
 Summer 2013  

Why Not Pick Your Own?  

By Mike Reeves 
 

There are many farms across the state that offer 
some of their crops for harvest by the consumer.  This 
is commonly referred to as òPick-Your-Ownó or òU-
pickó.  This is not something new.  U-Pick operations 
have been around, in some form, as long as modern 

agriculture.  The popu-
larity and availability of U
-pick has varied over the 
years.  By describing a u-
pick operation from both 
the farmers view point 
and that of the consum-
ers, I hope you can see 
why this type of arrange-
ment can be mutually 
beneficial. 
 
Why U-Pick: Growers 
The primary reason for a 
grower to offer his/her 
crop on a U-Pick arrange-
ment is to reduce the 
requirement for harvest 
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For many local farmers, selling to local restau-
rants is a great way to diversify their marketing out-
lets, gain exposure to new potential customers, and 
enjoy a year round source of profit.  But selling to 
restaurants, like selling anywhere 
else, doesn't come without its own 
unique challenges and headaches. 

Likewise many chefs and res-
taurateurs are interested in connect-
ing with local farmers to source 
their ingredients, but doing business 
with local farmers almost never 
resembles the exchanges they have 
with large-scale distributors, which 
can lead to frustrations as well. 

We've gathered the thoughts 
and advice of some Alabama farmers 
and Alabama chefs who have experi-
ence selling and buying òfarm to 

restaurant,ó in order to make the process more navi-
gable for those just starting out. 

 

Where do you start? 
Dogged persistence and simply putting 
yourself out there.  In some cases the 
farmer makes the initial connection, in 
some cases the chef. 

Will Doonan of Heron Hollow Farms 
says he would simply òwalk in and show 
them what I had.ó  Of course, it im-
proves your odds if you pre-select for 
restaurants that are supportive of local 
foods, and are familiar not only with 
the opportunities but with the challeng-
es that buying directly from local farm-
ers can entail.  Will says, plain and 
simple, òbecause of our attention to 

(Continued on page 6) 

U-pick farms teach kids about 
òwhere their food comes from and 
the effort it takes to produce it.ó.  
Photo credit:  Mike Reeves 

labor.  The grower may not have the available labor 
needed to harvest certain fruit and vegetable crops.  
While all vegetable and fruit crops require signifi-
cant amounts of labor to harvest and pack, some 
crops require more harvest labor than others.  For 
example, butterbeans and peas require more harvest 
labor than watermelons or cantaloupes, and straw-
berries and blueberries require more harvest labor 
than peaches or apples.  For this reason you will 
most likely see U-Pick operations for these more 
harvest intensive crops.  The list of crops that you 
might find available for U-Pick could include: 
strawberries, blueberries, blackberries, muscadines, 
peas, beans, tomatoes, squash, or cucumbers.  
Growers can pass the costs required to harvest these 
crops on to the consumer in the form of reduced 
prices. 
Farmers offer an òon farmó experience as part 

of the U-pick operation.  This can be especially the 
case where the actual harvesting of the crop is the 
primary event.  Such an example is Pick-Your-Own 
Pumpkins.  Most consumers are paying for the ex-
perience more than for the crop.  When you com-
bine this with corn mazes and wagon rides it be-
comes more òAgriculture Tourismó than òPick-Your
-Ownó. 

 

Locally sourced fried green tomatoes at 
Luluõs at Homeport Marina in Gulf 
Shores. Photo courtesy of Luluõs. 



I recently heard 
a discussion 
about research 
showing how 
Alabama is just 
simply not a 
very good place 
to grow food 
and itõs really 
not worth the 

effort. 
I had to smile thinking about the steam-

ing hot August days Iõve been in the field 
picking beans and cursing the Japanese bee-
tles descending from the heavens to devour 
my crops.  So I canõt deny that growing 
food in Alabama is not an easy endeavor.  
But to say itõs not worth the effort seems to 
be a serious mistake.   

I have the good fortune of getting to 
travel the state talking to farmers, ranchers, 
fishermen, and consumers of Alabama food.  
These people clearly disagree that itõs not 
worth the effort.  From one end of the state 
to other, farmers markets and restaurants 
are finally starting to show how rich a boun-
ty the soil and water of Alabama can pro-
duce.  The diversity of locally-produced 
food appearing in our markets has never 

been so great.  And the dollars paid for those 
products stays right here in Alabama, where 
they belong. 

