
F lorida’s Truck Crop Production
U n i q u e  C h a r a c t e r  C r e a t e s  F i n a n c i n g  P r o b l e m s  f o r  B a n k s

Vegetable production in Florida is a fascinating but risky 
business. Many zealous followers of the industry gamble 
millions of dollars each year against weather risks and 
against competing production for favorable markets. High 
returns reward success but risks are great. The secret of 
successful vegetable production is to be at the right place 
at the right time with the right amount of the right vege
table. In other words, unless growers time their plantings 
carefully with respect to weather conditions and to harvest
ing periods in other states, hurricane and frost damage may 
be severe or harvestings may coincide with those of similar 
crops elsewhere. The result of a flooded market is, of 
course, a lower price.

Technological changes are largely responsible for the 
phenomenal expansion in Florida vegetable production 
since 1940. Mechanization has provided more efficient 
production and harvesting techniques; research has given 
rise to improved varieties; and better fertilization practices 
and more effective insecticides and fungicides have in
creased yields. Market outlets have multiplied as both rail 
and truck transportation have become equipped with more 
adequate refrigeration.

Cash receipts of Florida truck crop farmers that were 
running at 30 million dollars in 1929 were totaling 139 
million by 1952. In the latter year, when cash receipts 
from farm marketings in Florida totaled 495 million 
dollars, truck crop producers held the top position in the 
agriculture of the state. Citrus ran second with production

valued at 125 million dollars, whereas the more recently 
established and still growing beef cattle industry yielded 
cash receipts to farmers of 40 million dollars. Truck crops 
have exceeded citrus in value of production in six of the 
last eighteen seasons with returns usually staying some- 
where around one fourth of total cash receipts to farmers.

The high capital requirements for the comparatively 
short production periods create difficult financing prob
lems for growers. Because it is an extremely intensive type 
of farming, truck crop production requires large amounts of 
working capital in relation to fixed capital, which means 
that demands for short-term credit are likely to be large. 
Risks are high, not only because of weather hazards, but 
also because so much depends on correct management de
cisions and successful marketing. These factors alone 
would worry most lending officers, but, in addition, the 
highly seasonal character of production means that de
mands for bank credit are likely to be highest at the time 
of year when deposits are lowest. Few other enterprises, 
therefore, illustrate so strikingly how financing practices 
are governed by the economic character of the industry.

A  S p e c ia l i z e d  T y p e  o f F a rm in g
Farmers have found that specialization utilizes to the best 
advantage the favorable mild temperature, the abundant 
rainfall and the muck and sandy soils in certain areas of 
Florida, and that it offers greater returns than general 
farming. Citrus and vegetable production are the most im-

P r in c ip a l  V e g e t a b l e  P r o d u c in g  A r e a s

1. SOUTH DADE: tomatoes, potatoes, beans
2. DANIA-HALLANDALE: tomatoes
3. TRAIL: tomatoes
4. IMMOKALEE-FELDA: tomatoes, cucumbers
5. FORT MYERS: potatoes, cucumbers, eggplant, peppers
6. POMPANO: beans, peppers, squash, eggplant, lima beans
7. EVERGLADES: beans, sweet corn, cabbage, celery, escarole, potatoes,lettuce, green peas
8. INDIANTOWN: cucumbers, tomatoes, sweet corn
9. FORT PIERCE: tomatoes, cucumbers

10. WAUCHULA: cucumbers, tomatoes
11. MANATEE-RUSKIN-SARASOTA: tomatoes, cucumbers, celery, polebeans, cabbage, lettuce, cauliflower
12. PLANT CITY: strawberries, peppers, squash, pole beans, field peas
13. WEBSTER-CENTER HILL: cucumbers, tomatoes, peppers, beans
14. WINTER GARDEN: cucumbers, cabbage, lettuce, sweet corn
15. ZELLWOOD: celery, sweet corn, escarole, lettuce, beans
16. SANFORD-OVIEDO: celery, cabbage, beans, lettuce, escarole, sweetcorn, miscellaneous vegetables
17. OXFORD-BELLEVIEW: tomatoes, watermelons
18. McINTOSH-ISLAND GROVE-HAWTHORNE: squash, snap and limabeans, celery, cabbage, lettuce
19. HASTINGS: potatoes, cabbage
20. LACROSSE: beans, cucumbers, peppers, potatoes
21. ESCAMBIA: potatoes, watermelons
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portant examples of such specialization. For vegetables, the 
principal commercial producing areas are found in the cen
tral and southern portions of the state, where some
365,000 acres of truck crops are produced, mostly for 
fresh consumption.

