
Squeezing the Orange
Orange prices rode high during the lush war years; no 
check-rein held back the upward surge. But in 1947-48 a 
resounding thud was clearly audible when orange prices 
were unhorsed. The season average “on-tree” price to 
growers started out of the saddle during the 1946-47 crop 
year, when grower prices for all oranges averaged 95 cents 
a box, compared with $2.37— a record— the previous 
season. And a year later the price lay on the ground— an 
exhausted 63 cents. Meanwhile total production costs, 
exclusive of payments to the owner for his supervision, 
fluctuated between 60 and 68 cents.

Obviously there was pain in the 1947-48 situation; it 
generated talk of hard times ahead for citrus, meaning—  
most importantly— oranges. At the time there seemed 
ample cause for alarm. Florida, during the war, had be
come a Mecca for those with faith in the orange, and, con
sequently, acreage of bearing groves there increased 30 
percent between 1939 and 1948, in contrast to 3 percent 
in the balance of the nation. Now about 71 percent of all 
citrus trees in Florida are orange trees.

Active interest in Florida orange groves has pushed 
that state to the fore; it contains 57 percent of the nation’s 
bearing acreage in orange trees; its orange crop in 1951- 
52 was two-thirds of the Unite'd States total. Estimates 
place the Florida acreage of new non-bearing citrus trees 
— largely oranges— at 70,800 acres as of June 30, 1952. 
If this new acreage begins to bear at the rate of 17,700 
acres per year, total bearing acreage may climb to 525,000 
acres by 1956. Interest in Florida groves shows no signs 
of abating. Current reports from real estate people in that 
state indicate that values for all bearing citrus groves have 
advanced one percent over last year to $1,220 an acre; 
some sales were made at $1,500 an acre.

Those who gauge future production by only considering 
growth in bearing acreage overlook what is more signifi
cant—the age of the trees and, interestingly enough, their 
greater prolificacy with old age. Orange trees start to bear 
commercially when they are about five years old, reach 
full vigor at about 10 years, and then continue to gain in 
output for several years until they level off on a high 
plateau. Over a period of time new acreage adds tremen
dously to output. This explains in part the large pro
duction during the war years; groves planted in the late 
twenties and early thirties reached full flower in the forties. 
Here is a biologic process that must be reckoned in with 
other forces in assessing the future of the citrus industry.

As the production of oranges increased, the pattern of 
their use changed quite rapidly. Approximately 85 per
cent of the Florida orange crop was sold fresh in the 
1940-41 crop year; the balance was canned, mostly as 
single-strength juice. Now only about 40 percent of the 
crop is sold fresh.

Though the shift to using more oranges for single
strength juice— a lower priced outlet than the fresh fruit 
market— went on rapidly during World War II, prices did

not weaken then because demand for all citrus products 
was strong. But the fading away of this heavy wartime 
demand plus larger output, more of which had to be 
diverted to canning use, was the burr under the saddle. 
Growers, who had received as much as 132 percent of 
parity for their fruit late in 1945, looked glumly upon 
prices, which stood at only 30 percent of parity in 1947-48.

Orange prices, however, remounted and again rode high 
in the following three seasons. The average price in the
1949-50 season reached a peak of $2.14 a box despite a 
Florida crop as large as the 58.4 million boxes in 1947-48. 
A record crop of 78.6 million boxes in Florida and 117.6 
million in the nation in 1951-52 helped push prices down 
to 76 cents a box. Large carry-over stocks of processed 
citrus products in the fall of 1951 contributed to that drop. 
Currently prices have recovered and now appear to be 
averaging about $1.20 a box for the season in spite of a 
crop only about 3 percent under last year’s, and a national 
crop somewhat larger than that of last year.

Florida Oranges 
Production, Use, and Average Price

CROP SEASON
*  ESTIMATED PRODUCTION AND USE.

Against this backdrop of price gyrations, production 
costs have held steady at about 61 cents a box since World 
War II, and so the cost-price pincers have squeezed the 
orange on two occasions. In each instance, however, 
growers were bailed out by events of the time— by such 
things as the Government export program for citrus, the 
hard freezes of 1949 and 1951 in Texas, the Korean War 
boom, and the increased consumer acceptance and use of 
frozen orange concentrate.

Sharply increased use of frozen concentrate indicates 
that perhaps the strongest influence in bringing about the 
relatively high orange prices of this season is the diversion 
of oranges from fresh use to the manufacture of concen
trate. In 1949-50 frozen concentrate was taking about 31 
percent of the Florida orange crop. In 1951-52 about 58 
percent was processed and of that amount two-thirds was
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made into frozen concentrate. This season’s squeezings for 
concentrate may take one-half of the crop.