At last monthõs Southern Makers event 
in downtown Montgomery, I got to spend 
some time with Chris Bennett, a ôfood for-
agerõ and farmer.  Chris scours the back-
woods of central Alabama finding the most 
delicious foods that grow unencumbered and 
are highly sought after by local markets, such 
as the Hot and Hot Fish Club in Birmingham. 

To me, Chris epitomizes the notion that 
Alabama IS a good place to grow food.  It sure 
doesn't make much economic sense to pay to 
import food that grows naturally, even wild, 
in our own state. Fortunately, Chris is work-
ing on a book about foraging food in Alabama 
and will soon be able to share his wisdom 
with all of us.   
But thereõs still much work to do in 

order to keep our momentum going.  Ala-
bama produces less than 5% of its own food.  
If we can we increase that by only a few per-
centage points, weõll see millions of dollars 
stay in our state and form the foundation for 
rural and urban communities that desperately 
need a strong financial base. 

The emerging Alabama Food Policy 
Council, a group facilitated by ASAN, aims to 
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research and help drive good policy to 
achieve this goal.  ASAN and the Food 
Policy Council hope to work closely with 
the Alabama Department of Agriculture 
to increase the number of  processing 
facilities for locally produced food. 

ASAN is working hard to provide 
connectivity to producers and consumers 
of Alabama-grown food by distributing 
our Food Guides in Huntsville, Birming-
ham, and Mobile.  ASAN continues to 
provide trainings for producers to help 
make their farms and ranches more effi-
cient, profitable, and resilient.  And this 
work is really just beginning. 

Please consider joining ASAN as a 
member and also making a tax deductible 
donation.  You can help us support local 
sustainable food systems and make 2013 a 
great year to be a small farmer, rancher, 
fisherman, AND consumer of Alabama 
produced food! 

 
 
 
 
 

Edwin Marty 
Board President 

CONTRIBUTORS:  Summer 2013  

Thank you to everyone who contributed to this newsletter, including (but not limited to): 

Jetson Brown, farm manager at EAT South in Montgomery 

Will Doonan, co-farm manager and co-owner of Heron Hollow Farm in Nauvoo 

Steve Bunner, Owner and  Executive Chef at 1892 East Restaurant and Tavern in Huntsville 

David Bancroft, Owner and Chef  at Acre, a restaurant slated to open in Auburn in September 

Dylan  Feenker, Executive Chef at Luluõs at Homeport Marina in Gulf Shores 

Mike Reeves, farmer and Regional Extension Agent in Hartselle 

Victor Khan, plasticulture expert and sweetpotato breeder for Tuskegee University.  He constructed the first walk-in high tunnel in 
Alabama in 1992 and is finalizing a book about high tunnel production. 

Lucy Buffett, ASAN Board Member and owner of Luluõs at Homeport Marina in Gulf Shores 

Mark Bowen, Education and Outreach Coordinator for EAT South in Montgomery.  He is also the interim farm manager at the 
Hampstead site. 

Natilee McGruder, Organization Developer at the Federation of Child Care Centers of Alabama (FOCAL), based in Montgomery 

Shavaun Evans, Grassroots Associate at the National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition (NSAC), based in Washington, DC 

 

Edwin Marty, ASAN Board President and Executive Director of EAT South 

Alice Evans, ASAN Statewide Coordinator 
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By Victor Khan 
 

High tunnels are designed to extend the 
growing season during the cool and cold 
months of the year; however, many produc-
ers are growing vegetables year round in high 
tunnels.  Continued cropping of these small 
areas eventually leads to a buildup of diseases 
and other pests. 

Soil solarization is a non-chemical pro-
cess of using clear plastic mulch to trap the 
heat of the sun in moist soil, increasing the 
soil temperature and killing disease organisms 
and weed seeds.  Since high tunnels tend to 
be fixed structures and cannot be easily rotat-
ed, solarization offers a low cost and environ-
mentally friendly method of disinfesting the 
tunnel ð for both conventional and organic 
growers.  Solarization is most effective when 
done during the hottest months of the year,  
which in Alabama is from June to August. 

