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Introduction 

 

During the spring of 2011, numerous agricultural businesses in Georgia reported labor shortages.  A 

survey conducted by the Georgia Department of Agriculture reported a shortage of more than 11,000 

jobs during this time period.  The situation appeared most acute in those perishable fresh fruit and 

vegetable crops just reaching harvest in spring to early summer.  These crops are most dependent on 

timely seasonal harvest and packing labor in order to market perishable, high valued products.   This 

report provides a preliminary summary and analysis of the magnitude and economic impact actually 

reported by producers of seven primary Georgia berry and vegetable crops.  The Georgia Blueberry, 

Blackberry, Vidalia onion, Bell Pepper, Squash, Cucumber and Watermelon crops accounted for more 

than $578 million dollars of production value in 2009.  This report summarizes a comprehensive survey 

conducted by the Georgia Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association (GFVGA) in the summer of 2011 to 

ascertain the magnitude and economic consequence actually experienced during the spring crop 

growing season.  The authors utilize the data and provide analysis of the reported losses incurred 

directly by growers and the resulting impacts in the community and state as a result of the spring labor 

situation. 

 

Survey Response 

 

A survey instrument was developed by the GFVGA in consultation with major agricultural organizations, 

commodity leadership and UGA Agricultural economists.  The GFVGA survey was made available via 

electronic and hardcopy survey instrument to Georgia growers of the seven primary crops during August 

2011.  Follow up interviews were conducted for incomplete surveys by GFVGA staff.  All raw data 

collected absent any respondent identification was provided to economists at the UGA Center for 

Agribusiness and Economic development for analysis and summary.   As the following table shows, 

significant amounts of the total estimated acreage as reported in the UGA 2009 Farm Gate Value Report 

of the 7 crops were represented in the survey response.  189 respondents representing an aggregate of 

31,311 acres of the 67,513 acres or 46.4% of the total Georgia production acreage completed and 

submitted surveys.   Of the total responses, 41 of the respondents, representing 19.7% of the survey 

production acreage and 9.1% of Georgia’s 2009 acreage, responded they did not experience 

harvest/packing labor shortages.  148 survey respondents reported they had experienced labor 

shortage, representing 80.3% of the survey production acreage and 37.3% of Georgia’s 2009 acreage.  It 

is apparent that a significant number of Georgia’s spring Berry and Vegetable producers experienced 

labor shortages in the spring of 2011.  
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Table 1. Summary Survey Table with Estimated Acreage by Each Crop and Totals 

  

Total No labor problem Yes labor problem 

Answered Labor 

Production 

Question 

CROP  #/Acres/% #/Acres/% #/Acres/% #/Acres/% 

      

Blueberries Survey Completed 92 27 65 54 

 Total acres (2009)  16,346     

 Total Acres in survey   7,659  1950 5709 5192 

 % of total acres in survey 46.9% 11.9% 34.9% 31.8% 

Blackberry Survey Completed 13 4 9 9 

 Total acres (2009)  630     

 Total Acres in survey   502  120 382 382 

 % of total acres in survey 79.7% 19.0% 60.6% 60.6% 

Vidalia Onion Survey Completed 18 * * 15 

 Total acres (2009)  12,993     

 Total Acres in survey   9,033  1985 7048 6223 

 % of total acres in survey 69.5% 15.3% 54.2% 47.9% 

Bell Pepper Survey Completed 20 * * 17 

 Total acres (2009)*  5,130     

 Total Acres in survey   2,552  50 2502 2312 

 % of total acres in survey 49.7% 1.0% 48.8% 45.1% 

 Spr - 5,130 A     

 Fall - 3,420 A     

Squash Survey Completed 14 * * 10 

 Total acres (2009)*  2,922     

 Total Acres in survey   1,515  190 1325 970 

 % of total acres in survey 51.8% 6.5% 45.3% 33.2% 

 Spr – 2,922 A     

 Fall – 1,948 A     

Cucumber Survey Completed 12 0 12 9 

 Total acres (2009)*  5,254     

 Total Acres in survey   2,510  0 2510 2100 

 % of total acres in survey 47.8% 0.0% 47.8% 40.0% 

 Spr – 5,254 A     

 Fall -3,502 A     

Watermelon Survey Completed 20 6 14 12 

 Total acres (2009)  24,238     

 Total Acres in survey   7,540  1860 5680 5645 

 % of total acres in survey 31.1% 7.7% 23.4% 23.3% 

      