Although there is a large number of vegetable growers, 
the bulk of Florida production comes from a compara
tively small number of large farms. According to the 1950 
Census of Agriculture, farms of more than 260 acres in 
size accounted for 62 percent of the total acreage devoted 
to vegetable crops. This group of farms amounted to only 
12 percent of the 4,033 vegetable farms in the main pro
ducing areas. Thirty-seven percent of these farms were 
less than 30 acres in size and account for only 4 percent 
of the total acreage.

On large operations, the economic use of specialized 
mechanical equipment also encourages specialization. Ex
tensive operations in the Everglades utilizing caterpillar 
tractors and other heavy equipment, for example, demand 
a minimum size unit of about 200 acres. In this area, 
where producers tend to concentrate production on beans, 
celery, sweet corn, and cabbage, cooperative markets with 
other growers are being established. By comparison, in the 
Plant City area, noted for its strawberry production, the 
average farm is about 10 acres in size. These growers mar
ket their crops mostly through the State Farmers Market, 
where their relatively small lots are consolidated for ship
ment.

Some areas are so specialized that the economic pros
perity of the community is largely dependent upon the 
success of vegetable producers. Bankers, for example, see 
their deposits rise when crops are marketed, and merchants 
and suppliers see the trend of their sales follow that of 
producers’ incomes. Because diversification would provide 
a more stable basis for the economy of such areas, at
tempts to diversify farm enterprises are greeted enthusi
astically.

In order to hold labor, small growers are forced to plant 
several kinds of vegetables in rotation during a season. 
Growers of beans and celery, for example, have provided 
their labor with more regular work by spreading their 
plantings over the season. This practice has served a dual 
purpose in that the resulting distribution of harvests has 
helped to avert a flooding of the market,. Even the large 
growers have diversified their activities to some extent by 
adding livestock to their systems of farming for gleaning 
fields after harvest and for making better use of labor.

H ig h  C a p i ta l  R e q u i r e m e n t s
Compared with the capital requirements for most other 
crops, the proportion of working capital to fixed capital 
is very high for truck crops. It is estimated that on a 200- 
acre truck farm in the Everglades, investments in machine
ry, buildings, and equipment would amount to about $200 
an acre. Agricultural workers say that in the opinion of 
some Everglade growers, annual operating expenses—in
cluding the costs of fertilizer, insecticides and fungicides, 
labor, gas, oil, repairs to equipment, and other direct ex
penses—on a 200-acre truck farm may exceed $100,000,

or $500 an acre. In that case, operating capital would be 
two and a half times as much as fixed capital. During most 
seasons, the great need for operating capital on truck 
farms arises from harvesting expenses. Moreover, the 
average vegetable grower’s expenses are concentrated in 
two periods of three to four months each, whereas in 
other types of farming the costs may be more evenly 
distributed throughout the year.

Working-capital needs of Florida farmers are increased 
by the heavy applications of fertilizer required for the 
sandy soils. From one-half ton to two tons of a complete 
mixture per acre may be necessary for vegetable produc
tion, and applications of lime are also needed periodically 
to correct the acidity of the soil. Continual drainage or irri
gation operations that are necessary to maintain the de
sired moisture content of the soil cause severe leaching of 
fertilizers, particularly in these sandy areas. In contrast 
are the very fertile muck soils of the Everglades. This land, 
consisting of partially decomposed vegetation, was held 
under water for centuries which prevented natural bac
terial action. Even though it is high in nitrogen from an 
abundance of humus content, this “black gold” requires 
large applications of fertilizers with higher analyses of 
phosphates and potash.

