
Originally named after England’s
King George II, Georgia is com-
monly referred to as the Peach

State in modern times—which is no surprise
considering the state produces nearly 2.6
million bushels of the fuzzy fruit each year.
However, in addition to Georgia’s promi-
nent peaches, this agriculturally rich state
serves up a bounty of other fresh fruits and
vegetables, from its world famous Vidalia®
onions, squash, bell peppers, blueberries,
watermelon, and pecans.  Fruit and vegeta-
bles are Georgia’s number two agricultural
cash crop, second only to timber.

“The produce industry is a very impor-
tant aspect to the economy in Georgia,” says
David Collins, president of Phoenix
Wholesale Food Service, a fresh produce
provider for the foodservice industry in the
Atlanta metropolitan area. “There are
[many] opportunities moving forward in
this industry, and I think we’re going to see
it continue to grow.”

A FRUITFUL HISTORY
In 1732 England’s King George II granted

a royal charter to General James Oglethorpe
to establish a colony in his name.  By creating
this new colony, the British hoped to increase
trade and wealth while providing a buffer for
South Carolina against attack by the Spanish,
French, and Indians. On February 12, 1733
Oglethorpe and 113 settlers aboard the sailing
ship Anne landed in the city of Savannah and
established a permanent settlement. Georgia
became the last of the original Thirteen
Colonies and was later the fourth state to rat-
ify the U.S. Constitution on January 2, 1788.

Today, the Peach State is ranked 24th in
size among the 50 U.S. states, spanning a
total of 59,425  square miles. The largest
state east of the Mississippi River (in terms
of land area), Georgia is also home to a
booming, increasingly diverse population.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the
state’s population reached 9.8 million in

2009, a 20 percent
increase from 2000. 

As Georgia’s oldest
and largest industry,
agriculture has played
a major role in the
state’s economy for nearly three centuries. It
all began when the first colonists settled in
Savannah and Oglethorpe sought advice
from Native Americans to properly grow
food in the area. Within just a few years,
Georgia’s settlers were sending corn, rice,
and other agricultural commodities back to
England.

Today, the agricultural industry contin-
ues to have massive impact, contributing
more than $67 billion (about 12 percent) to
Georgia’s $787 billion economic output. In
2009 agriculture generated more than $6.8
billion in cash receipts from 47,600 farms
encompassing 10.1 billion acres of land,
averaging 212 acres. Agriculture is also a
major source of jobs, with one in seven
Georgians working in agriculture, forestry,
or a related field. 

While Georgia may be most well-known
for its peaches and Vidalia onions, the state
is also a major producer of peanuts, pecans,
watermelon, tomatoes, onions, cantaloupe,
cabbage, and blueberries. 

A BOUNTY OF FRESH PRODUCE 
Although Georgia farmers grew vegeta-

bles mostly for secondary income back in
the 1980s, these items have become primary
crops for many growers.  Fruit and vegetable
production is a near billion-dollar industry,
with more than 170,000 acres in production
throughout the state. The majority of these
fruits and vegetables are grown for the fresh
market to be sold and consumed not just in
Georgia, but also in other states across the
nation.

Vegetable production and processing
generated a total of $2.7 billion in economic
impact and accounted for more than 18,000

jobs in 2009. The state’s top five vegetables
are onions, watermelon, tomatoes, sweet
corn, and bell peppers. Georgia also pro-
duced 9,307 acres of cabbage, 8,153 acres of
Southern peas, 1,278 acres of eggplant and a
whopping 17,543 acres of greens (collards,
kale, spinach, lettuce, mustard and turnips)
in 2009. And although the state only pro-
duced 4,043 acres of tomatoes, the total
value reached $83 million. 

With a total value of $366 million, the
state’s fruit and nut industry generated an
economic impact of $1.9 billion for Georgia
in 2009 and represented more than 11,000
jobs. Georgia has ranked first in pecan pro-
duction for the past three years, with the
nuts representing nearly 47 percent of the
category’s total output.  