Solarization your high tunnel using the 
following steps: 

 

STEP 1.  It is very important to remove 
or incorporate all plant debris from a previ-
ous or cover crop before beginning the solari-
zation process.  The soil needs to finely 

tilled, 
smooth, and 
level.  This 
can be ac-
complished 
through the 
use of a 
tractor and 
rototiller or 
with a regu-
lar garden 
tiller.  It is 
important 

that the soil be free from soil clumps and 
other debris to ensure that the plastic makes 
direct contact with the soil.  Failure to re-
move these objects and smoothing the soil 
will lead to the creation of air pockets where 
disease spores, weed seeds, and pest larvae, 
can survive the solarization process. 

 

STEP 2.  Incorporate all soil amend-
ments such as poultry litter and cabbage, 
collards, and turnip crop residues.  Amend-
ments can make the solarization process even 
more effective.  

Solarizat ion CAN Help Rid Your High 

Tunnel of Diseases, Pests and Weed Seeds  
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STEP 3.  Wet the soil thoroughly.  
Water is essential because it improves 
the heating process during solarization.  
The soil needs to be saturated.  It is 
recommended that the watering system 
be left on overnight, depending on the 
soil type.  The wetness level can be de-
termined by taking a handful of soil and 
squeezing it ð when released the soil 
should remain as a nice ball.  If it crum-
bles or is too hard to squeeze it needs 
more water, and if the soil is soggy then 
you have applied to much water, and it 
will need a day or two to dry out. 

 

STEP 4.  Dig shallow trenches 
around the interior edges of the high 
tunnel.  Do this using a big wheel hand 
plow or a hoe and shovel.  These 
trenches are intended to bury the edges 
of the plastic film to keep it in place.  
You can apply the plastic more tightly if you 
divide the tunnel into two sections with a 1ft 
wide walkway running down the center.  
When digging the trenches avoid walking on 
the area to be solarized, to prevent compac-
tion of the soil. 

 

STEP 5.  Measure the width and length 
of the area to be solarized, and cut your plas-
tic sheet a bit longer and wider, because you 
will need to bury the edges in the surround-
ing trenches.  It is recommended to use a 4-6 
mil thick plastic that is at least 40ft wide and 
100ft long.   A thick plastic can be reused at a 
later date, withstand rough handling, and in 
some instances prevent certain weeds from 
puncturing the plastic if they emerge from 
the soil.  Position the plastic over the area to 
be solarized, place the edges in the surround-
ing trenches, and put a shovel load of soil 
every 10ft.  Repeat this procedure on the 
opposite side, stretching the plastic to make 
sure that it is smooth. 

Follow the same procedure for the 
width sides of the plastic.  Then back-fill the 
trench all the way around, ensuring that the 
plastic is held firmly in place. When this is 
done correctly, you will immediately begin 
to see condensation building up under the 
plastic.  This is a sign that you have success-
fully prepared your high tunnel for solariza-
tion.  Allow your tunnel to remain closed for 

at least six weeks during the warmest 
part of the year.  After six weeks, open 
the tunnel and remove the plastic. 

 

Consider solarization if you have 
had major problems with soil-borne 
diseases, soil-borne pests, or weeds.  
You shouldn't need to solarize every 
year, but it is an invaluable tool and can 
be worked into a crop rotation every 
three to five years or so.  Only solarize 
if you need to ð successful solarization 
kills both òbadó organisms as well as the 
beneficials.  However, research has 
shown that populations of beneficials 
rebound more quickly once solarization 
is complete. 

Spreading the plastic film and placing the edges in the trench-
es.  Photo credit:  Victor Khan 

Trenches created by shovel and hoe.  Photo credit:  Victor 
Khan 

Back fill the trenches.  Photo credit:  Victor Khan 

Soil preparation with tractor and rototil-
ler.  Photo credit:  Victor Khan 
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the field.  In turn, he has to be much more efficient at harvesting and 
marketing his crop.  Relying 
on U-Pick customers alone 
to harvest a crop is some-
times risky.  Sometimes, the 
U-Pick customers might not 
follow the rules set forth by 
the grower, as far as where 
to pick and what to pick.  As 
a result, the grower will have 
to bring his own labor crew 
in behind the U-Pick cus-
tomers to properly harvest 
the crop.  If this becomes a 
pattern, the grower will just 
find a way to harvest the 

crop himself or not continue growing it.  So, as a U-Pick customer, 
you are helping the farmer with his crop.  The better job the custom-
er does, the more likely the farmer will plant more crops for U-Pick. 