Because the land is so nearly level and there is not 
enough slope to afford speedy natural run-off of surface 
water following heavy rains, proper drainage is a neces
sity. Drainage systems, once established, also can serve for 
irrigation purposes. In certain areas such as those around 
Fort Pierce and Manatee, this expense may be considered 
a part of the operational cost. To grow tomatoes in these 
areas, for example, producers must clear, drain, and irri
gate new land at a cost of about $125 to $175 per acre. 
After one to three years the mineral content of this soil 
for some reason becomes unbalanced, and soil-borne dis
eases infest the land to such an extent that production can
not be continued. The land is then developed for pasture. 
Owners lease such land to tomato growers solely for the 
purpose of having it cleared and developed for pasture use.

Permanent drainage and irrigation systems that are be
ing established in the Everglades involve an extensive proj
ect of the United States Corps of Engineers. Expenditures 
of millions of dollars for such systems will add to the fu
ture costs of vegetable producers in higher land values 
and taxes. The objective of the project is eventual control 
of the water table of the area through a network of canals 
and pumping stations by using Lake Okeechobee as a 
huge reservoir. At the same time, private drainage and 
irrigation systems on farms with access to these canals will 
make cultivation of additional land possible.

S e a s o n a l  P a t te r n
Because of the highly seasonal nature of the vegetable crop 
enterprise, availability of labor and credit at times when 
they are needed creates problems for the growers. Ordi
narily, about half of the year’s labor requirements are con
centrated in the harvesting period. At that time growers 
find it difficult to get enough help and have to depend upon 
transient and Caribbean labor for most of their needs. The
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high cost of such labor and its undependability tend to 
accentuate rather than solve this particular problem.

Another serious seasonal handicap is the continual 
spraying and dusting required to control insects and dis
eases. Damp, cool weather during the growing period of 
tomato and Irish potato crops, for example, increases the 
danger of blight. As insurance against damage from this 
disease, frequent applications of insecticides and fungi
cides are made early in the season and continued on a reg
ular schedule. Although some or all of these operations 
are performed by machinery, labor requirements connected 
with them are still substantial.

As the season progresses from plantings in October to 
harvests in December and from later plantings in January 
to other harvests in March, expenditures are high at times 
and at other periods receipts are high. Although the peaks 
may vary from one area to another, this general pattern is 
reflected in loan and deposit fluctuations at banks. Usually, 
when demands for loans are high, deposits are low.

I m p o r ta n c e  o f  M a n a g e m e n t
Successful vegetable production requires expert manage
ment. Decisions affecting the timeliness of the Florida truck 
crop operations may have much more significance than 
those for most other farm enterprises. For example, a large 
cabbage crop timed so that it reaches the market at the 
same time as a large crop from Texas may result in a sub
stantial loss. Florida producers have learned that the best 
time to market their crops is during the off-season for 
large growers of the same crops in other areas.

Having decided when and what to plant, a grower has 
no assurance that his crops will find a receptive market or 
that he will make a profit on them. Some growers in a par
ticular area may make a profit, whereas others producing 
the same crops but at a different time may wind up with a 
loss. Since the perishability of vegetables precludes hold
ing a crop for a better market price, a producer may find 
out too late that he has made the wrong decision. If plant
ings are timed right, damage from frosts or from too little 
or too much rain may be avoided. Also, insect and disease 
damage may be lightened or even averted altogether if the 
farmer knows what he is doing.

C h a n g in g  M a r k e t s
Most producers find the marketing period to be one of 
their most trying times. They know that no matter how ef
ficient their production and harvesting methods were, they 
stand to lose substantial sums if they make the wrong move 
at marketing time. They are always seeking, therefore, for 
more practical, profitable ways to sell their produce. In 
earlier years, commission houses usually financed growers 
and in turn demanded that crops be consigned through 
their markets.