North Georgia is the center of the state’s
fresh market apple industry, growing on 670
acres with a value of $6.8 million in 2009.
Georgia is also the nation’s largest producer
of muscadines, wild grapes native to the
southeastern United States, with approxi-
mately 1,400 acres.  Georgia farmers also
grew 288 acres of strawberries with a $4.9
million value. Strawberries rank third in the
state’s small fruit sales, trailing both mus-
cadines and blueberries. The Peach State
grows three varieties of strawberries:
Cameron, Sweet Charlie, and the most pop-
ular variety, Chandler.

Peaches  

As the official state fruit, peaches have
become synonymous with Georgia. Today,
Georgia’s peach industry is concentrated in
middle Georgia including Crawford, Taylor,
Macon, and of course, Peach County.
“More than 80 percent of our peaches are
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grown in that region,” says Charles Hall,
executive director with the Georgia Fruit
and Vegetable Growers Association
(GFVGA). 

Although peaches were originally planted
in St. Augustine, Florida, Franciscan monks
introduced them to the St. Simons and
Cumberland islands along Georgia’s coast in
1571. By the mid-1700s, peaches were widely
cultivated by Cherokee Indians throughout
the state. After the Civil War, growers devel-
oped hardier varieties and Georgia officially
became known as the Peach State.

For nearly a century, Elbertas were the
state’s most popular peach variety, perfected in
1870 by Samuel H. Rumph.  They not only
tasted great but shipped well due to their firm-
ness.  Elbertas remained the state’s leading
variety until 1960, when they were replaced
by newer cultivars for commercial use. 

Each year, Georgia produces more than
130 million pounds of peaches. Oddly
enough, the Peach State actually ranks third in
U.S. peach production, behind California and
South Carolina.  In 2009 Georgia grew
10,212 acres of peaches with a total value of
nearly $60 million.  The state’s more than 40
commercial varieties of peaches are available
for only 16 weeks a year, from mid-May to
mid-August.  Georgia peaches harvested later
in the season are higher in natural sugars. The
firmer, late season peaches tend to have higher
pectin levels, making them ideal for jams, jel-
lies, and fruit preserves.

Recent good news was the reinstatement of
trade with Mexico, allowing peaches from
both Georgia and South Carolina back into
the country after a 17-year hiatus.  Southern
peach exports were halted back in 1994 due to
concerns over pests and the spread of disease;

the ban did not, however, affect California
peaches, which have enjoyed more than a
decade of extensive trade.   

Blueberries

Although it’s known as the Peach State,
Georgia produces more blueberries than
peaches.  It is ranked fifth in the nation for
blueberry production, producing 43 million
pounds from 10,500 harvested acres in 2009,
valued at more than $102 million.  While
there are a handful of blueberry farms in the
north Georgia mountains, the fruit is primar-
ily grown in southeast portion of the state in
Baxley, Homerville, and of course Alma, con-
sidered the Blueberry Capital of Georgia.  The
city hosts an annual festival the first weekend
in June of each year.  Georgia is projected to
become the second largest producer of culti-
vated blueberries in 2012. 

South Georgia’s sandy and acidic soil and
climate (short winters that offer the right
amount of chilling, followed by a warm spring
and hot summer) are ideal for blueberries,
which are harvested from late-May through
mid-July.  Rabbiteye blueberries, native to
Georgia, comprise most of the state’s commer-
cial production.  

Corn, Watermelon & Mixed Vegetables

Sweet corn is grown in every county in
Georgia.  Nearly 22,000 acres were harvested
in 2009, valued at more than $83 million.
Although it is the most widely grown crop,
most is grown in southwestern portions of the
state and harvested from June through mid-
September.

Watermelon was the state’s top commodity
in both acreage and value in 2009.  Acreage
leapt to 24,238 acres in 2009, up 11 percent

2009 Georgia Vegetable Farm Gate Value = $916 Million

Source: The Center for Agribusiness and Economic Development, University of Georgia
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from the previous year. Valued at a total of
$139 million, watermelon represented 15 per-
cent of the state’s vegetable acreage; peak pro-
duction is from May through August.

