
I am a strawberry grower in Greenboro, North Carolina and the president of the North Carolina 
Strawberry Association. The Association is the membership organization of strawberry growers 
in North Carolina, the fourth largest producer of strawberries in the nation. Our 300-plus 
members include many growers in surrounding states and from as far away as Texas, Maine, and 
Michigan. Almost all our growers raise their berries on black plastic with drip irrigation. Their 
farms are small, averaging about three acres in strawberries. Most sell a large proportion of their 
crop directly to the public, either as pick-your-own or through retail stands on or off the farm, 
and some wholesale locally. Only handfuls are major wholesale producers.  
 
We recognize that small growers have a responsibility to maintain food safety standards and that 
serious incidents occurring on small farms can affect the whole industry, though because smaller 
farms produce less fruit, they put fewer people at risk. We have been making an effort to educate 
our members about food safety concerns and GAPs, but have a number of concerns, especially 
relating to federal regulation and its effects on smaller producers: 
 
1. Current GAPs and audit materials are oriented toward larger producers. They are confusing 
and often irrelevant to small growers. Recommendations need to address the scale and resources 
of small growers. Small organizations such as ours could use some assistance providing 
information and training to growers. 
 
2. PYO and on-farm retail represent very different conditions from large wholesale operations. 
Customers are not as manageable as employees, and the role and responsibility of consumers in 
spreading illness must be addressed without scaring these consumers away from the farm. 
3. Mandatory standards and programs oriented toward large producers but enforced at the same 
level among smaller producers may drive many of these smaller producers out of business 
through their cost and management burden. The benefit in food safety may be less than the cost 
in loss of farms, loss of fresh, locally produced food, and loss of community access to the farm 
experience.  
 
4. More than 90% of strawberries produced in the U.S. are produced by farms in California and 
Florida (though not all of this is for fresh market). It is important that scientists, regulators, and 
administrators recognize the extent that their assumptions are shaped by conditions and practices 
and climate on these farms and recognize that they may have no idea about how farms in other 
parts of the country operate. While commodity-specific recommendations and rules are in 
general a good idea, they may not take into account these distinctions. 
 
Strawberries produced in the United States have a good record in terms of food safety. Before 
any regulations are put into place that will affect growers’ livelihoods, we request that research 
be done to determine the true risk of current practices, the likelihood of infection, and the 
benefits and costs of alternative practices, so that decisions are science-based and economically 
sound. One area of specific concern is irrigation water. In our production system, drip irrigation 
is used throughout the growing season, and overhead irrigation is used when plants are first set in 
the ground, for frost protection in the spring, and sometimes for evaporative cooling during the 
harvest season. Some growers use surface water, others use well water. Our growers have been 
urged to take measures to avoid contamination and to get their water tested, but standards for 
irrigation water at these various stages are nonexistent. Is drip irrigation a concern or only 



overhead irrigation or only overhead irrigation on ripening or ripe fruit? What level of e. coli in a 
pond is too much? Does presence of bacteria in the pond lead to its presence on fruit? How long 
do organisms of concern remain viable on fruit in the field? What are the best mitigation 
practices? 
 
We appreciate the FDA’s concern over produce safety. We hope we will all be able to work 
together so that our country’s farmers will be supported and everyone’s food will be safe, 
nutritious, and affordable. 
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