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and Leslie Jones don’t like all the

fingers pointed at farmers for prob-
lems the community faced. The natural
impulse when activists and some ele-
ments of the media say you’re polluting
the air and waters in your area is to point
your finger right back at them. But the
Joneses, owners of 2017 American Veg-
etable GrowerS™ Grower Achievement
Award-winning Jones Potato Farm, are
taking a different approach.

I IKE MOST GROWERS, Alan

' Want to

The industry
struggles to

find the right
B e Pa rt sustainable
practices.
Of th e and Leslie
are rolling up tl
- 7 sleeves and
Solution’ | e
By Carol Miller
Editor

clmiller@meistermedia.com

Although none of these anti-farm
types have yet turned attention to their
businesses, with its seven locations in
Florida, the Joneses decided a knee-
jerk rejection to these rants wasn’t for
them. If you peel back to the core issues
these activists are touting, it’s hard to
disagree that being stewards of the land
is a good thing.

The real problem with activists is
that they often don’t really understand
farming. So the Joneses weighed how

The amount of data revealed by soil tests can be overwhelming. But Alan Jones
and crop consultant Dennis Coleman created a color code for their results,
making them easy to read and act upon.

Soil maps courtesy of Jones Potato Farm

to answer these two questions: How
could Jones Potato Farm be part of the
solution when it comes to sustainable
farming? And, how could it teach the
public about farming?

“What can I do to develop and imple-
ment best management practices that
will not only help my ag business, but
also enable other producers to improve
their operations?” Alan asks. “Win/win
business and environmental objectives
are as good as it gets. The more produc-
ers can do with less inputs, the better
off we all will be, improving efficiency
and lowering carbon footprint.”

So how does this philosophy play
out for the Joneses? It all starts with
reaching out to peers, agencies,
and consultants.

“It’s a proactive approach, a way for
all of us to come together, feed our na-
tion in a sustainable manner,” Alan says.

The Joneses take each challenge
they want to address, think through
different ways they can approach them,
then talk to others who they can work
with on the solutions.

“You have to come to the table with
good ideas,” Alan says.

Leslie says her husband is especially
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talented in recruiting others in tackling
common issues.

“You really have to network, and
Alan is really good at that,” she says.
“You have to be willing to talk about
problems instead of sweeping them un-
der the rug. You just need to be willing
to communicate it.”

These good ideas have led to a wide
range of farming methods.

“Alan Jones is a farmer that thinks
out of the box and is doing all he can
to improve his operation, improve his
nutrient management, improve water
conservation, improve the soil, and is a

Owners: Alan and Leslie Jones

Founded: 1987

Location: Parrish, FL, headquarters, with seven locations in all

Size: 4,300 acres

Labor: 20 full-time employees and approximately 75 seasonal
Crops: Table and chip potatoes, green beans, citrus, and cattle
Competitive Edge: First potatoes harvested in the U.S. each

year; Grow to order.

great example of being a great steward
of the land,” says David Royal, Nutrient
Stewardship Project Manager with The
Nature Conservancy.

Here are some of the ways that ap-
proach has boosted Jones Potato Farm
beyond what one couple could do on
their own.

Finding a Water Management
System that Makes Sense
in Florida

Managing water is a struggle for all
Florida growers. The climate tends to
swing from dry to hurricane, and high

Low-volume center pivot irrigation saves
more than one million gallons of water daily
on Jones Potato Farm.

Photos by Frank Giles

temperatures exaggerate the fallout
from those swings.

Like many Florida farms, Jones Po-
tato Farm grows in sandy soil. It ranges
from a dark sandy soil to a light, almost
beach-like soil, which means there
isn’t a lot of water retention. During big
storms, the ground is saturated, but will
dry out more than a grower would want.

“The first thing you learn in Florida
is how to get the water off the field. The
second thing you learn is how to get the
water back in the field,” Alan says.

“We watch the Weather Channel a
whole lot,” Leslie added.

Sandy soil drains quickly, and in this
case, it’s draining into environmentally
sensitive wetlands, not to mention the
Gulf of Mexico, which hosts major
parts of Florida’s economy, thanks to
tourism and marine-based foods like
fish and shrimp.

“You have to understand irrigation
from a watershed perspective. Every
farm stand stands on its own two feet,”
Alan says.

Here are some of the methods Jones
Potato Farm uses to reduce its water use
and to get more from the water it has.

Pivot irrigation. While pivot irrigation
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isn’t unusual in many parts of the country,
it’s not at all common in Florida.

“Around here, he’s the only one who
has center pivots,” says Dennis Cole-
man, Crop Consultant with Crop Pro-
duction Services (CPS).

The first year the Joneses trialed piv-
ot irrigation, the field saw a 70% water
savings. Alan called his water district to
let them know the results, which were
far beyond what was predicted.

“They came to the farm and they saw
how we were using it,” Alan says.

The couple now have an additional
15 pivots, which saves the farm 1 mil-
lion gallons a day during the season.
Although the pivots aren’t in all fields,
the operation still saw a whopping 57%
water savings over its historical use.

Alan has made some modifications to
his pivot-irrigated fields, adding seep-
age irrigation where needed.

“We ended up developing our own
kind of system,” he says. “With center
pivot on its own, we had dry pockets in
our soil once we put it in place.”

Other growers in the area are learn-
ing from Jones’ results, Coleman says.