Although watermelon farms are scattered
across the entire state, the vast majority are
grown throughout South Georgia in Crisp,
Tift, and Turner counties. Cordele, the
county seat of Crisp County, claims to be
the “Watermelon Capital of the World”
because of its high production. Watermelon
is particularly well adapted to the coastal
plain soils, where yields of 20,000 to 40,000
pounds per acre are common. The state
ranked fourth in total U.S. watermelon pro-
duction for 2009. 

Mixed vegetables, including peppers,
cucumbers, and squash, are also major
crops. Georgia produced 8,737 acres of bell
peppers valued at more than $129 million,
8,757 acres of cucumbers valued at nearly
$53 million, and 4,539 acres of yellow
squash valued at close to $20 million in
2009. The majority are grown throughout
the central/south region, in Valdosta,
Tifton, Moultrie, Quitman, and surround-
ing areas.  

WORLD FAMOUS ONIONS
Birth of a Legend

In 2009 Georgia produced a total of
12,993 acres of onions (a five percent 
increase from 2008) valued at more than
$126 million. Most of the onions grown in
Georgia, however, aren’t your average,
everyday onion—the vast majority are
Vidalia, renowned as the sweetest onions in
the world. 

The Vidalia onion legend began in 1931
when Moses Coleman, a Toombs County
grower, discovered the onions he had
planted were unexpectedly sweet and

mild…not hot, like most onions. Coleman
sold the popular sweet onions for a 
whopping $3.50 a bag, an incredible price
for those days. The ‘sweet’ onions were
introduced to the public at a farmers’ mar-
ket in the town of Vidalia, so residents and
buyers started calling them “Vidalia onions”
and the name stuck.

By the mid-1970s, Vidalia onions had
grown to a total of 600 acres in Toombs and
surrounding counties.  When the curiously
sweet onions made their way across the
U.S., popularity boomed. Within the fol-
lowing decade, Vidalia onion production
grew tenfold. 

Today, under Georgia state law and the
terms of Federal Marketing Order No. 955
(established in 1989), growers in only 13
counties and portions of seven counties in
Southeast Georgia can grow and sell
Vidalia onions. “You’ve got to grow them
in that defined growing area or you can’t
call  them Vidalia onions,” explains 
R.T. Stanley, president of Stanley Farms, a
Vidalia grower in, well,  the town of

Vidalia.  The USDA also established the
Vidalia Onion Committee in 1989 to 
provide a way for growers to jointly fund
research and promotion programs. 
In 1990, the Vidalia onion was named
Georgia’s official state vegetable. 

Secrets of Sweetness

But what exactly gives the Vidalia onion
its distinctive flavor? Experts say it all comes
down to South Georgia’s unusual soil and
favorable climate. “The main thing that
makes the Vidalia sweeter than any other
onion grown in the U.S. is the low sulfur
content in our soil,” clarifies Stanley.
According to research, this low sulfur soil
only exists in those 20 counties listed in the
Federal Marketing Order No. 955.  “It’s
mostly in a 50-mile radius near Vidalia,” he
says. “We’ve had people grow the same
onions in other parts of Georgia, but the
soil is high in sulfur. When you move out of
this growing area, you can’t grow them 
as sweet.”

At Stanley Farms, workers take soil sam-
ples and test the sulfur level before they
plant. “We have to add sulfur to the soil to
make our onions grow like they should, but
we have to be careful and not add too
much—if you get sulfur too high, the
onions tend to be hot,” he emphasizes. “So
it’s a matter of balancing out the amount of
sulfur we need.”  

“It’s a proven fact,” says Bob Stafford,
manager of the Vidalia Onion Business
Council.  “We work closely with the
University of Georgia to research the Vidalia
onion. We’ve tried the same practices with
the same type of onion plant in other parts
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of the world, and it just does not compare
to this South Georgia soil.” 

Vidalia onions require plenty of water,
abundantly available in South Georgia, with
about 50 inches of rain a year.  According to
Stanley, proper water affects taste: “If they
come up lacking the water they need to
grow, then they tend to be hotter.”  In addi-
tion is a just-right climate.  “We have cool
nights and warm, mild days in this area dur-
ing the growing season, and that helps make
these onions special,” Stanley says. 

