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ean [Hehl had dowbis
about erganic farming
until recenthe In a nuishell

he considered it an unrealistic ap-
proach thet wouldn 't st

Things have changed. While
conventicnally produced tomaties
remain Dichl's main coop, he also
prows organic these days. Orginic
tomatoes are his emphasis, but
he grows arganic peppers and
cucambers, 25 will

Diehl, of .G, Ddebl Farms in
Ruskin, Fla., is modest and nomcam-
mitkal bt his invehement in the
prganic industry. He began this as-
pect of his enterprize only in 19
ansd admits, T have a 1ot 1o learn.”

What Is behind this grower’s
revised viewpoint about organic
production? It's a combination af
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By Bill Barksdale

factirs, hut his interest hinges 10
a large degres on current reguka-
by brends.

Organics on the rise

“With the approaching loss of
methyl bromide and possible re-
moval of viher conventlanal pro-
duction tools, all prowers probahly
should be looking 2t the poal of
Using, more sustirable, more envi-
ronmentally friendly technigues,”
b says.

Through his imvolvement with or-
gani¢ production, Dichl is gefling
familiar with a partial substimte or
methy] hromide. He uses Bopeckio
a5 4 preplant ivegiment in the bed.
il 1 have no dit o sapport o
opinion, 1 beligve this helps the
crop In several respects,” he sas
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superBio i o biological prodoct |

andl prowides no paibogen contril
Hiwerer, its microbial conpent c-
onizes crop ronts and adjacent
soil. Through the exclusion pro-
cess, these heavy populations of
heneficial micrebes make it mare
dilficuly for harmbul organizms o
attack the plamt, explains David
Walely, with UAP Florida

SuperBio enhances
nutrient availahility
supertio alse enhances the break-
down and availability of materkals
applied vy supply plant nutrienis
“Even though these fertilizer prod-
wils s be of an organic naneee
for arganic craps, they sl must be
converied to plant-available
forms,” Waildly explains,

Abape

Growers of
organic crops
must resort to
innowvation wwhile
adhering to a
strict list of
permitted
production
marterials and

techniques.

Cucrmbers ane ane of Heee
crae i Drare el s orgamic
Prodriciian frogrem. e s groves
dnenarines | Peibers arganicaly,
alrBaiigh compenitomad S
e I frdmary crap,

Organic facts

Organic farming is
more sustainable
and more environ-
rmentally friendly.

Pest control is a key
challenge for organic
growers.

Organic foods repre-
sent at least 1 per-
cent of retail food
sales in the United
States.

Estimated annual
sales of organic
foods exceeds &7 hil-
lion in the United
States.



While SuperBic losks promising,
Inehl reslizes that it has no weed conirol
effect. "We have 1o address this comcern
in odher ways,” e says.

Pest cantrol is one of the key chal-
lenges facing orpanic growers, Diehl
often refers to the list of approved crop
pritection products and methods pub-
lished by the Organic Materials Review
Institute. He nses several “botanicals™ ap-
proved for arganic food and fiber pro-
ductlon, In addition. he relies more on
beseficial insects such as lacewings 1o
conbr St prsts,

S far, pepper weevil s ane of his grea-
st challenges. “This pest is hard to con-
trol in conventional peppers and even
more difficull in an oeganic crop,” he savs,

“Florida &5 probably one of the wogh-
est places o prow organics because of
our climate and pests,” he says. “In Cali-
fornla, the leading state in terms of or-
ginic crop wlome, they have lower hu-
midicy and less disease pressre,”

Innovation required

in organics

If a single word describes the requined
philesephy to grow organic craps, il
mighi B¢ “inmvation.” “You have o ad-
just b deing things differently,” says
Diehl. “While there are some very spe-
vifie mles to follew in arder o have ceri-

fied organic products, there isn’t a long
bistory of bow i et (here
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“It's nnd Bk you can decide one day o34

grow orpanic. First, vou need oo kinow
haw to do the job wsing conventional
products and methods, Next, vou have
be innovative enough to learn how to
mike it work arganically. There's defi-
migely a learning curve 1o this business.”

While the risks facing an organic pro- 55

ducer aré greater than for conventional,
polential rewards exist. Organic crops
typically bring a premium, and prices
tend 1o be more stable than for conven-
tional produge

Abope = DvelV (R | resdens progress
o EGHIC ctcambers with D Wadidy of
LAP Floridy,

Diehl markets his organic products,
labeled as Real INehl Organics, through
two firms, e is 2 partner in Sarasati-
Pl Global Organics, and he also mar-
kets through Tomatoes of Ruskin, a long-

estahlished firm in the 1omato industry
Like other Florida organic growers, he
enjoys distribution throughout the
United States plus international markes
such #s Japan and Europe
Under provisions of the Florida Or-
ganic Farming and Food Law, estah-
lished in 19616, growers mus be gerti-
fled before selling their production as
erpanic. Dighl is a member of Flada Or-
ganie Growers, 4 nonprofil organizagion
that inspects and certifies organic farm-
ing operalions on an anmugl basis. B
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Organic farming in Florida

Organic farming excludes the use of synthetically
compounded fertilizers, pesticides and growth reg-
ulators, Approximately 100 commercial growers
produce arganic erops in Florida, from Homestead
to the Panhandle. They grow at least 100 different
Crops on an estimated 10,000 acres, according to
Marty Mesh, executive director of Florida Organic
Growaers in Gainesville.

Organic foods represent at least 1 percent of
LI 5. retail food sales and are the fastest grow-
ing segment of the retail market, Estimated
annual sales of organic foods exceads $7 billion
in the United States, Organic industry growth
has hit 20 percent or better annually for nine
consecutive yvears,

Most arganic growers use green manure CIOPE,
which are turned into the soil well before planting.
Such crops include rys, ryegrass, oats and wheat
in the winter, and southern peas, millet and hairy
indigo in summer. Composted animal and plart
materials are also used axtensively,

Organic and natural fartilizers are made from
bone meal, blood meal, crab-waste compost,
horse and chicken manure, mushroom compost,
feathers and other natural substances.

The primary difference between organic and
inorganic fertilizers is that inarganic exists in a
readily available nitrate state. Soll microbes must
convert organic fertilizer materials to an inGrganic
form before crop roots can absorb them.

Organic growers strive to maintain plant health
by minimizing stress and using resistant varieties
when available. Weed control is accomplishad
through mulching and hand labor and reduces
habitat for insect pests and plant pathogens,

Removing diseased plants during the grawing
season and turning under old crop plants prompt-
Iy following harvest reduces chances of insect and
disease carryover. Insect control is also achievad
with natural products such as pyrethrins,
ratencne, ryania, insecticidal oils and soaps.
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