Today most Florida producers enjoy more independence 
and can seek those markets in which returns are greatest. 
The change came about as modern trucks began delivering 
directly to small markets, which were formerly serviced 
only by large wholesale terminals. Jobbers became receiv
ers and operators; wholesale receivers became jobbers;

and the large city market lost its dominance as smaller 
marketing outlets mushroomed in an ever-widening circle. 
Shipments that rail or truck operators load in refrigerated 
conveyors may consist of various kinds of vegetables spe
cifically needed by marketing centers.

Such fundamental changes have made possible a greatly 
expanded production level, but the larger volume handled 
through local markets can become an exceedingly compli
cated business at the peak of harvest. On small farms like 
those in the Plant City area, for example, diversification 
makes an orderly marketing procedure more difficult. 
Plant City is the location of one of the 22 State Farmers 
Markets established to meet and insure effective competi
tion. Such markets offer facilities for auction sales and 
shipping-point inspection service. At the peak of the mar
keting period it is not unusual for an auction to last twenty- 
four hours as various vegetables are delivered before com
petitive buyers.

Handling the mixed loads brought to market by indi
vidual growers, of course, requires considerable valuable 
time. Consequently, many of the larger growers who usu
ally have full loads of a particular crop follow a practice 
of “setting-off” their produce on the platform of one of 
the buyers so that they may return to the harvesting oper
ation. The term “setting-off” means that the grower agrees 
to accept the buyers’ average price of the day offered in 
the auction bidding. In the opinion of most operators 
these state markets could be of greater service and a more 
uniform price could result if all growers gave their full 
support and participation.

Because large growers are able to market more effici
ently than small operators, they can cut costs to a mini
mum. Large-scale production may even justify a private 
packing house. Some growers, on the other hand, are 
inclined to form cooperative markets that place the mem
bers in a better position to fill car-lot orders and afford 
them a wider choice of markets.

At one time, unless shipping-point market prices were 
above the costs of harvesting and selling, producers were 
forced to leave crops in the field rather than stand an ad
ditional loss at harvesting. But growers now have an alter
native in the rapidly expanding frozen foods industry. 
Even at times of bumper crops, processors may offer some 
profit to efficient producers. At other times when the crop 
is short, they may help set the pace in prices offered for 
the best quality produce.

A v a i la b i l i t y  o f  C r e d it
In order to meet increasing short-term capital require
ments and to spread risks, vegetable producers have sought 
financial aid from a number of sources. It is estimated that 
approximately half of the credit needs of Florida truck 
crop farmers are furnished by fertilizer companies, insec
ticide companies, machinery dealers, Production Credit 
Associations, marketing agencies, private investing corpo
rations, and the Farmers Home Administration. The other 
half are furnished by commercial banks. Large-scale pro
ducers, however, probably get less than one-half of their 
credit requirements directly from banks. Indirectly, banks
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help finance growers by discounting agricultural paper 
offered by dealers handling the necessary production items.

The amount of the financing required is often deter
mined by the attitude of growers. They optimistically be
lieve that each season will be better than the last. For this 
reason, many producers are inclined to take advantage of 
as much financing as they can get. Instead of confining the 
operation to expenditures of $50,000, for example, as 
would be dictated by a desirable ratio of production expen
ditures to value of assets, the amount may be extended to 
$100,000 or $150,000. Credit may be secured from only 
one source in the beginning; and as the season advances 
and the size of the operation is extended, this start may be 
used to justify additional credit for various production 
items. Even if the producer loses or merely breaks even, he 
manages somehow to refinance and sooner or later “hits” 
the market for a very tidy profit. After a profitable season, 
he is inclined to purchase additional machinery and equip
ment so as to expand his operations.

Studies of the truck crop industry indicate that most 
producers must be content to operate on a narrow margin 
of returns. Farmers who attempt to minimize risks through 
sound business principles and efficient production methods 
realize that their profits depend upon their ability to pro
duce high yields of good quality vegetables. Growers and 
others within the industry are constantly seeking ways to 
achieve efficiency by cutting down costs of production and 
marketing and at the same time ways to satisfy consumers’ 
preferences for a better quality product.