Of course, the Vidalia onion has some
competition, primarily sweet onions from
Mexico and Peru. Yet Vidalia growers say
these imported sweet onions don’t pose
much of a threat to their business. “The
Mexican onions come in before we do and
the Peruvian onions come in after we do,”
says Stafford. “So they come in at a different
time, and the upside is that it keeps con-
sumers eating sweet onions.” 

Plus, Vidalia growers truly believe their
onions are more delicious than any other
sweet onion in the world. “We’ve tested
them time and time again, and the Mexican
onion isn’t near as sweet as the Vidalia,”

comments Stanley. “Now, the Peruvian
onion, I have to be honest, it’s closer to the
Vidalia onion. They take the same variety of
seed that we plant in Vidalia and they plant
it down there in Peru. So, they have a sweet
onion that’s pretty close to the Vidalia…but
it’s not as good.”

An average of 12,000 acres of Vidalia
onions are planted each year and about five
million 40-pound boxes are shipped out of
South Georgia each season. There are cur-
rently 100 registered Vidalia onion growers,
and almost all Vidalia onions are still
planted and harvested completely by
hand—less than two percent are mechani-
cally harvested.

Two years ago, Stanley Farms introduced
a new variety of sweet red onion. “The
name of the variety is Candy Apple Red,
and we sell them as Sweet Georgia Reds,”
Stanley says. “We grow them just like the
Vidalias, and they’re sweet just like the
Vidalia onions. A lot of red onions you find
are hot, but these reds tend to be sweet.
They’re delicious.”

ATLANTA MARKET
The Georgia produce industry also bene-

fits from a burgeoning wholesale market.
The Atlanta State Farmers Market, located
in Forest Park, serves as a major marketing
hub and distribution point for fresh pro-
duce in the South and the entire nation. It
provides a central location for produce to
come into the city and then go out to
restaurants, retailers, and other buyers
throughout the entire Southeast.

Featuring 150 acres of completely fenced
space, the Atlanta Market is the largest mar-
ket in the Southeast and one of the largest
in the world. It includes vendors, retail and
wholesale activities, shipping facilities, large
expanses of storage, administrative facilities,
a restaurant, a welcome center, a USDA fed-
eral-state office and a massive support staff,
including its own police presence. Attracting
more than 3,500 people a day, the thriving
Market is open seven days a week, 24 hours
per day, 364 days a year (closing to the pub-
lic only on December 25). During the holi-
day season, the Atlanta State Farmers
Market also serves as a major distribution
center for Christmas trees, selling an average
of 250,000 trees each year.

Opened in January 1959, the Atlanta
Farmers Market is owned by the Georgia

Department of Agriculture, which leases
space to produce distributors. In 2010 the
Market had sales of $470.2 million and
employed more than 3,700 people, with an
estimated payroll of $75 million. The
Market’s produce-retail area includes 18
open sheds (576 stalls) and six enclosed
sheds (96 stalls). 

The Market’s wholesale buildings include
more than 866,000 square feet of space, a
third of which features refrigeration capac-
ity. With 150 permanent businesses on the
market, this wholesale area includes veg-
etable houses, specialty houses, pre-cut
packaging, general line, packers, repackers,
purveyors, processors, wholesale grocery,
and trucking companies.

Although fruit and vegetables grown
throughout the country move through the
Market, a good deal comes from Georgia’s
own growers.  State-grown produce sold on
the Market in 2010 was valued at $3.7 
million for tomatoes, $2.6 million for
watermelon, bell peppers at $1.7 million, 
collard greens at $1.1 million, Vidalia
onions and cantaloupe at $1.0 million each,
as well as cucumbers ($901,376), squash
($629,545), hot peppers ($302,523), grapes
($205,448), blueberries ($205,059), and
apples ($202,190).

IMPORTS & EXPORTS
Thanks to Georgia’s two major seaports,

the Port of Savannah and the Port of
Brunswick, the Peach State also enjoys a
strong agricultural trade sector.  Georgia’s
overall exports for 2010 added up to more
than $28.7 billion, the most the state has
ever exported in a single year. Georgia now
ranks 12th among U.S. states in the dollar
value of its exports. 

