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I would like to start by thanking Chairman Vela, Ranking Member Thompson, and members of the 
committee for hosting this important hearing.  I also want to thank my Congressman, Congressman 
Carbajal for inviting me to testify before the subcommittee, and for making sure our specialty crop 
producers are represented in Congress.  I serve as General Manager of the Pismo-Oceano Vegetable 
Exchange, a multi-generation grower-shipper family business going back to the 1920s.   
We are located along the Central Coast of California.  We farm 5,000 acres annually specializing in the 
production of Asian vegetables, leafy greens, and herbs.  Our production line up consist of Nappa 
Cabbage, Bok Choy, Shanghai Bok Choy, Broccoli, Romaine and Iceburg Lettuce, Green Leaf, Endive, 
Escarole, Kale, Cilantro, Parsley, and Italian Parsley.  
 
 I have recently been selected as Chairman of the California Leafy Greens Marketing Agreement 
Advisory Board.  The California leafy Greens Marketing Agreement (LGMA) is a food safety program 
representing 99% of the leafy greens growers in California.  The LGMA requirements meet or exceed the 
Produce Rule requirements within the Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA).  Members of the LGMA 
have met PSR requirements for 11 years now. 
 
I have also been extensively involved with Farm Bureau.  Farm Bureau represents more than half of 
growers and producers within California amongst all agricultural commodities.  I have served as Past-
President of San Luis Obispo County Farm Bureau, and still am on the Board of Directors.  I have also 
served the California State farm Bureau federation as an alternate delegate to national conferences, as a 
delegate to the state conferences, and as Chairman of the Federal Poly Issues Advisory Committee (IAC). 
 
So that we’re all on the same page, specialty crops are defined under federal law as “fruits, vegetables, 
tree nuts, dried fruits, horticulture, and nursery crops.”  All types of agriculture are important, but 
specialty crops account for more than 25 percent of the value of U.S. crop production and do so on a 
relatively small amount of land (USDA).     
 
The issues I want to discuss today will not be a surprise to many of you.  The three greatest challenges 
that specialty crop producers face are water, labor and food safety.   
 
Before we dive into these, I need to explain how significant specialty crops are to our local community, to 
the State of California, and to the United States.  

- Of the $924 million annual agriculture sales in San Luis Obispo County, $860 million comes 
from specialty crops (SLO County). 

- 75 percent of America’s lettuce and leafy greens are grown in California, and the vast majority 
come from the six counties that comprise California’s Central Coast region (LGMA). 

- California is the top producer of nearly every specialty crop commodity in the nation (USDA).  
- California has more specialty crop farmers than the next four largest states – Florida, Texas, 

Washington and Pennsylvania – combined (USDA).   
- California alone accounts for $30 billion of the $83 billion U.S. specialty crop market (USDA). 

 
These statistics are even more impressive when you consider the daunting challenges our farmers face to 
supply the three most essential inputs in specialty crop production – water, labor, and food safety..   
 
WATER 
 



California actually has enough water to meet the needs of its people, for wildlife habitat, and for 
agriculture, but we refuse to make balanced, reasonable policy decisions to let farmers access it.  Even as 
we make investments to grow crops “drop by drop” in the most sustainable way in human history, 
misguided regulations and demands of a growing population have forced more farmers to fallow their 
fields and cut back production.   
 
Climate change is a very real factor in California agriculture, and we know our water crisis has no easy 
solution.  But if we continue to reduce agricultural water sources, specialty crop production will largely 
disappear from California, and from the United States.  Ask yourselves this question:  Do we want to 
depend on foreign nations to grow all of our food?  
 
In California, there are two major water systems.  Water that is provided and allocated through the State 
of California and water that growers have “rights” to from underground sources.  California’s water 
infrastructure is old and outdated.  As we look for ways to improve the State water system, difficulty lies 
in finding a solution that is acceptable to all parties.  Water storage is imperative in our State water system 
to get our State through years of drought.  Rehabilitating old reservoirs and dams is difficult through our 
State policies.  Creating new opportunities with reservoirs and dams is even more difficult.  Being smart 
with our State’s water infrastructure will allow for the continued success of the abundance of specialty 
crops our State grows. 
 
This past winter we were pleased and grateful that we had above average rainfall.  When our creeks flow, 
we re-charge our aquifers where private water sources are used.  Above average rainfall does not occur 
every year.  In an effort to manage our private water supply, the best technology and practices are used.  
Our water supply is so important to the success and production of our specialty crops.  Several current 
pieces of regulation within California are limiting the ability of producers to effectively manage their 
valuable resource.  
 
Labor   
 
Even if we are lucky to get enough water for our crops in a given year, chances are we can’t find enough 
workers.  Just last month, a study conducted by the University of California, Davis and the California 
Farm Bureau Federation found that 56 percent of farmers were unable to hire enough workers at some 
point during the past five years (CFBF).  And things are getting worse; of the farmers reporting employee 
shortages, 70 percent had more trouble hiring people in 2017 and 2018.  
 