Harking to the possible mountain of citrus that could 
be turned out from enlarged acreage of bearing fruit in 
1956, and later years, processors will have to expand con
sumer acceptance and use of frozen concentrate. Con
sumers’ reaction to the product up to now elates growers 
and processors. Housewives like the fresh orange flavor, 
the ease of preparation, and apparently the prices. In 
April 1953, according to a survey by the United States 
Department of Agriculture, about 27 percent of the home
makers in the nation used some frozen orange concentrate. 
The percentage was 24 a year earlier.

At this point, the crucial question is how to further en
large this frozen concentrate market. Some seem to feel 
that there are profitable areas for efforts along that line. 
Pushing forward with the development of facilities for 
distributing and storing frozen concentrate in retail food 
stores and in homes should help. Promoting the health and 
taste characteristics of the product should also be worth
while. And, of course, an effort to bring the product to 
rural people would be a stroke at broadening the market.

Finally, some price concession at the retail level could 
conceivably increase consumption by large amounts in 
view of the luxury characteristics of the item. These char
acteristics indicate that there would probably be a large 
response in consumption to a small change in price. A  
price decline from a national average of 25.5 cents per 
6-ounce can in September 1950 to 22.1 cents in March
1951, for example, was partly responsible for the advance 
in consumer purchases from 1.5 million gallons per month 
to 1.9 million gallons.

Price of Oranges in Florida and 
Price of Frozen Orange Concentrate in the 

United States
DOLLARS PER BOX CENTS PER CAN

1 9 4 9  1 9 5 0  19 51  1 9 5 2  1 9 5 3

With growing efficiency in production on the part of 
the processors, further price cuts may be possible. An 
inkling of the possibilities in this direction is evident from 
the fact that “on-tree” prices to growers have advanced

since December, whereas retail prices in the 1952-53 sea
son have held steady at about 18.5 cents a 6-ounce can. 
Some of this stability in the retail price may be due to a 
decision on the part of processors to ride through the 
seasonal swings in orange prices in the hope that stable 
retail prices will hold consumers to the product. Some is 
no doubt due to efficiencies in plant operation that have 
been passed on to consumers. These heartening aspects of 
the situation to some extent counter-balance the unfavor
able aspects— chiefly the large expansion in groves and 
the continued interest in expanding them further.

Because of large production, and the prices resulting 
from various uses of the crop, Florida orange growers as 
a group had, in the 1951-52 season, a gross income of 
about 60 million dollars. For the 1952-53 season it is 
likely to be about 91 million dollars, based on an estimated 
yield of 76 million boxes of oranges and an average price 
of about $1.20 a box. With production costs now at about 
61 cents a box, the average grower will fare well. Costs 
vary, of course, among growers and groves. Records from 
191 growers obtained last year by the University of Flor
ida Experiment Station show that the costs per box on all 
ages of groves, exclusive of returns to the operator for his 
supervision, ranged between 20 cents and $1.80 in the
1950-51 season. About 57 percent of those growers had 
costs of less than 50 cents; about a third had costs of 50 
to 79 cents; and costs for the balance ran to 80 cents or 
more a box. By and large then, the more efficient Florida 
growers have a successful year behind them.

Looking ahead, growers ask if income from citrus will 
go into an eclipse. It seems likely that prices will vary as in 
the past with costs holding stable; consequently, growers’ 
net returns will shift a lot. High-level output will be trouble
some over the long pull. Expanded sales of frozen concen
trate can no doubt help solve this problem. The size of 
future output, however, may overwhelm this market if con
sumers’ enthusiasm for this luxury food item is dampened 
because of falling incomes. Even so, prices to growers will 
have to take a major tumble to force the better-than-aver- 
age operators to the wall. Before these operators become 
frantic, marginal growers will abandon their fruit and so 
contribute to a reduced supply and a recovery in prices.

In the next season it seems likely that relatively high 
consumer demand and, consequently, favorable prices for 
oranges will prevail. As a result of record income in the 
first quarter of this year, consumer demand has been 
strong and has held prices up. Few signs point to a sharp 
reduction in consumer income next winter and there will 
certainly be no fewer people to consume the added output. 
And processors, through their merchandising efforts, 
should be able to cope with the somewhat larger supplies 
of oranges which seem in prospect on the basis of acreage 
growth and normal yields. Current stocks of juice are not 
abnormally large. Finally, it is likely that a continued Gov
ernment export payment program will be a prop under 
orange prices.

A r t h u r  H. K a n t n e r
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