
Thank you, Senator Stabenow and members of the Committee for the invitation to 

testify today and for your concern about this very important issue. 

I am Jeff Send and I have been a cherry farmer my entire life.  I grew up working on my 

grandfather’s forty acres.  Now my wife, Nita and I manage 800 acres of sweet and tart 

cherries. Protecting a portion of our land through the Federal Farm & Ranchland 

Protection Program helped us to expand our operation.  The government received 

permanent agricultural security for a fraction of the cost and we received capital to 

reinvest on the farm.  This program is a win-win in government programming. Our 

youngest daughter and her husband work with us and they hope to take over the farm 

one day.  I also operate a receiving station that we have managed for 35 years.  I have 

a working relationship with 35 growers who bring their cherries to my station.   The 

cherries are weighed, inspected and loaded onto trucks to be delivered to ten 

processers in Michigan, Wisconsin and New York that we work with.  I am currently 

serving as Vice Chairman of the Cherry Marketing Institute (CMI) Board of Directors.  

CMI is the national organization for tart cherry farmers.  I am also Vice Chairman of the 

National Cherry Growers and Industries Foundation (NCGIF) which is the national 

organization for sweet cherry farmers. 

 

Year in and year out Michigan produces 75% of the United States supply of red tart 

cherries.  Michigan also ranks fourth in sweet cherry production but first in processed 

sweet cherries.  However, that was not the case in 2012!  Last year was the most 

disastrous year that I and the cherry industry have ever experienced.  Our winter was 

much warmer than normal with little snow and ice in the Great Lakes.  Cold winters hold 

back early spring warm ups which is key for all fruit production regions.  In March my 

area was hit with two to three feet of extremely wet and heavy snow and ice.  There was 

extensive damage to tart trees breaking branches and even destroying some.  Over ten 

thousand of my trees were damaged.  It is likely that more will break down when we set 

a crop again.  The weakened trees may not be able to carry the load. In mid-March 

there were seven days of 80 degree temperatures which is unheard of in Michigan.  

Cherry trees moved out of dormancy and began to grow.  This left them completely 

vulnerable to 13 to 20 different freezes, depending on location, during March and April.   

This extreme weather devastated the fruit industry in Michigan, Wisconsin and New 

York.  Sweet cherries endured the freezes slightly better than tart cherries but to top 

things off we were hit with the worst case of bacterial canker I have seen.  There is no 

treatment for this disease which kills bud sets.  Some trees will be without fruit for two 

years and some may actually die. 

 

In Michigan we have the capacity to produce 275 million pounds of tart cherries.  In 

2012 our total was 11.6 million pounds.  The entire national crop was only 85 million 

pounds.  There were only 8.5 million pounds of sweet cherries harvested instead of 35 



to 50 million pounds.  If this had happened just one year ago the SURE program would 

have been in place and we would have had a safety net to stop our free fall.  There is 

no tart cherry crop insurance available at all for our industry.  So my fellow cherry 

growers and I have no risk management tool to get through this very difficult year.  NAP, 

the Noninsured Crop Disaster Assistance Program is available.  However, the policy 

starts at a 50% loss and then pays out only 50% of that number.  Farmers are left with 

only about 25% coverage and there is a $100,000 cap.  This does not come close to 

just covering our expenses.  My costs are ¾ to 1 million dollars to operate my farm.  

Fruit trees must be maintained whether there is a crop on them or not.  You carry on 

with the same practices in order to keep them healthy: trimming, mowing, applying 

fertilizer, and chemically treating for pests and disease.  In fact, we had to spray 

orchards in 2012 more times than most years since spring started five weeks early.  So 

the expenses remain the same, whether you harvest a crop or it is destroyed.  Imagine 

working for a year and a half with no paycheck but still having to pay all the same bills. 

 

There is a pilot crop insurance program for sweet cherries that is only available in two 

counties in Michigan.  Fortunately I live in one of the pilot counties.  For me it meant that 

I was covered for 50% of my loss because that was the policy I had chosen.  Because 

of this year and my fear that it could happen again I increased our coverage level for 

2013.  However, the farmers I represent in neighboring counties did not have the option 

to purchase a sweet cherry crop insurance policy.  They have to fit both of their tart and 

sweet cherry losses under a NAP policy that is capped at $100,000, which in many 

cases is a fraction of their total cost of expenses.  The sweet cherry pilot program was 

expanded last summer to cover most of the production regions in the state and will be a 

great help in the future.  However, it will not make up for the losses that farmers 

experienced in 2012. 

 

The Administrator of RMA visited Michigan last summer and we are working on a tart 

cherry crop insurance program.  We hope to have a national policy in pilot for the 2014 

crop year.  This is a tight timeline, however we remain on track to date for this to 

happen. 

 

I worry about our younger farmers who have not built up any equity on their farm.  No 

income with all the same expenses is a formula for disaster.  The margins are always 

tight in agriculture.  There needs to be something to help farmers stay in business when 

natural disasters hit.  A few days of weather that we have no control over should not 

force farmers out of business.  It truly is an economic tsunami that challenges the future 

of our farmers and the cherry industry. 

 



As I wrap up my comments today, I also want to address the importance of Ag 

research and extension program. While this may not seem like an appropriate topic for 

a disaster hearing, it’s important to note that I did not have to face the challenges of last 

year alone.  I personally have never been through a year like 2012. With an early 

season, lots of frost damage, and rampant bacterial canker, cherry growers were left 

questioning where we could cut expenses, and how to continue to protect our orchards 

so we could set a crop next year. These were big questions in a year where we knew 

we would have no tart cherry revenue. Michigan State University played a key role in 

getting information out to growers providing us the ability to make timely decisions. This 

partnership is very important to the cherry industry, especially in the state where 75% of 

the nation’s tart cherries are grown.  New Ag research and extension programs are very 

important for all specialty crop farmers who cannot rely on the private sector for support.    

 

Thank you for the chance to testify today.  I want to leave you with three things. 

1) Disaster Relief is very important to the Tree Fruit Industry to protect farmers that 

don’t have the option to purchase crop insurance. 

2) Long term Crop Insurance needs to be available to all farmers who grow food in 

the United States. 

3) Where crop insurance is not available we need to improve the NAP policies to 

provide farmers a better risk management tool to survive crop disasters like we 

just faced in 2012.  

 

I am very worried about 2013 and what this year will bring.  We must have a good crop 

to get growers and the industry back on their feet.  Another year like this without some 

form of safety net will unfortunately put most of us out of business. 
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