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Michigan’s Food and 
Agriculture System*

• Contribute $101.2 billion annually to 
the state’s economy

• Employ 923,000 people (22% of 
workforce)

• Farms produce over 300 
commodities

• Account for $13 billion of 
overall total

• Fields crops: $5.72 billion
• Livestock/dairy: $4.7 billion
• Nursery/landscape: $1.2 billion
• Fruit: $758 million
• Vegetables: $673 million

*Data provided by MDARD, 2023





Michigan Tart 
Cherry

• #1 state for tart cherry 
production

• 32,000 acres
• Farm gate value: $74 million
• 425 farm families
• 50% of U.S. tarts are grown in 

northwest Michigan



Sweet Cherry
• 95% of Michigan industry is 

used in processing
• Yogurt, ice cream, etc.
• Mechanically harvested

• 85% of MI sweet cherries are 
grown in NW MI

• More interest in high-density 
orchards for fresh market



Climate Change
• Crop losses:

• 1945
• 2002
• 2012

• Two losses in last decade
• Hail
• Drought
• Excess rainfall

April 2018

April 2017



Aging 
Farmers

• Farmers are the oldest workforce 
in America

• 40% of the nation's farmland is 
owned by farmers 65 and older

• As these farmers retire over the 
next 20 years, it is estimated that 
~350 million acres of farmland will 
change hands

• Average age of farmers in 
Michigan is 57.5



Development Pressure



Farm labor is difficult to 
find/retain
• Immigration issues

• Crop losses of 2002 and 2012
• Hard to bring back labor annually

• Northwest Michigan is the last stop on the 
labor line

• Farm labor can be physically demanding
• Heavy lifting
• Bending
• Walking
• Ladder work

• How can we make our 
orchards/farms/region to be more attractive?



Foreign Imports

• Foreign product entering US 
at far cheaper rates

• Poland
• Turkey

• Anti-dumping case
• Tariff issues
• Declining exports

• Germany was once an 
importer of tart cherries

• E.U. reduced imports and 
grows much of their own 
fruit





Economic Realities

Currently, there are major challenges in the tree fruit
• Cherries: For over 5 seasons, growers not covering 
variable costs

• High inventory, low price
• Equipment upgrades, new plantings, technology 

adoption
• How can growers make upgrades/change 

systems with no cash flow?
• How long can growers sustain this 

scenario?
• Apples: two large crop years in a row

• Did not have enough boxes in 2022, built 
boxes over the year

• Had boxes in 2023, but high inventory / not 
enough storage

• Many apples did not "have a home", many 
left unharvested on tree

• MI need to invest in apple infrastructure ($!)



Succession planning is difficult in such an environment
 Already, farming is incredibly capital intensive

o Land (values up across all agriculture, but worse in NW Michigan)
o Equipment – tractors, harvesting equipment, new technology – sophisticated 

and pricey, but growers needed to modernize systems
o Modern processing/packing facilities are needed, even if a grower is small/ 

working with local markets

 What can growers build their business plan in today's climate?
 Financing – needs to be based on a good business plan
 Challenging to find next generation and new farmer entry is prohibitively costly

Economic Realities, cont.



Economic Realities, cont.

• There are other opportunities, but tree fruit is so 
much of our farming land, culture, tradition

• Wine Grapes: High entry costs: often need 
to have winery/tasting room

• Agritourism: Opportunities for small, large, 
mid-scale farms?

• Small-scale livestock: Seems to be a good 
market for local meats

• Market Garden/ CSA/ Truck farming: More 
co-ops to work with in NW Michigan, but 
often still need to scale/ diversify enterprises



Michael E. Porter, 1990. The Competitive Advantage of Nations. 
New York: The Free Press. 

There are two ways to be competitive in a 
global economy; by being the lowest cost 
supplier of an undifferentiated commodity or 
by providing the market with a unique and 
superior value in terms of product quality, 
special features or after sales service.

Opportunities for Local Farmers



Opportunities- Regional Placemaking

People want Quality of Life 
amenities throughout the region 
from urban to rural!
• Housing/lodging and transportation choices;
• Variety in entertainment, cultural offerings, green space, 

local foods, and recreation;
• More quality places with allure, authenticity, and 

interest.
• COVID-increased desire for outdoor activities
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Placemaking is the process of creating quality places where 
people want to live, work, play, shop, learn or visit.

Shinya Suzuki

MML

Schindler



What is Agriculture?

Effinghamdailynews.com, 2015

Appharvest.com



What is Agriculture?
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The Blue Dress Barn



Agritourism: Lewis Farms, New Era MI

20



Farm Innovation
Retailing products

• Farm market
• Farm store
• CSA
• U-pick
• Internet
• Wholesale 

distribution
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Farm Innovation
• Marketing the experience

• Agritourism
• Destination business
• Events, activities
• Internet & Social Media
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What should our agri-food system look like 10, 20, 50 years from now?

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/14/i-cant-get-above-water-how-americas-chicken-giant-perdue-controls-farmers
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