44 Economics

‘Fresh’ Tomatoes: Over
30% Are Now Imported

by Marcia Merry Baker

By volume, more than 30%—and that share is rising—of
fresh tomatoes consumed in America are imported, mostly
from Mexico and two provinces in Canada. This results from
the past 15 years of increasing “global sourcing,” in which
a network of international financial interests has dominated
decisions aboutlocation of farm commodity production, labor
rates of pay, technology, trade, transportation, and what peo-
ple do or do not eat.

True, America has for decades been a netimporter of fresh
tomatoes, buying more, mostly from Mexico in December
and January, than it exported, mostly to Canada. But as a
share of U.S. consumption, this was no more than 5-10% as
of mid-20th Century. In 1990, it was 19%. However, over the
past 15 years, there has been a dramatic rise in fresh tomato
imports from Mexico (both field grown and hot-house) and
Canada (all hot-house), to the point of importing 7 out of
the 19.4 pounds (8.8 kilograms) of fresh tomatoes consumed
annually per capita.

This pattern is in complete contradiction to the actual
agro-climatic potential of the continental United States, from
which fresh tomatoes could easily be supplied domestically
year-round. In only a couple of Winter months are protected
conditions required.

When domestic output met consumption in past decades,
railroads were utilized for farm-to-city transport, with truck
gardening close-in around metro areas. Up through 1970, U.S.
supplies of tomatoes and other garden crops—lettuce, celery,
beans, cucumbers—were transported in bulk quantities by
rail for long-haul to major metro centers. The California
“lettuce trains” to the East are legendary. In New York City,
for example, in 1970, there were more carlots of fresh vegeta-
bles unloaded by train, boat, and air, than by truck. No longer.

Nationally in 1970, the timing and source states of domes-
tic commercial production of fresh tomatoes still reflected
the profile of the country’s growing seasons. As reported for
1970, in the 1973 U.S. Department of Agriculture Statistical
Abstract, this fresh fruit was supplied by the following states:
in Winter, Florida; in early Spring, Florida, California, and
Texas; in late Spring, South Carolina, Texas, Georgia, and
Louisiana; in early Summer, California, Alabama, New Jer-
sey, Virginia, Arkansas, Tennesee, North Carolina, Missouri,
Kentucky, and Ohio; in late Summer, Michigan, New York,
Pennsylvania, Indiana, North Carolina, Ohio, Illinois, Con-
necticut, Massachusetts, Washington, and Colorado; in early
Fall, California; in late Fall, Florida, Texas, and Hawaii. The
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total U.S. production of fresh tomatoes was 18.234 million
hundred-weight (100 pounds).

Given the development of advanced cultivation methods
of all kinds—*soil-less” (hydroponics), irrigation, protected
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Two of six different kinds of imported tomatoes, on sale in a single Giant supermarket

agriculture (plastic and glass hot houses), plasticulture, etc.,
domestic production could easily continue to meet growing
consumption needs indefinitely. But not under the practices
of the free-trade era.

Over the 1990s, U.S. imports of fresh
produce, and also processed fruits and
vegetables, soared, as tariffs and other
trade restrictions were eliminated, in par-
ticular with Canada and Mexico. By
2003, fully 12% of produce was imported
from Canada and Mexico. In the category
of fresh tomatoes, the level reached 36%
of U.S. consumption supplied by Mexico
and Canada in 1998. In terms of money
value, imports from Mexico account for
about 70%, and those from Canada, 17%.

Accordingly, during just the five-year
period 1992-97, when NAFTA kicked in,
the number of U.S. farms producing to-
matoes declined by 7%. The number of
such farms in Florida dropped by 38%
over that period.

One dramatic marker of this process
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outside Washington, D.C. The Giant brand (left) is on a pint of “grape tomatoes,” a
variety (Pure Santa) promoted heavily over the past ten years, because it holds up well
under the for-export plantation-cultivation in Mexico, and it tolerates long-distance
shipping. Many of the recent new novelty tomatoes—cherry, cocktail, on-the-vine, etc.,
including hydroponic types—have been promoted for the same reason: They have the
resilience to withstand free-trade shipping and handling. On the right are Canadian
cocktail tomatoes, called Splendido (Santalina variety), produced and packed under the
Sunset brand of Mastronardi Produce, Ltd., of Leamington, Ontario.

tomato supply in the United States is the
flow of hot-house tomatoes. Figure 1
on p. 43 shows the locations of the main
greenhouse centers of production of
fresh tomatoes in North America. Huge
high-tech growing operations are in Brit-
ish Columbia and Ontario, and more
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A trademark “Heirloom UglyRipe” tomato (a traditional beefsteak
variety), from Florida, distributed by Santa Sweets, Inc., a division
of Procacci Brothers, Philadelphia, one of the largest growers and
handlers of fresh tomatoes worldwide. Under a Federal Marketing
Order, the UglyRipe variety shown is not permitted to go outside
Florida from Oct. 10 to June 15, because it doesn’t conform to
uniform size for marketing. This is being contested.
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low-tech operations throughout Mexico.

The facilities vary in size, but the com-
mon characteristics of this highly concentrated continental
production are cross-border corporate operations, private
investor financing, and tight control. Of all the greenhouse
fresh tomato production in the United States, the four largest
firms account for 67% of it, and are located in coastal Califor-
nia, Arizona, Texas, and Colorado. The largest year-round
producer and marketer of greenhouse tomatoes in the United
States is Eurofresh Farms, headquartered in Willcox,
Arizona.

During the UN Development Decades, there were hopes
and initiatives to apply hot-house technology to uplift agricul-
tural methods and improve nutrition where most needed in
the world. Even hydroponic livestock forage for small ani-
mals was produced economically in South Africa. These ini-
tiatives were crushed by the onset of globalization and the
dictates of the GATT/WTO era. Technology and trade prac-
tices are now deployed, in effect, to undermine national econ-
omies. In Mexico, for-export farming operations have been
set up to take advantage of low-wage labor, and exploit scarce
water and other infrastructure. The shortfalls of food produc-
tion for Mexican domestic consumption have led to extensive,
needless hunger.
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