“People respect him, and a lot of peo-
ple take notice of what he does,” he says.
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2016: Tasteful Selections
2015: Pero Family Farms
2014: Sakata Farms
2013: Torrey Farms
2012: Steven Lyles Farms/
Lyles Family Farms
2011: TKM Bengard Farms. LLC
2010: Alstede Farms LLC
2009: Hansen Farms, Inc.
2008: Lewis Taylor Farms
2007: Anthony Farms, Inc.
2006: Teixeira Farms
2005: Gary Shiflett Farms
2004: Michael Farms
2003: Betteravia Farms
2002: A. Duda & Sons

“I’ve had another grower take note of his
pivot irrigation and is trying it now.”

Laser leveling. When drainage really
matters, it’s important to have control
over how fields drain. Laser leveling
gives fields at Jones Potato Farm a posi-
tive drainage.

Water capturing. The most recent
improvement the Joneses are adding to
their operation are two water recovery
reservoirs. They’re being built to filter
water through natural attenuation, so

the operation can reuse the water for the
center pivot system.

“If we get into a drought situation,
you still have your wells to supplement
our irrigation,” Alan says.

One reservoir is set up for vegetable
production, the other is situated in the
citrus groves.

At some of the Jones locations,
brackish water in wells can be an issue.
These ponds allow them to bypass the
wells more often.

continued on page 8

Leslie says.

tainability for the environment, for the
economy, and general business health.

“There's bad apples in every indus-
try. We're just trying to do our part. |
talk about what can | do, what we all
can do as business owners,” he says.

It's paying off. On a recent burger
stop at a local favorite, The Shake
Shack, a man approached him and
asked, “Are you Alan
Jones?”

The man had heard
him speak at a lo-
cal event, and was
struck by how in-
novation can lead to
great advances.

Little by little, the
Joneses are win-
ning public confi-
dence in farming.

The Final Step? Teaching
the Public about Farming

ONE PROBLEM THE industry faces is
that the public tends to think any farm
over a few acres is an environmental
problem.

Alan and Leslie Jones are working
hard to change that.

They welcome all types of groups
to their farm, from master gardeners
to chef tours to school programs. And

they're big fans of the Farm to School program.
“It's just a fabulous way to talk to Alan and get a handle on what we're doing,”

Jones Potato Farm works with Farmers Feeding Florida, as well as having a
standing order with local food banks, who come to the farm every Thurs-
day during the harvest season to pick up truckloads of produce.
Another way it serves its community is driving what Leslie
calls a “farmers market within a truck” to communities situated
in food deserts, where fresh produce is hard to come by.
Alan speaks at many community events,
explaining how growers are pursuing sus-
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continued from page 6

Cost share programs have made build-
ing the reservoirs financially viable.

Getting the Best Soil

Quality Possible

A common issue for growers in cli-
mates warm enough to grow in winter
is day length. Most growers in the U.S.
have long summer days. The short days
during the growing season put pressure
for near-perfect performance on other
basic areas like soil health.

Just as the Joneses approach water
management on multiple fronts, the
couple and their team do the same with
soil health.

In this goal, they get a lot of help from
Coleman, the CPS crop consultant.

“Soil building is a long-term effort.
Dennis and I think along the same
lines,” Alan says.

The respect is clearly mutual.

“He’s not afraid to try new things,”
Coleman says. “A lot of folks, they have
so many things on their plates, they
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Float wells provide important information
on soil moisture. Jones paints the neck of
his float wells to indicate optimum water
table levels.

constantly do the same thing, year-in

year-out, if it works. Alan is a pioneer

of trying new things here in the area.”
One area Alan wanted to understand

and Valie

.'i' HPE Rthrive

=5y Hamim Sobailen

EDD-441.-B482
Foorth Hoilesed, CA 808

better is the micronutrients in his fields.
Coleman suggested mapping fields in

a grid to give a more detailed view of
what’s happening, soil-wise.

It was a great idea, but there was one
problem. “I don’t know how to read soil
samples,” Alan says.

He needed to get a grasp on the opti-
mum micro ratios and to understand the
most cost-effective soil amendments.

So Alan and Coleman traveled to
Stillwater, OK, to visit an agricultural
data company.

“They basically helped us put togeth-
er a program to take all this soil data
and color code it,” Alan says.

The color coding makes it easy to
understand what’s needed, he says. Not
only for him, but for everyone on his
team. They can do a soil test, and get
the results broken down onto an iPad,
giving them clear instructions on which
inputs need to be added or cut back on.

By making the complicated data results
so accessible, the operation is able to use
variable rates in an affordable manner.

Jones Potato Farm is including bionu-
trients and organic materials within its
fertilizer program.

To Alan, it’s a simple approach: “The
right tool at the right place at the right
time,” he says.

Collaboration Increases Your
Chance at Success

All the various innovations Jones
Potato Farm employs originate with the
Joneses willingness to face their prob-
lems, brainstorm solutions with their
team, then recruit others to develop and
implement their ideas.

“It’s a proactive approach, a way for
all of us to come together and feed our
nation in a sustainable manner.”

It’s a flexible mind set that can be
hard for many to adopt. It can feel like
too much is at risk to take chances.

“You’ve got to be careful about getting
too entrenched in a plan,” Alan says.

But with the input of local and state
organizations, water boards, Exten-
sion programs, crop consultants, and
fellow growers, just about any prob-
lem can be conquered. AVG
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