On the import side, Georgia brought in
$60.2 billion-worth of goods in 2010, a 27
percent increase from 2009.  Imports out-
paced exports by some $31.5 billion, rank-
ing it ninth among U.S. states and second
in the Southeast in dollar value of imports.
Agricultural exports were valued at $1.8 bil-
lion, and supported about 14,400 jobs both
on and off the farm in food processing, stor-
age, and transportation. 

Three of the top five container com-
modities shipped from the Port of Savannah
are forestry and agriculture commodities,
and all top five refrigerated exports are 
agricultural.  In 2010 food represented 12
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percent of all exports leaving the Port of
Savannah and seven percent of all imports.   

Among the largest deepwater agri-bulk
operations in the U.S. South Atlantic, the
Port of Brunswick also handles a great deal
of agricultural imports and exports. The
facility features a dedicated agri-bulk berth
capable of storing a variety of agricultural
products.

Coosemans Atlanta, Inc. imports a wide
range of commodities, including asparagus
from Peru, snow peas and sugar snaps from
Guatemala, ginger and garlic from China,
shallots from Canada and the Netherlands,
and peppers and cucumbers from Honduras
and the Dominican Republic. “The list is
endless,” says Brian D. Young, Coosemans
vice president. 

OBSTACLES
While produce growers in the Peach

State enjoy countless benefits, they
encounter their fair share of obstacles as
well.  “Labor, weather issues, and operating
expenses are always challenging issues faced
by produce professionals each and every
day,” explains Young. 

Chris Cauthen of Cauthen & Company
Truck Brokers, based in Sanford, FL echoes
the same.  He says several wide-ranging fac-
tors have affected his brokerage firm over
the last year or so:  “The economy has been
a big one, loss of transportation, and the
immigration laws, which are preventing us
from getting loads packed and causing labor
shortages.”

“Just like everyone in the country, we all
feel the ‘crunch’ of a tough economy,” com-
ments Diana Earwood, general manager at
Sutherland’s/Sonny East Produce, but says
they’ve had fewer concerns about immigra-
tion, labor, or driver shortages.  The weather,
on the other hand, prompted much more
communication with customers. “Keeping
customers advised of quality and availability
has been more challenging than normal this
year,” she notes, but concedes it’s “an essential
part of our business anyway.” 

Unusual Weather 

Just like every other farmer in the world,
Georgia growers have to contend with the
weather. “There are always weather prob-
lems,” says Howard C. Mundt, president of
Harvest Brokerage, Inc., a broker at the
Atlanta State Farmers Market. 

And when it comes to weather in the
Peach State, growers have learned to expect
the unexpected. In the 2010 and 2011
growing seasons, Georgia farmers faced an
unusually cold winter followed by an
extremely dry spring and summer. “When we
planted in November and December, we had
some real bad weather,” says Stafford with the
Vidalia Onion Business Council. “There’s
always some kind of problem with the
weather, but this onion seems to be able to
live through it. It seems like [cold weather]
gives the Vidalia onion a good root system,
and when the seasons change over, they really
bounce back.”

“We did have some colder weather and
some freezes we hadn’t really expected in
December and early January,” explains the
GFVGA’s Hall.  “We had some onions in the
ground, they got burned a little bit from the
freezes, but they all pretty well came back.
So, the cold weather didn’t cause any major
problems—it gave us plenty of chill hours for
peaches and blueberries.” 

However, while the frigid weather didn’t 
do much damage, Georgia produce growers 
faced extreme drought throughout the spring

and summer. Though most growers have some
irrigation, Hall says they were forced to “use
more energy to pump water, and of course,
our water isn’t as good as nature’s water.” 

Due to drought conditions, Governor
Deal was compelled to seek disaster assis-
tance for 157 of Georgia’s 159 counties 
in September.

Transportation Costs

The fluctuating cost of fuel has addled
companies across the nation, and Georgia
produce businesses certainly weren’t
immune. “The biggest issue is transporta-
tion costs and everything associated with
them,” says Hubert Nall III, president of
Hubert H. Nall Company, Inc., at the
Atlanta State Farmers Market.  “We’re just
trying to remain competitive.”

