that they have completed.



An example of a 
daily list from 
September.

Each tractor 
operator has a 
column of 
projects 
showing what 
order to do 
them.  

List shows who 
is doing each list 
and with what 
tractor.

Also a list of 
field work crew 
projects.



Keeping Folks Motivated and Happy:

-Tell them what they are doing well in 
addition to things that need 
improvement.

-HR support for dealing with personal 
issues and societal problems.

-Performance reviews.

-Seasonal schedule changes, 
communicate in advance.

-Treats on hot or cold days.

-Parties.



Pumpkin 
balancing game 
at an end of 
season party.



Ryan Voiland

Red Fire Farm

Fields in Granby & Montague MA

Mailing Address: 184 Meadow Road

Montague, MA 01351

ryan@redfirefarm.com

www.redfirefarm.com

413-467-7645
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