GRAND TOTAL Survey Completed 189 41 148 126 

 Total acres (2009)  67,513     

 Total Acres in survey   31,311  6155 25156 22824 

 Percent survey of total 

acres 
46.4% 9.1% 37.3% 33.8% 

 Percent of survey acres 100.00% 19.66% 80.34% 72.89% 

 Percent of survey 

responses 
100.00% 21.69% 78.31% 66.67% 

*Undisclosed category due to 2 or fewer responses. 
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Economic Consequences 

 

Utilizing the detailed historical and 2011 production and cost data supplied by the survey respondents,   

the authors calculated  production  losses or gains incurred by the survey respondents and those 

attributed to labor for the seven spring crops.   Multiple questions allowed for consistency checks across 

the data as did the historical yield and price data.  Loss calculations were derived from expected yield 

and price questions and compared to actual production realized from the acreage available for harvest. 

Questions pertaining to the amount of production unharvested or acreage that went unharvested 

allowed for calculated losses attributed directly to harvest/packing labor shortfalls.  In addition, the total 

number of harvester and/or packing jobs during peak harvest as compared to normal peak harvest 

employment allowed for calculation of total employment shortfalls.  The following table summarizes the 

calculated losses by crop. 

 

Table 2. Calculated Survey Loss Summary by Crop 

 

Calculated Production Losses 

Related to Labor Shortage 

-$- 

Peak Harvest Labor Shortage 

Reported 

- # jobs- 

Blueberries -29,051,947 -1,932 

Blackberries -4,027,125 -300 

Total for Berries -33,079,072 -2,232 

   

Watermelon -2,592,230 -305 

Cucumbers -5,932,600 -806 

Bell Peppers -15,115,645 -948 

Squash -1,948,629 -118 

Onions -16,312,345 -835 

Total for Vegetables -41,901,449 -3,012 

   

Overall Total -74,980,521 -5,244 

 

According to the information derived only from the survey respondents, producers who completed 

production or labor loss estimates directly attributable to harvest and packing labor shortages had a 

total calculated vegetable loss of $41.9 million and berry loss of $33.1 million for a total of $75 million in 

the seven spring crops.  IF the survey respondents are representative of non-respondents, the total loss 

attributed to labor in the seven crops would be about $140 million based on loss per acre per crop as 

the total response represents 46.4 percentage of the total estimated crop acreage in the seven crops.   

The survey respondents reported a shortage of 5,244 workers at peak harvest season or 40.5 % of their 

normal peak harvest employment of 12,930 workers.  
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Economic Impact on Georgia and Local Communities 

 

Lost fruit and vegetable production in the state in 2011 resulted in losses not only to the producers 

involved but to input suppliers to the producers as well as those who benefit indirectly from the 

expenditures that would have been created in the state and local communities.  A multi county and 

state model of all the business and interactions of consumers and business was formulated to estimate 

the impacts of the reported losses experienced by the seven spring crops in Georgia.  Results indicated 

that on an annual basis the $41.9 million in lost vegetable production due to labor shortages resulted in 

another $56.1 million dollars lost in other goods and services in Georgia’s economy for a total economic 

impact of about $98 million. The total of $33.1 million in berry production lost due to inadequate labor 

resulted in another $50.4 million for a total impact of $83.5 million.   The total Georgia vegetable and 

berry economic impacts calculated from the labor related lost production reported in the survey were 

estimated to be over $181 million less in total goods and services produced. 