It seems consumers have less free time at their disposal to do 
things like picking their own fruits and vegetables.  There are many 
local farmers who have very fresh, high quality fruits and vegetables 
available on their farms or at farmers markets.  So with less time, 
many U-Pick customers may have decided it is much easier for them 
to pay a little more to let 
the farmer do the harvest-
ing. 

For those who want 
to get out on the farm and 
harvest their own fruits 
and vegetables, there are 
still some great farms 
waiting on you! 

Why U-Pick: Consumers 
The primary reason for 

a consumer to be attracted 
to a U-Pick operation is cost 
savings.  Since the farmer is 
counting on the consumer to 
harvest his crop, he or she 
will often offer their crop at 
a significantly lower price 
than the pre-picked version 
of the same crop. 

Another reason for 
picking your own is fresh-
ness.  While our farmers do 
a great job of providing fresh fruits and vegetables (most picked 
the same day), there is actually no way to get fresher fruits and 
vegetables than picking them yourself.  Fruit and vegetables can be 
consumed or preserved literally within minutes of harvest. 

I also like to think that education is a good reason to go pick 
you own, especially when children are involved.  Most families are 
now at least two generations removed from the farm.  Getting on 
a farm allows young people to get a sense of where their food 
comes from and the effort it takes to produce it. 

 
Current U-Pick Situation 

Many fruit and vegetable are still offered through U-Picks, 
but the number may be declining.  After giving all the positive 
reasons for U-Pick, let me list some reasons why this may be oc-
curring: 

The costs of producing a crop continue to increase, for the 
grower.  As a result, the farmer has a much more valuable crop in 

(Continued from page 1) Guides to Find a U -Pick Near You  
 

Be sure to call ahead before going to a U-pick.  Each one has different 

open hours, and crops arenõt always available exactly when expected. 
 

ASANõs Food and Farm Guides 

http://asanonline.org/resource-center/resources-for-eaters 
 

Alabama U-Pick Operations (Alabama Dept. of Agriculture and Industries) 

http://agi.alabama.gov/uploads/s1/-8/s1-857r1ghcns_u-_pp6xw/upick-2011.pdf 
 

U-Pick Operations by County (Alabama Farmers Market Authority) 

www.fma.alabama.gov/MapUPick.htm 
 

PickYourOwn.org 

www.pickyourown.org/AL.htm 

Photo credit:  Mike Reeves 

detail, our prices tend to be a little higher.  So 
if their desire for quality exceeds dollar signs, 
then that's what we're going for.ó 

Jetson Brown, the farm manager of EAT 
South in Montgomery, shares that same filter, 
narrowing the field by looking for òrestaurants 
that were already using quality ingredients 
and [making] great food with them.ó  He adds, 
òa changing or rotating menu is important 
because it means that they are able to change 
what they buy during the different seasons.ó 

Many chefs said they connected with 
farmers through word of mouth, mutual con-
nections, and through farmers markets.  Steve 
Bunner of 1892 East Restaurant and Tavern in 
Huntsville says he started with local òfarmers 

(Continued from page 1) 

markets, local food guides, and asking eve-
ryone and anyone if they know people.ó  
David Bancroft of Acre in Auburn took a 
more direct approach, joking that he drove 
out to the first farm and bugged them until 
they agreed, then moved onto the next 
farm... 

Whether you're a farmer or a chef, 
reach out at a time when you can actually 
have a conversation ð don't waltz into a 
restaurant in the middle of the lunch rush, 
and don't demand a farmer's attention 
while they're trying to serve customers at 
the farmers market.  You can always set up 
an appointment to come back. 

 
How do you know you're on the 
right track? 

Good relationships between local 
farmers and local chefs are founded in 

trust, mutual understanding, and good 
communication.  When both parties trust 
one another enough, and are familiar 
enough with one another's limitations, 
there can be frank conversation about 
things like pricing and availability. 
Steve Bunner comments, òCommonly 

the first step in setting a price is saying we 
canõt pay that much.  The next step is 
farmer telling me they canõt go as low as 
commercial agribusiness.  With that out of 
the way the relationships that are going to 
stick, begin with an earnest conversation 
about what each otherõs margins really 
are.  When we started, I had little under-
standing of the business of farming, and 
most farmers have as much knowledge of 
menu pricing.ó  Lasting relationships de-
pend on both parties enjoying òshared prof-
itability,ó he says. 

Farm -to -Restaurant 
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http://asanonline.org/resource-center/resources-for-eaters
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