
SHOULD I BE A 
VEGETABLE FARMER?

For Beginning Farmers



TOP 8 CONSIDERATIONS:
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 1.  Location

 2.  Soils

 3.  Size of Operation

 4.  Crop  

 5.  Equipment Needed

 6.  Labor Source

 7.  Food Safety

 8.  Marketing of Product
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• What Plant Hardiness Zone are you in??
• Virginia ranges from 6a to 8a

• Site Selection

• Availability of Water



 Take a soil test! 
 pH – Does my field need lime? And if so how much?
 Nutrient and Micronutrient Levels
 Gives Nutrient Recommendations based on predicted 

crop

 Soil Testing Kits can be picked up at your local Extension 
Office
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 Don’t go to big to fast! 

 Come up with a solid business plan and start small and build up as you go
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 Plan based on Seasons
 Spring/Fall Crops

 Vegetables grown in Virginia:
 Tomatoes, Potatoes, Watermelon, 

Cantaloupe, Strawberries, Blueberries, Tree 
Fruit, Sweet Potatoes, String Beans, 
Cucumbers, etc.

 How much labor goes into the crop?
 Tomatoes are “hand” labor intensive 

compared to Cucurbits 

 When/How often can you Harvest
 Fruit trees can take 5-7 years to fruit 
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Equipment costs can be significant.  Plan ahead to 
anticipate these costs

• Land Prep – do you need a tractor and tiller?
• Harvest – Mechanical or hand?
• Irrigation – do you need a pump and irrigation 

unit? 
• Pesticide Applications – How do you plan to 

spray/eradicate unwanted pests, diseases, or 
weeds?



 Vegetable Farming is very labor intensive, do you have enough help?

 One of the greatest challenges most farmers face is finding labor
 Mechanical Harvest

 Where do you intend to source your labor?
 Family
 Friends
 Migrants (H2A, H2B)
 College Students
 Retirees
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 Food Safety should be a priority when considering a vegetable farm
 FSMA – The “Food Safety Modernization Act” 
 Establishes minimum standards for growing, harvesting, packing, and storing produce
 Any farm that has an average annual value of produce sold during the previous three-year 

period of $25,000 or less
 Focuses on:
 Agricultural Water
 Biological Soil Amendments
 Domesticated and Wild Animals
 Worker Training and Health and Hygiene
 Equipment, Tools, and Buildings

 Covered Produce = fruits and vegetables that are typically consumed raw
 Enforced by Virginia Department of Consumer Services (VDACS)
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 Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) Plans
 Becoming an industry standard for vegetable buyers like Walmart, Wegmans, Kroger, etc.
 Even for “non-covered” produce such as potatoes

 Different types of Plans
 USDA Harmonized GAP, Primus, Global GAP 
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Things To Consider:

 What is your target market?
 Farmers Markets
 Farm Stands
 CSA
 Wholesale
 Produce Broker

 How are you going to get your produce to your market?

 How will you store your produce until its ready to go to market?
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 Vegetable farming is a big commitment with lots of moving pieces 

 Key Pieces of Advice:
 Start Small and work to get bigger
 You can’t grow everything, narrow down what you want to grow
 Know your Soils
 Consider all capital investments you may need, including Equipment, Crop Inputs -

(fertilizer & pesticides, & Marketing) 
 Food Safety is huge!
 Have a Marketing Plan
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