The so-called multiplier impacts occur as the money normally generated from the fruit and vegetable 

production was not spent on purchasing other goods and services.  For instance, not only would the 

input suppliers suffer lost sales, but so would all the retail businesses that would have had customers 

from those employed by the fruit and vegetable producers and suppliers.  The impacts reach further 

into the economy as the retailers then ultimately purchase less from others.  On and on the impacts spin 

through the state and region’s economy, resulting in fewer goods and services or state output produced 

in a multitude of industries and business not directly associated with fruit and vegetable production. 

The lost output results in fewer jobs in producing not only the fruit and vegetables, but in those 

supplying other inputs that are no longer needed and the businesses selling products to the workers.  

The total job loss in a full time annual equivalent job basis was found to be 572 jobs lost directly in the 

production and another 940 in related businesses.  Thus, the total impact resulting from the labor 

related lost production as reported from the survey respondents would be the loss of 1,512 full time 

jobs in Georgia per year.  These results should be interpreted to mean that over a full production year, 

the impacts of the reported lost production in the survey would have the calculated impacts on 

Georgia’s economy. 

Table 3. Estimated Full Year Economic Impacts of Lost Labor Related Berry and Vegetable Production, 

Survey Response Only, Spring 2011 

Impact and Area Value of Output per Year ($) Full time Jobs Per Year (#) 

 Direct Indirect Total Direct Indirect Total 

Berries Statewide -$33,079,072 -$50,425,012 -$83,504,084 -270 -452 -722 

Vegetables Statewide -$41,901,449 -$56,099,859 -$98,001,308 -302 -488 -790 

Total Berry & Veg Statewide -$74,980,521 -$106,524,871 -$181,505,392 -572 -940 -1,512 

       

Berry Production Counties -$33,079,072 -$34,802,037 -$67,881,109 -243.3 -374.9 -618 

Vegetable Prod. Counties -$41,901,449 -$35,502,846 -$77,404,295 -284.4 -379.4 -664 

Total Berry & Veg Prod. Area -$74,980,521 -$70,304,883 -$145,285,404 -528 -754 -1,282 

Berry counties SE Ga., 4 Vegetable Crops SW Ga. Plus Onions SE Ga.= Veg. County Area 

Lost Production Related to Labor, GFVGA Survey of 7 Spring Fruit and Vegetable Crops    
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The multiplier impacts are also keenly felt on the local level.  The production counties for all the 

vegetables crops, with the exception of onions, are in the Southwest counties of the state.  Berry and 

Onion production are in the Southeast part of the state.  In order to illustrate the impacts on the local 

counties of production, regional models of Southwest and Southeast Georgia counties were estimated 

to illustrate the community impacts.    As can be seen from the table, the local communities suffer most 

of the impact with all the direct impact occurring locally with an additional $70.3 million occurring in 

indirect effects for a total community impact of over $145 million.  In full time annual equivalent job 

units, the direct impact to the local community is a reduction of 528 full time jobs per year.  An 

additional 754 in related jobs are lost due to reduced output and thus fewer jobs generated.  The total 

impact in job loss is found to be about 1,282 fewer jobs in the local production area as a result of the 

lost output reported by producers in spring 2011 due to the labor situation.  

The results in all the impact tables are based only on the results found directly from the survey.  IF the 

survey were representative of all of Georgia’s seven crop’s acreage studied, then the results from the 

impact analysis could be scaled to reflect the overall impact of the approximately 53.6% of Georgia 

acreage not accounted for in the survey.  The impact tables show that for each $1 million lost in berry 

production there is an additional $1.4 million of lost output and about 20 loss jobs.  Each $1 million in 

vegetables results in an additional indirect impact of $1.34 million and the loss of about 19 total full time 

jobs.  For example, IF the survey results were representative of all acreage, the total yearly impact 

would be about $391 million and the job loss would be about 3,260 on a statewide basis.  However, no 

data exist to determine how representative the surveyed acreage is of the total acreage.  The survey 

does represent a detailed analysis of a very large percentage of the seven berry and vegetable crops.      