Collins says the increasing price of fuel
doesn’t just affect produce on the produc-
tion side—it also impacts how much con-
sumers spend on fruits and vegetables. “It
takes money out of people’s discretionary
income,” he says. “If you drive a pickup
truck, and you used to be able to fill up for
$60 and now it’s $100, that’s one or two
meals you might not eat out or it may be a
few items you leave behind at the grocery
store.”  Mundt agrees, but from another per-
spective: “We’ve got a problem with energy,
and the growers are just not going to grow
those extra acres and take a gamble on it. It’s
too expensive.” 

Transportation costs, however, are a 
simple reality that every produce profes-
sional must face. “Fuel is part of the cost of
doing business, and it’s no different 
from the airline industry,” says Young. “The
show goes on. Controlling operating
expenses is the key.” 

Pests and Disease

In addition to fuel costs and weather,
pests and disease are yet another harsh real-
ity every Georgia grower must face.
Fortunately, most growers say this was not a
huge issue in the 2010-2011 growing 
season.  “There’s been nothing unusual this
year,” says Stanley. “We had a lot of dry
weather, so it held down the disease pres-
sure, and the insects didn’t give us a whole
lot of trouble either.” 

Stanley says the pests that typically give
Vidalia onion growers trouble are thrips,
which attach to leaves and can cause reduced
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bulb size and decreased yield. Thrips are also
carriers of harmful bacteria and fungi, 
which can lead to center rot and purple
blotch. “They get on the leaves and suck the
juices out of it, [spreading] disease from one
plant to the other,” he explains, but they
weren’t much trouble this year due to the
lack of moisture. 

While it may not have been a worrisome
season, Georgia growers are never compla-
cent. “It seems like every year, something
crops up,” says Stafford. “But we have our
own research center here in Independence
County with a group from the University of
Georgia, and they’re in tune with these
issues. It seems like they find the problem
just before it happens,” he notes. “We’re for-
tunate to have a good staff.” 

LABOR ISSUES
There is one major challenge that most

Georgia growers say is more severe than all of
the other issues combined: labor. “Labor is
probably the number one issue,” says Hall.
Cauthen, who operates out of Florida, is just
as troubled by Georgia’s new immigration law,
which partially took effect on July 1, 2011.
He, too, considers the labor shortage as the
top issue affecting the produce industry.

New Legislation

House Bill 87, signed by Georgia
Governor Nathan Deal on May 13, penal-
izes anyone who transports or harbors illegal
immigrants in the state and requires all busi-
nesses with more than 10 employees to use
the federal E-Verify system to confirm
worker eligibility.  According to the Georgia
Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association,
farm workers have dropped off as much as
50 percent since the bill’s signing.

“We’re getting calls every day from 
growers that only have a third to a half 
of their crews,” says Hall.  “The word is out
that there’s a very strict new law, and
migrants are concerned about being arrested
and deported, [so] they’re just bypassing
Georgia.”  Hall, like many, fears there will
be crops left in the field.  

Georgia’s Vidalia onion industry is espe-
cially vulnerable because crops are planted
and harvested almost completely by hand.
The labor-intensive harvesting process sim-
ply cannot be handled by machines because
they would bruise the delicate onions. “It
takes a big workforce,” says Stanley, “and if

you don’t get the onions out on time, you
lose them.  I’m worried because my liveli-
hood is at stake.”

Shortages 

Because of the widespread labor short-
ages, supply for many South Georgia pro-
duce plummeted last growing season, and as
a result, prices skyrocketed.  “The labor situ-
ation in South Georgia caused prices on a
lot of produce to go up, like cucumbers,
zucchini, and squash,” explains Johnny
Gregory, vice president and general manager
of Nickey Gregory Company LLC, located
at the Atlanta State Farmers Market.
“When those items were in season, prices
went up because they couldn’t get it
picked…they didn’t have any labor.”

In early June, Governor Deal began a 
push to fill the farm labor gap with 
unemployed Georgia residents. “Perhaps it
requires some relocation in some cases to be
able to fill these jobs,” Deal told CNN.  “We’re
going to explore all of those things.” However,
despite Georgia’s 9.6 percent unemployment
rate, growers say they simply cannot find many
locals willing to go out into the fields and do

such demanding work—no matter how well
they pay them.