B a n k  F in a n c in g
Because demands for vegetable production loans are high 
and because risks are greater than on most other crops, 
bankers find it difficult to handle requests for such loans in 
accordance with their established policies. Instead of bas
ing their judgment largely upon the farmer’s financial state
ment, his past record, and production ability, as they do 
in the case of most other farm loans, they also have to 
weigh heavily the prospective borrower’s character and in
tegrity. As a result, mbst banks are rather conservative in 
their lending policies and have placed a limit on the 
amount they will lend to one producer which may be less 
than the legal limit. Producers clear this hurdle by se
curing loans from more than one bank. Loans are usually 
secured by chattel mortgages on farm machinery, equip
ment, and livestock or with a real estate mortgage. Ordi
narily, crop liens are not considered adequate protection.

Loans made in August and September are for four to 
six months with single repayments scheduled at the end of 
the season, which is usually the last of May. Most loans 
are confined to specific farm needs and are drawn up to 
fit the production expense and income patterns on indi
vidual farms. Interest rates may range from 5 to 10 per
cent, according to the policy of the bank and the risks 
involved. Loans may also show considerable variation in 
size: from a few hundred dollars to the bank’s legal limit.

Since banks have not been aggressive in this field and 
have been content to let other lenders such as machinery 
and fertilizer dealers share the risks, their experiences 
with vegetable production loans have usually been good to

excellent. One banker who makes about 75 percent of all 
his agricultural loans to truck crop producers estimated 
that losses of about 10 percent of the interest collected may 
be expected. After a season of unfavorable prices, as was 
the case last spring, a high proportion of these loans must 
be extended. Bankers may adopt a more cautious attitude 
in the next season, but generally they expect such adverse 
periods from time to time and are prepared to meet them.

The position of Florida banks may be illustrated in the 
story of one of the larger vegetable producers whose busi
ness showed a net worth of about $459,000 at the end of 
the last season. This farmer, with about 1,500 acres in cul
tivation, produced over 500,000 packages of produce last 
fall and spring. Although he is considered an efficient pro
ducer, he realized a net loss of about $75,000 at the end 
of the season. Expenditures totaled nearly $730,000 
against receipts of approximately $655,000. Labor total
ing $576,000 was the largest expense item, and was about 
equally divided between harvesting and production costs. 
At the end of the season the producer’s total indebtedness 
was in excess of $157,000, including loans from five dif
ferent banks; various seed, fertilizer, and insecticide com
panies; and the Production Credit Association. One of the 
banks involved intends to carry over $20,000 of the 
$50,000 loaned to the producer last fall. This banker is 
confident that the grower will pay out next season.

Thus, in one respect, commercial bankers in Florida 
who help fianance truck crop production face the same 
task as that faced by bankers everywhere. A general knowl
edge of the industry acquired by experience helps bankers 
set up certain general rules as to terms, size of loan, and 
security. But, as in any other type of specialized lending, 
whether or not the application of these rules will make 
possible the extension of credit within the framework of 
sound banking ultimately depends on good judgment.

Charles E. Clark

Bank Announcements
On November 15, The First State Bank, Fort Meade, 
Florida, began remitting at par for checks drawn on 
it when received from the Federal Reserve Bank. 
This bank has a capital of $50,000 and surplus and 
undivided profits of $122,888 . C. H. McNulty is 
President; D. B. Renfro, Vice President; James H . 
White, Cashier; and Mabel Kuhns, Assistant Cashier.

The Bank of Palm Beach and Trust Company, 
Palm Beach, Florida, will open for business on D e
cember 1 as a nonmember, par-remitting bank. It is 
opening with a capital of $550,000 and surplus and 
undivided profits of $150,000. Officers are: Mess- 
more Kendall, President; G. E. Patterson, Executive 
Vice President; Olin C. Peeler, Trust Officer and 
Cashier; and Carl I. Cassell, Assistant Cashier.

Both these banks are in territory served by the 
Jacksonville Branch of the Federal Reserve Bank of 
Atlanta.
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