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Commercial ~ fruit  and vegetable farming
contributes $76 million annually to our state’s economy.
One such farming opportunity that has been gaining
popularity in the last couple of years is Mississippi’s
blueberry industry.

Mississippi blueberry growers estimate they will
harvest about 8 million pounds of berries this year. This
amount is a 51% increase over last year’s harvest. One of
the contributing factors to the yield increase is the ability
to process and store blueberries in or near the counties in
which they are grown.

Through the Land, Water, and
Timber Board, Mississippi has
provided grants to Covington County
Board of Supervisors and to the Wayne
County Board of Supervisors/Wayne
County Blueberry Growers
Association for blueberry handling
facilities. ~ The Covington County
facility processes berries while the |
Wayne County facility is a “drop”
station for blueberry growers. Each of
these facilities is designed to meet the
needs of Mississippi blueberry farmers
in their area. However, the vision of
each facility differs greatly. This brief will detail the
funding, business model (vision), and the
efficiency/inefficiencies of each facility.

Covington County Blueberry Processing Facility
Collins, MS

Grant Recipient: Covington County Board of
Supervisors
Amount of Grant: $800,000
Amount of Private Investment: $800,000
(50/50 match)
Purpose of Project:
Increase facility size
Construct new cooler space
Construct new processing lines
Add/update processing equipment

The Covington County Processing facility is a
12,000 square foot facility located in Collins, MS and is

currently being leased by Fresh Harvest International of
Pompano Beach, FL.

Fresh Harvest has invested $800,000 of its own
money to complete the project of expanding and updating
the facility.

The success of the blueberry industry in
Covington County can be attributed to facility’s proximity
to the fields as well as capabilities of being able to process
berries other than Grade A. All Grade A berries are
processed as “Fresh”. Grade B berries are processed as
frozen berries (primarily sent to bakeries). Grade C and
lower berries are sent to a
juicing company for fruit juice.
The ability to process these
berries enables the grower to
utilize all berries that are
harvested. In addition, it
increases the growers harvest
season by several weeks.
Generally northern states begin
harvest later in the season and
can drive the prices of MS
blueberries down. Until now,
most MS growers ceased
harvesting at the time the
northern markets came online. However, with the
Covington County facility, MS growers have an extended
season and can garner more by using all grades of berries.

Covington County Processing Facility employs
200 people who contribute to the local economy directly
related to the processing plant. However, the county and
surrounding areas gain monetarily through sales of
supplies, equipment, construction contracts, utilities,
hotel/motel rentals, restaurants, grocery stores, etc. We
cannot accurately account for the economic impact this
facility has on the surrounding area at this time.

Covington County Processing facility sub-
contracts and purchases show they attempt to support MS
businesses for all supplies relating to the facility. In
addition, marketing contracts with companies such as
Wal-Mart, ensure a strong market for Mississippi products
and services.
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The processing facility does use migrant seasonal
labor, both in the fields as well as in the processing plant.
However, internal controls within the company ensure that
do not employ illegal aliens.

Fresh Harvest International also provides training
and seminars on growing techniques to the MS blueberry
farmers at the company’s expense. In addition, there are
no up-front costs to the growers for supplies (i.e. boxes,
lugs, etc), transportation trucks, harvesters, and/or cold
storage of berries. The growers maintain that this has
allowed them to operate more efficiently and produce
greater volumes of berries because their overhead costs
are kept to a minimum, thus allowing them to plant more
acreage of berries. In order for blueberry farmers to
maximize profitability during the relatively short growing
season for blueberries in Mississippi (June to mid-August)
they have to increase the amount of number of acres on
which they can plant and harvest blueberries.

Wayne County Blueberry Growers Association
Waynesboro, MS

Grant Recipient: Wayne County Board of Supervisors
Amount of Grant: $304,630.00
Amount of Private Investment: $50,000 Wayne
County Blueberry Growers Association
Amount of Public Investment: $50,000 Wayne County
Board of Supervisors (in kind contribution: site
preparation, dirt work)
(Total state/non-state match: 66/33 percent)

Purpose of Project:
e Build cold storage facility for blueberry growers

The Wayne County Blueberry Board of
Supervisors and the Wayne County Growers Association
received a grant from the LWT Board in the amount of
$304,630.00 for construction of the blueberry “drop”
station located at the industrial park in Waynesboro, MS.
The association utilizes a 25-year lease from the Wayne
County Board of Supervisors, which own the facility, with
the option of renewing the lease for another 25-year
period. Prior to the construction of this new facility, the
association leased a building from a State-owned tree
nursery located south of Waynesboro. As expected, this
facility was closed due to budget cuts and lack of
maintenance.  This new facility is more modern and
contains more space to house berries than the previous
plant it is now replacing,

The Wayne County Blueberry Growers
Association is a co-operative comprised of 26 members,
representing 6 southern counties, as well as 3 Alabama
growers. Before the construction of the new “drop”
facility, growers had to rely upon refrigerated trucks to
store berries before they were sent to market. With the
high cost of fuel and lease for such vehicles, costs were
prohibitive for most growers. Growing overhead is the
most costly negative factor that affects Mississippi
growers. This facility was designed to help alleviate some
of the costs associated with storing and transporting
berries.

Unlike the Covington County processing facility,
Wayne County growers must grade and package berries
on their individual farms. This process limits the growers
in several ways. One, each grower must employ a large
number of harvesters and graders to sort fruit because
machine picked fruit is less desirable for the fresh market
and sorting machinery is costly. Secondly, the length of
time a grower can harvest berries and still remain
profitable is greatly shortened

However, Wayne County Blueberry Growers
Association hopes to develop the drop station into a
processing plant as funding becomes available.
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