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On Thursday, June 11, 2015 at 10:00 am in Room 2360 of the Rayburn House Office
Building, the Subcommittee on Agriculture, Energy and Trade will meet for the purpose of receiving
testimony on the future of the United States citrus industry. Citrus production in the United States is
declining. Among the challenges affecting citrus production are pests, diseases, and catastrophic
weather events. The Subcommittee will examine how these challenges are affecting small growers
and other small businesses in the citrus industry.

I. The United States Citrus Industry

It is believed that citrus seeds were first brought to the New World by Christopher Columbus
in 1493. Between 1513 and 1565, Spanish explorer Ponce de Leon is thought to have planted the
first orange trees near St. Augustine, Florida. The first commercial citrus grove was planted near
Tampa, Florida by French Count Odet Philippe in 1823." In the 1800s, citrus groves were planted in
other warm-weather states, including Louisiana, Texas, Arizona and California.

Today, the United States, along with China, Brazil, and the Mediterranean Basin, is among
the top citrus producing countries in the world.” The United States produces a number of citrus
varietals including: oranges; grapefruit; tangerines; mandarins; tangelos; and lemons. Some varietals
are produced specifically for the fresh market, while others are produced for processing into fruit
juices and other products.

Florida leads the nation in citrus production. In the 2013-2014 season, Florida produced 59
percent of the total United States production, California accounted for 37 percent, with the remaining
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valencia oranges. California’s main citrus crop is navel oranges, Texas primarily produces
grapefruit, and Arizona’s main citrus product is lemons.’

While the United States remains a top global citrus producer, citrus bearing acreage in the
United States has waned in recent years. In the 2013-2014 season, there were 782,300 acres of citrus
in comparison to 797,100 acres in the 2012-2013 season and 801,800 acres in the 2011-2012 season.®
The declines in acreage have predominantly occurred in Florida.” Between the years 2000 and 2014,
Florida citrus grove bearing acreage declined by 37 percent, from 750,000 acres to approximately
476,000 acres.”

Naturally, a reduction in acreage corresponds to declines in production. According to the
United States Department Agriculture (USDA), 17.8 million tons of citrus were produced in 1998,
which dropped by almost half to 9.4 million tons in 2014.° The USDA estimates that citrus
production will decline to approximately 9 million tons in the 2014-2015 season.'” Orange
production, which makes up the majority of citrus production, has declined from over 8 million tons
in the 2011-2012 season to just over 6 million tons in the 2013-2014 season, and is expected to
remain at a reduced level in the 2014-2015 season.'!

Despite the diminished production and acreage, citrus continues to have a significant positive
economic impact on the United States economy. According to the USDA, the value of United States
citrus production, with some fluctuations, increased from $2.27 billion in 1994 to $3.39 billion in the
2013-2014 season.'* The economic impact of the citrus industry is also felt through activities linked
to citrus production including packing, shipping, and juice manufacturing activities.'

In Florida, the total economic impact of the citrus industry for fiscal year (FY) 2012-2013,
including citrus fruit production, citrus juice manufacturing, and fresh citrus marketing, was $10.68
billion.'* Even in Texas where the citrus industry is considerably smaller and concentrated in a far
smaller geographic area, it has a significant economic impact on the local level. The annual local
economic impact of the Texas grapefruit industry is $150 million."” However, challenges are taking
their toll on the industry. Employment in Florida attributed to the citrus industry declined by 17.8
percent from the 2007-2008 production year to the 2012-2013 production year.'®
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Whether the United States citrus industry’s declines in production and acreage can be abated
or even reversed and its economic viability sustained is dependent upon the industry’s ability to cope
with and survive an onslaught of natural enemies to citrus plants.

II. Current Challenges for Citrus Growers

Like other agricultural businesses, citrus growers are at the mercy of nature. The geographic
regions in which citrus fruits are produced in the United States are at high risk for pests, plant
diseases, and catastrophic weather events.'” Since the 1980s, freezes, hurricanes, and diseases have
made it harder for small citrus growers to remain in business.'® Currently, the citrus industry is
dealing with serious challenges that have led to the aforementioned reduction in citrus acreage and
production. Those challenges, in particular a disease called Huanglongbing (HLB), threaten the
existence of the citrus industry and the livelihoods of small growers and other small businesses in the
industry.