“As Vidalia onion farmers, we pay real
well,” says Stafford. “But we need people who
will work in the field. It’s hot out there, and
it’s long days.”  Stanley too has had difficulties
with labor.  “I can’t get any local people to do
it,” he says. “I try every year, and they won’t
do this kind of work.” 

While some Georgia farmers are using the
federal government’s temporary worker pro-
gram known as H-2A, they say the system has
serious issues, including tons of red tape and
processing delays.  “If we can get the country
to streamline this H-2A guest worker pro-
gram, we can get people to come in and do
the job,” says Stanley. “It seems like the rules
and regulations in this H-2A program are
designed to discourage us from using the pro-
gram, and it should be the other way around.
The government says they’re working on it, so
we’ll see what happens.”

Legal Maneuvers 

In late May, the Atlanta-Journal Consti-
tution newspaper reported that Governor
Deal asked the Georgia Department of
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Agriculture to survey growers about the
impact of the immigration law.  A month
later, U.S. District Judge Thomas Thrash Jr.
issued a preliminary injunction temporarily
blocking two key provisions of HB 87, stat-
ing in his 45-page ruling: “The apparent leg-
islative intent is to create such a climate of
hostility, fear, mistrust, and insecurity that all
illegal aliens will leave Georgia.”

When the rest of the new law took effect in
July, thousands stormed the Georgia Capitol
in protest.  “I don’t see a solution,” says Hall.
“If this continues, we’re predicting a $250-
million loss in Georgia produce, particularly
with vegetables and blueberries.”

TRENDS & OPPORTUNITIES
While Georgia produce businesses 

struggle to overcome challenges, they are also 
benefitting from a number of emerging

opportunities.  Among the notable are
increased demand for ethnic, organic, 
and locally grown produce as well as some
new crops. 

Ethnic and Specialty Produce

First and foremost, the Peach State’s grow-
ing Hispanic population is creating an 
enormous opportunity for many produce
firms. Between 2000 and 2010, Georgia’s
Hispanic population doubled to more than
850,000 people.  New U.S. Census figures
show that Latinos and Hispanics now com-
prise 8.8 percent of Georgia’s population, as
compared with just over five percent in
2000—a 96 percent increase. 

Many produce businesses are reaping the
benefits from Georgia’s increasing diversity.
“Georgia’s diverse population is what

Coosemans is all about: variety,” says Young
with Coosemans Atlanta. 

“One of the fastest growing segments of
our population is the Hispanic community,
so you’re seeing more and more items in 
the stores now that you might not have 
seen a few years back,” Collins explains. “We
see a growing audience for [produce items]
that people of different ethnicities may 
gravitate towards.”

Harvest Brokerage’s Mundt believes eth-
nic and specialty produce is also growing in
popularity because many Georgians are trav-
eling the world and experiencing more exotic
fruits and vegetables. “Atlanta is a hub of
international travel,” he explains. “Our peo-
ple are traveling overseas and when they
come back, they want food and dishes like
they had overseas.” 
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Fresh Forum

What is most critical issue or challenge affecting the Georgia produce trade?

Howard C. Mundt, president, Harvest Brokerage, Inc.
The last couple of years, everything has been a challenge.  In produce, you’re fighting so many elements; you’re
always going to fight weather, you’re always going to fight supply and demand, and you’re always going to fight
transportation.  It’s just part of the game.

Johnny Gregory, vice president/general manager, Nickey Gregory Company - The biggest issue is the cost of
diesel fuel, and we’ve had to increase our prices as a result.  When it takes $800 or $900 to fill up a tractor trailer
with diesel, and [it] runs 800 or 900 miles and you have to fill it up again, it gets expensive.  It’s the same issue for
farmers; those big John Deere tractors probably burn five or six gallons an hour, and it adds up to a lot of money.