Since the labor shortage became apparent to producers after production plans and pre harvest inputs 

were purchased and used, a second model was estimated to account for the total impacts of the post-

harvest/packing inputs alone.  The loss output reported from the survey was reduced by the ratio of pre 

harvest to post harvest expenses and resulted in a total economic impact of -$103.6 million on a state 

level with -$83.2 million occurring in the local production communities.  Job losses were calculated at 

869 full time jobs on the state level with a loss of 739 full times jobs occurring at the local level.  This 

model can be interpreted to represent an approximation of the economic impacts occurring in the 

partial production year of 2011 as production input were purchased in anticipation of a complete 

harvest.  The growers experienced a reported loss from inadequate harvest and packing labor of $75 

million in spring 2011 in the seven crops, but the total economic impacts were mitigated as inputs were 

purchased for a full harvest.  However, if the results are repeated in following full years, the impacts of 

the full production year model would be felt. 
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Table 4. Estimated Partial Production Year Economic Impacts of Lost Labor Related Berry and 

Vegetable Production, Survey Response Only Spring 2011 

Impact and Area  Partial Year Value of Output ($) 
Full time Jobs Per Year 

(#) 

 
Direct  Impact Net of Pre-Harvest 

Inputs 

Indirect 

Impacts 
Total Direct Indirect Total 

Berries Statewide -$22,861,808 -$34,850,038 -$57,711,846 -187 -312 -499 

Vegetables Statewide -$19,625,942 -$26,276,243 -$45,902,185 -142 -228 -370 

Total Berry & Veg 

Statewide 

-$42,487,750 -$61,126,281 -

$103,614,031 

-328 -541 -869 

       

Berry Production 

Counties 

-$22,861,808 -$24,052,595 -$46,914,403 -168.2 -259.1 -427 

Vegetable Prod. Counties -$19,625,942 -$16,663,650 -$36,289,593 -133.6 -177.9 -312 

Total Berry & Veg Prod. 

Area 

-$42,487,750 -$40,716,245 -$83,203,996 -302 -437 -739 

Berry counties SE Ga., 4 Vegetable Crops SW Ga. Plus Onions SE Ga.= Veg. County Area  

Partial Year Output assumed from the reported Labor Related Production Loss Adjusted by Crops Pre Harvest to 

Post Harvest Expense Ratio  

   

In an effort to determine what the longer term or full year impacts may be, the survey asked how 

producer’s 2012 production may be impacted by the labor situation experienced in 2011.  The table 

below shows that while most respondents to the question indicated they would try to maintain 

production, a significant number of vegetable producers planned cuts.   Yearly planted annual crops 

such as vegetables can more easily be altered than can perennial, multi- year crops such as those 

produced from berry bushes.  However, even berry producers indicated planned changes in production 

and harvest/packing methods if the labor experience of 2011 is likely repeated in 2012.      

Table 5. Summary of 2012 Intentions by Crop 

CROP 
Total Number Reporting Labor 

Problems 
Response 

to Q 

Plans for spring 2012 – Acres Avg % 

decrease Increase Maintain Decrease 

       

Blueberries 65 36 6 26 4 35% 

Blackberries 9 5 0 1 4 57% 

Total Berries 74 41 6 27 8 47% 

Percent of Berry Growers  

Reporting Labor Problem 

 
55% 15% 65% 20%  

       

Bell Pepper 19 13 1 7 5 55% 

Cucumbers 12 8 0 4 4 35% 

Squash 12 8 0 5 3 30% 

Vidalia Onions 17 13 0 5 8 40% 

Watermelons 14 5 0 0 5 35% 

       

Total Vegetables 148 47 1 21 25 39% 

Percent of Vegetable Growers  

who Reported Labor Problem 

 
72% 2% 45% 53%  

       

Total Berry and Veg.   88 7 48 33  

Percent  

 

 8% 54.5% 37.5%  

 


