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A large crop of farms yields various foodstuffs
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New Jersey offers a cornucopia of locally grown produce.
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And across the Mid-Atlantic region, there is an increasing demand for "Jersey fresh" produce, A through Z, from asparagus to zucchini.

By the numbers

Smaller farms are on the upswing in the Garden State, and many farmers have kept up with increased production needs while diversifying their crops.

"What's different this time is that the number of farms has increased, but the number of farm acres has decreased," state Department of Agriculture spokesman Jeff Beach said. "We had seen both of these numbers decline in past years. The number of farms going up is certainly good news."

The size of a typical Jersey farm is small, and has decreased by 10 acres over the past five years to 71 acres. Thousands of the state's 10,327 agricultural operations are tended by people who have primary jobs other than farming. About 80 percent of N.J. farmers are men.

Some 600 farms produce sales of $500,000 or more, with 3,124 farms yielding less than $1,000 in profits.

Top crops

Nursery, greenhouse, floriculture and sod yield the most profits among Garden State farms.

Farmers under that category produced nearly $443 million of the state's $986.8 million in agricultural sales in 2007, according to the most recent Census of Agriculture for New Jersey. Vegetables, melons and potatoes were among the state's top sellers, yielding $181.5 million that year.

Other top crops include grains, milk, equine and poultry. The state ranks second in a variety of specialty crops such as blueberries, escarole and parsley. It also ranks third in cranberries, fresh-cut herbs, asparagus, collard greens, eggplant and Chinese cabbage, and fourth for bell peppers, peaches and spinach.

Some of South Jersey's farms have grown into national and global producers.

Atlantic Blueberry Co. in Hammonton, with more than 1,300 acres, might just be the largest cultivated highbush blueberry farm in the world. It is owned and farmed by the Galletta family, who started out with a 5-acre patch in the Pine Barrens in 1935.

The Chesterfield Orchid Co. in Crosswicks sells exotic plants and dahlias to a nationwide market.

New Jersey has the benefit of being able to provide produce that goes from field to table in less than two days -- and without a cross-country ride in a truck. Throughout the state, standards are high in a discerning marketplace.

"There must be a consistent, high level of quality," said Eben Kennedy, a produce category merchant for Wegmans Food Markets Inc. "Produce must be in perfect ripe condition when it arrives, because most local produce is sold within 24 hours."

Farmers' concerns

New Jersey farmers continue to battle the high fuel, fertilizer and feed costs that peaked in 2008.

Several Garden State growers said they remain "eternal optimists" despite the hit the economy took in the credit, mortgage and housing sectors. The farmers believe their increased cost of doing business does not necessarily mean an increase in grocery and produce prices for consumers this year.

"It depends on what sector of agriculture, because each has its own variables," said Richard E. Nieuwenhuis, president of the New Jersey Farm Bureau, a nonorofit group that represents more than 14,000 farmers or people involved in agriculture statewide. "The market is so volatile, with so many different things pushing and pulling."

According to the bureau, the top three significant policy issues facing New Jersey's farmers are: the right to farm, the state's water supply and farm assessments.

Camden-based Campbell Soup Co., once a major buyer of homegrown tomatoes, hasn't bought Jersey produce for years.

Springdale Farms, the sole surviving farm in Cherry Hill, once sold vegetables to Campbell and Seabrook Farms, a frozen-food business that sprang from the spinach fields of Salem County.

These days, Springdale sells crunchy apples, sweet corn and fat pumpkins directly to consumers. The business has diversified, offering wine, fresh-baked pies, flowers and hayrides for children.

"The growing relationships every year between local growers and wholesalers benefits everyone," said Nieuwenhuis. Pick-your-own places

Suburbanites can get a taste of farm life at pick-your-own farms, which open with the first tender stalks of asparagus in spring and end with the perfect pumpkin just before Halloween.

There are more than 40 options in Burlington, Camden and Gloucester counties alone.

Strawberries, blueberries, peaches, peas, tomatoes and pumpkins are some of the pick-your-own products available at Johnson's Corner Farm in Medford.

At Royal Acres Farm in Williamstown, there's a choice of three types of beans: string, butter and green.

And at Fruitwood Farms in Monroeville, strawberries, peaches, sour cherries and apples are available for picking.

Staff Writer Eileen Smith contributed to this report. Reach Jeremy Rosen at (856) 486-2456 or jrosen@camden.gannett.com