Naomi Santiago, president, Naomi’s Tomatoes, Inc. - The biggest challenge I think farmers are facing is not hav-
ing enough workers willing to come to the fields and do the work.  I understand there are immigration issues that
should be addressed, such as overcrowding in emergency rooms, schools, and jails.  But if you take the working
community out of this state, it’s not going to fix our problems… 

David Collins, president, Phoenix Wholesale Food Service - I think it’s a combination of a few issues: first of all,
we’re coming off a couple of bad years economy-wise, which has hurt many businesses.  That’s an issue, fuel is an
issue, and you’ve got the issue of insurance going up.   

R.T. Stanley, president, Stanley Farms - Our industry’s future is going to hinge on the labor situation.  All of the
produce planted and harvested by hand is going to be in trouble… If we can’t get planted and harvested, then we
can’t put fruits and vegetables in the store for consumers to buy.  It’s going to cut back on supply, and if supply is
low, the prices are going to be sky-high.    

Charles Hall, executive director, Georgia Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association - Labor.  Quite honestly, if
we don’t get the labor issue fixed in some way, then we’re going to see growers not growing produce next year.  If
we can’t figure out how to guarantee they [will] have the labor here to harvest, they’re not going to put the money
into it, we’ll see [growers] going to row crops or others or just not farming… 

Bob Stafford, manager, Vidalia Onion Business Council - We don’t have enough labor…  We want a good guest
worker program, and a program that works.  We don’t mind paying, and we pay above minimum wage, but we
need a good dependable workforce.  
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Young points out that in today’s digital
age with information constantly at con-
sumers’ fingertips, specialty produce is
“always on the increase, due to better con-
sumer awareness on availability, preparation
and the health benefits.”

Growing Organics

In recent years, Georgia has also seen an
uptick in demand for organic produce. “It’s a
growing market,” says Jonathan Tescher, farm
services coordinator with Georgia Organics.
“There’s an increasing number of consumers
who are really interested in personal health
and associate things grown without synthetic
pesticides and fertilizers as being healthier.” 

There are currently about 67 certified
organic farms in Georgia and another 80 or so
farms that are certified ‘naturally grown,’ a
third party label that’s not government-regu-
lated for smaller producers. “We have organic
farms in Georgia that are over 50 acres, and
they’re producing a tremendous amount of
food,” says Tescher. 

Because organic produce is a relatively new
industry, Tescher points out it has not received
quite as much research support from universi-
ties and the USDA Research Service, but
believes the tide is turning, especially with
more mid-size growers serving the retail mar-
ket and restaurants.  Although the majority of
organic produce still comes from California,
with the increasing cost of fuel and Georgia’s
ability to grown nearly year-round, Tescher
believes the state is “well-positioned to be a
major player in the organic industry.”

Going Bananas?

Another development concerns the grow-
ing of new crops in the Peach State.  While
Georgia is associated with peaches, strawber-
ries, and blueberries, a University of Georgia
(UGA) research team is hoping to add 
another item to the state’s fruit list: bananas.
Bananas are typically grown in tropical cli-
mates, but Greg Fonsah, an economist with
the UGA College of Agricultural and
Environmental Sciences and head of the
banana project, has discovered a variety that
may thrive in Georgia’s subtropical climate:
the Veinte Cohol.

Since nearly all bananas are imported, the
U.S. spends about $1.5 billion annually.
Fonsah and his team believe bananas could be
Georgia’s next big commodity, perhaps as 
successful as the strawberry and blueberry

markets.  Though Fonsah and his colleagues
have tested 35 banana varieties, the Veinte
Cohol seems to be the most promising.

A PEACHY FUTURE
Although Georgia’s produce trade 

has certainly faced some daunting chal-
lenges, most Peach State growers, 
wholesalers, and retailers predict a brilliant
future for their industry.  “Georgia has
170,000 acres of vegetables under produc-
tion,” says Tescher. “We’re one of the largest
vegetable producing states in the country,

and I think we’re going to continue to be
that way.”

“I see a bright future for Georgia’s 
produce,” says Collins. “I think when it
comes to the fresh produce industry, people
want to see it grow and prosper.”    
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Amy Bell is a professional freelance writer and
owner of WritePunch, Inc. Armed with more
than ten years of writing and marketing expe-
rience, she writes for a variety of companies,
ad agencies, and publications. Visit her 
website at www.writepunch.com.
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