We’re often asked in agriculture, “Why don’t you just pay higher wages?”.  Well, we have been.  86 
percent of farmers with labor shortages increased wages, but to no avail.  Our employees currently earn at 
least two dollars above our State’s minimum wage requirement.  Even while increasing wages, we are 
still not able to achieve our workforce needs.  In California, our minimum wage will be $15.00/hour in 
2022.  While our minimum wage increases by a $1.00/hour every year, our AG overtime is decreasing by 
30 minutes per year or 25%.  In California, agriculture in the past has had an overtime exemption where 
farm workers are allowed to work for ten hours prior to receiving overtime.  In our peak seasons, these 
workers depend on the fact that they would work 60 hours per week.  With wages increasing and 
overtime going down, we are having to make very difficult business decisions that reduce the number of 
hours worked by our employees. 
 
 In many California communities like San Luis Obispo, the local cost of housing is so expensive, that the 
H-2A Guest Worker Program’s requirement for employers to provide housing makes using the program 
unpractical.  Our broken immigration system is well known to everyone here, but I doubt you can 
appreciate the frustration farmers feel when we have a willing workforce in neighboring countries, but a 
federal government that can’t figure out how to get them here.   



 
The H-2A program continues to be the only option we have to fulfill our labor requirements.  This year, 
our company will utilize the H-2A program more heavily than ever before.  Our produce still requires a 
“personal touch” when harvested.  This year 85% of our harvest labor needs will fall under the H-2A 
program.  As part of the H-2A program, the Adverse Effect Wage Rate (AEWR) wage, currently at 
$13.92/hr., transportation, and housing must be paid by the holder of the contract.  With all of these costs 
factored in, the rough cost per H-2A employee is $16.24/hr. 
 
With the H-2A program being costly, but our only option at this time, we are looking very intently into 
mechanization for our harvest and other processes involved in our growing program.  This is a very 
rapidly expanding area in our industry that is quite costly.  The cost of this equipment provides us with a 
barrier into this area.  I imagine that the price point will eventually come down for this technology, but 
how long will it take?  Can we wait that long? 
 
Food Safety 
 
We know too well that a food safety incident on a single farm can shut down an entire commodity.  In 
December of 2018, the discovery of E. coli on Romaine lettuce effectively shut down all Romaine lettuce 
sales in the nation.  In time, the economic impact of the Food and Drug Administration’s (FDA) Romaine 
advisory in November of 2018 will be estimated.  Without an exact dollar amount available the impacts 
were significant. Many farms in California that had to cease operations.  Harvest crews were not working, 
investments in the crop were lost, trucks were not carrying our products to markets, processors of these 
products were not operating, rural communities suffered, and ultimately our nation was not seeing the 
healthy consumer choice of romaine on the store shelves.  California produces 90% of the nation’s 
romaine.  In another way of explaining the significance of that statistic, there are 130 million servings of 
leafy greens coming out of California every day to the nation.  
 
Recently, our leafy greens community in California came together to update more stringent water 
standards for the growing of leafy greens.  After the two outbreaks related to romaine in 2018, we realized 
that reviewing and revising the use of our water was the place to start.  After discussions with FDA, 
FDA’s investigation reports, the academic community, and growers, the most stringent water standards 
have been approved and will be in use shortly.  I mention this because I am so proud to be part of a 
farming community that puts the safety of our products at the forefront.  Through the LGMA, we able to 
update the food safety requirements as new science becomes available.  We are also able to do this very 
quickly.  Other food safety programs are unable to change as quickly as the LGMA. 
 
As growers of specialty products, especially leafy greens, we realize the importance and necessity of 
producing and providing a safe food to our nation and consumers.  My family consumes the produce we 
grow at home.  I want what I bring home to be safe for my family, I also want the same products I’m 
consuming to be safe for every family in our nation.  Most companies now employ food safety staff who 
help that ensure that best practices are followed from germination to the shipment of our product 
distributed to our customers.  Food safety programs like the LGMA have raised the standard in regards to 
food safety.  Under the LGMA, we undergo five-six government audits each year to ensure we are 
adhering to the science based requirements of the program.  In addition, the LGMA requires a traceback 
program requiring all of its members be able to track their produce back to the farm level. 
 
As a grower of leafy greens, I am subject to 3rd party private audits, customer audits, government audits, 
and now FSMA inspections.  Recently, FDA has recognized the LGMA inspections as demonstrating 
compliance with Produce Rule requirements.  This is a start, but finding solutions to relieving the audit 
fatigue of our specialty crop producers, will become increasingly more important in the future. 
 



Food safety, labor and water are not just issues faced by large farming businesses.  Our community is 
blessed with a variety of farming operations, both big and small.  I hope you understand that these 
challenges are shared by specialty crop producers who farm on 5 acres as well as for those with 5,000 
acres.  We accept that our farms are held to a higher standard because of the number of families we feed, 
we know the stakes are high.  But please respect the essential role larger farming businesses like ours play 
in the vitality of local economies and in preserving the food security we are blessed with in this nation.   
 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit this testimony.  I am honored to testify and hope my comments 
have raised awareness of the significance and challenges the specialty crop industry faces in California.  
 
   
 
Regards, 
 
 
 
Dan Sutton 
General Manager 
Pismo Oceano Vegetable Exchange 
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