A. Pests and Diseases

Over the last century, citrus canker,'® citrus tristeza virus,” and fruit flies’' have had a
significant economic impact on the citrus industry.” For example, limes used to be commercially
grown in the United States in the area around Homestead, Florida, but those groves, which were
devastated by Hurricane Andrew in 1992, were completely destroyed by 2007 as part of an
eradigation program to prevent the spread of citrus canker, a bacterial disease spread by wind and
rain.”

Texas’s major citrus producing region, the Lower Rio Grande Valley, is presently facing
several Mexican fruit fly (Mexfly) outbreaks. A Mexfly quarantine was established in June 2014 in
the Brownsville, Texas area that has since expanded, and in April 2015, new quarantines were
established in several other South Texas counties. The quarantines encompass hundreds of acres of
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commercial citrus groves.** A Brownsville family farm recently had to stop all citrus sales, which it
estimates will result in a loss of $15,000 to $20,000 in sales, because a Mexfly was found in a nearby
residential area.’

However, the most serious disease that is currently affecting the United States citrus industry
is a bacterial disease, HLB, which is also commonly called citrus greening. HLB was discovered in
South Florida in 2005, has now infected Florida’s 32 citrus-growing counties.”® It has also been
found in Texas and has even spread to a citrus tree at a residence in California.”” HLB is generally
spread by a gnat-sized insect, the Asian citrus psyllid (psyllid), and due to the presence of the psyllid,
15 states or territories are under partial or full quarantine, including all the major citrus producing
states.”

HLB attacks a citrus tree’s vascular system which ultimately kills the tree.** Controlling the
spread of the disease is particularly difficult because the psyllid populations are well established, and
a diseased tree can go undetected for several years until the symptoms, yellowing leaves and bitter,
misshapen smaller fruit that does not color properly, present themselves. However, once the
symptoms present themselves, there is a rapid decline.” Presently, there is no cure for HLB, and the
cost of producing an acre of citrus has increased dramatically due to the cost of treating trees to
reduce psyllid populations and providing the trees with sufficient nutrients. According to Florida
Citrus Mutual, production costs have increased from $850 per acre before HLB to $2,250 per acre.’!

A recent economic impact study of the Florida citrus industry found that HLB has caused an
average annual loss of $374 million in grower revenues or cumulatively $2.994 billion from 2006-
2007 production season to the 2013-2014 production season. Furthermore the study found that
revenue loss was equivalent to a loss of 7,513 jobs annually.”? HLB is causing growers to destroy
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trees, thereby reducing grower profits. The reduction in citrus also adversely affects packers and
juice processors as well as other businesses that provide goods and services to citrus growers.>?

B. Catastrophic Weather Events

Freezes, hurricanes, and droughts are another challenge for the citrus industry. The citrus
industries in Florida, California, and Texas have experienced devastating freezes.’® Severe freezes in
the 1930s, 1960s and 1980s in Florida caused the industry to move their groves to the central and
southern parts of the state.”

Hurricanes have also had devastating impacts on the United States citrus industry. Major
hurricanes hit Florida in 1944, 1945, 1947, 1949, and 1960, but the effects of those hurricanes pale in
comparison to the four severe hurricanes that hit Florida’s citrus producing areas in August and
September 2004.°° The storms battered the same areas both crisscrossing and following the same
paths with high winds and heavy rainfall damaging the citrus groves, infrastructure, and operations.
Groves in the central paths of the hurricanes had near 100 percent fruit losses and citrus trees were
severely damaged.’’

Droughts also can significantly affect citrus production, and currently, California is in its
fourth year of severe drought. Growers are bulldozing thousands of acres of orange trees due to the
water shortage.” According to the United States Drought Monitor, 47 percent of California currently
has exceptional drought conditions, another 20 percent has extreme drought conditions, and another
27 percent has severe drought conditions.*

For a second year in a row, many California farmers are receiving a zero water allocation
from the federal Central Valley Project (CVP).*" The only options for many of those farmers are to
use ground water, if they have access to it and the wells have not dried up, or purchase water from
another individual with water rights."' Rates charged by those selling water have increased from $85
to $200 per acre-foot before the drought to $800 this year.*
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III. Efforts to Assist the Citrus Industry

The federal government, the states, and the citrus industry are all working to address the
problems that are plaguing the citrus growers. Much of the efforts are focused on fighting HLB,
which is considered to be the greatest threat to the United States industry. Like cancer, effectively
fighting the spread of HLB and finding a cure to the disease requires extensive research and testing a
multitude of techniques.

A Multi-Agency Coordination System has been created to organize policy decisionmaking,
prioritize federal research activities, allocate important resources, and collect, assess and disseminate
important information.”> Three USDA agencies, the Animal Plant Health Inspection Service
(APHIS), the Agricultural Research Service (ARS), and the National Institute of Food and
Agriculture (NIFA), are leading the federal efforts to combat HLB.

Surveying and detecting pests, promulgating rules, and developing data on HLB that the
citrus industry can use to fight the psyllid are the focus of APHIS. Among other initiatives, APHIS
has worked closely with the states and industry stakeholders to develop a Citrus Health Response
Program (CHRP) that coordinates efforts to conduct pest surveys and suppress the psyllid. The
CHRP provided $41 million in funding for these activities in Fiscal Year (FY) 2013.

ARS and NIFA are conducting and supporting research on HLB, which includes projects
funded by the Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) program to examine innovative
management techniques for the psyllid.** In February 2015, USDA also announced that $30 million
would be spent on 20 HLB research projects through the Specialty Crop Research Initiative Citrus
Disease Research and Education program.*

The agriculture departments in Arizona, California, Florida, and Texas are also working with
USDA on a variety of activities including: performing HLB and psyllid surveys; conducting psyllid
treatments; establishing HLB quarantine areas; creating compliance agreements with packing houses;
and certifying citrus products.”® Finally, the citrus industry, through trade associations, research
organizations, and universities, is also working on and coordinating research and operational
activities to fight HLB.¥

In addition, eligible growers can apply to the USDA for compensation through the Tree
Assistance Program.”® The program is being used by small and medium sized growers to remove and

B hip://www.usda. gov/wps/portal/usda/usdahome?contentidonly—true&contentid=citrus.html.
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replace diseased trees."” Ensuring that diseased trees are removed is critical because psyllids devour
trees in abandoned groves that are not treated with pesticides and then spread HLB to other nearby

groves.”’

APHIS is also focused on fighting the Mexfly and other exotic fruit flies through quarantines
and eradication programs.’’ The agency is using an integrated approach to battle the Mexfly
including: risk mitigation; surveillance; control; prevention; and regulatory activities. A key
componenﬁt’of the efforts is rearing and releasing sterile fruit flies over commercial groves and high
risk areas.””

Efforts are also being made to provide California farmers, including citrus growers, drought
assistance through federal legislation. Last year, H.R. 5781, California Emergency Drought Relief
Act 0of 2014, and S. 2198, Emergency Drought Relief Act of 2014, respectively passed the House and
Senate, but an agreement to combine the bills was not struck.”® California-specific drought
legislation soon will be introduced that focuses on water transfers and storages, and it is expected to
become a part of a larger bill addressing the drought in the Western United States.*

IV. Conclusion

The United States citrus industry is facing significant challenges. Small growers and other
small businesses are faced with increased costs of production that prompt difficult choices, like
plowing under or abandoning groves, as growing citrus becomes economically unviable. While the
drought in California and Mexfly outbreaks in Texas are serious and immediate concerns, the spread
of HLB is the most significant challenge the industry faces. Finding a cure to HLB is critical to
ensuring that the United States remains one of the top producing citrus counties in the world.
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