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2:30 p.m. Sweet Potato Production in Michigan

Ron Goldy, District Agriculture (Vegetables) Educator, MSU Extension

3:00 p.m. Weed Control in Lettuce, Dill, Cilantro and Chard

Robin Bellinder, Cornell University

3:30 p.m. The Farm to Restaurant Connection

Michaelle Joy Rehmann, Jackson Co. MSU Extension



 
 
 
 
 
 

Sweet Potato Production in Michigan 
 

Ron Goldy, MSUE 
Southwest Michigan Research and Extension Center 

1791 Hillandale Road, Benton Harbor, MI 49022 
E-mail: goldy@msu.edu 

 
Forty years ago Michigan was a commercial producer of sweet potatoes with most being grown for 
processing by Gerber and some for local direct sales.  The industry was concentrated in the southwest 
with its sandy soils and longer growing season.  In 1957 there were 65 growers utilizing 261 acres and 
averaging 3.3 tons per acre.  By 1965 there were nine growers with 234 acres.  The main variety in 1965 
was ‘Centennial’ which produced an average of 5 tons per acre.  In 1971 there were six growers with 81 
acres averaging seven tons per acre.  In the 1980s Gerber decided to source sweet potatoes from North 
Carolina and/or Louisiana where yields are substantially higher and prices lower.  This effectively ended 
commercial production.  However, this does not mean Michigan should totally stop growing sweet 
potatoes, especially as emphasis and interest in buying local grown produce increases. 
 
Sweet potatoes are mistakenly referred to as yams which are a different, unrelated tropical plant.  Also, 
they are not closely related to standard potatoes.  Sweet potatoes are members of the morning glory 
family.  The only similarity to yams is yams have a similar edible storage root.  Standard potatoes are 
more closely related to tomatoes and peppers, and the edible portion is actually an underground stem, not 
a root.  Sweet potato is a vine native to tropical America but has found acceptance in many other growing 
regions - so much so that in some countries it is a main food crop.  Sweet potato is high in vitamins, 
minerals and fiber and is used as a food source for humans and livestock. 
 
The standard color in the United States ranges from light to dark copper-colored skin and flesh.  
However, they have a wide range of colors from totally white, to yellow, red and purple.  They also come 
in different flesh types – moist flesh types we are used to and dry flesh types more popular with Asian and 
Caribbean cultures.  Knowing the ethnic population in your market area should help you decide what 
types to grow. 
 
Being tropical in origin, Sweet potatoes require a long, warm growing season for economic production.  
They need a minimum of 110 to 125 frost free days with ideally an average daily temperature of 77oF.  
Many locations in Michigan meet the frost free requirements, but few will average 77oF.  They also 
require well drained, deep, sandy soil with less than two per cent organic matter.  There are several sweet 
potato varieties but yield trials have proven Centennial is still the highest yielding selection in the most 
recent Michigan trial (Table 1). 
 
Planting should be delayed until soil temperatures reach 65oF.  Plant population ranges from 12,000 to 
15,000 plants per acre, with spacing between rows at 32 to 48”.  Higher densities should be used in 
Michigan’s shorter growing season.  Production is also helped by using raised beds which allow for better 
drainage and more efficient harvest.  Harvest is accomplished through digging either mechanically or by 
hand.  Having roots in a raised bed makes it easier for the digging tool to get underneath the roots, 
minimizing root damage. 



Fertilization should begin with a soil test and nutrient levels adjusted accordingly.  Since boron is mobile 
in sandy soils it would be good to have boron levels tested.  Low boron can lead to a storage condition 
called Blister.  Blister is not evident at harvest but develops in storage.  Sweet potatoes need 90 
pounds/acre nitrogen, 60 pounds/acre phosphorous and 150 pounds/acre potassium.  These 
recommendations are for the longer growing seasons in North Carolina so may need to be adjusted down 
for Michigan’s shorter season. 
 
The other thing to consider with fertilization is that the soil is sandy and will not hang on to nutrients so 
fertilizer applications need to be split over the season for most efficient utilization.  The first application 
should go on preplant when all phosphorous and potassium can be applied along with 30 pounds of 
nitrogen.  Just prior to vine running sweet potatoes should be fertilized with 40 pounds/acre nitrogen and 
cultivated in.  Five weeks later they can again be top dressed with 20 pounds per acre nitrogen.  These are 
general guidelines.  Rates and time may need altering due to our short season.  Nutrients can be applied 
with conventional fertilizers, manures or cover crops.  If manures are used they will need to be applied the 
previous fall.  Winter cover crops such as Hairy Vetch may be grown to supply a significant, if not all, of 
the nitrogen needs. 
 
Sweet potatoes are susceptible to a number of insect and disease pests.  Many of these can be reduced or 
controlled through proper rotation and using clean planting stock.  Some pests already present in 
Michigan include nematodes, white grubs, wire worms and mites.  Since Michigan is outside the standard 
production areas other pests may be avoided, especially if plants are purchased from a reputable dealer.  
MSU Bulletin E-312 (Insect, Disease and Nematode Control for Commercial Vegetables) and E-433 
(Weed Control Guide for Vegetable Crops) have the most recent control products for disease, insect and 
weed control. 
 
Organic production of sweet potatoes is possible in Michigan.  Being outside the commercial production 
area should limit our pest problems and nutrients could be applied using organic sources.  If you decide to 
grow organically be sure to get organically produced transplants. 
 
Since sweet potato production is primarily on sandy soils, irrigation is generally necessary for economic 
yields.  This is most critical during root sizing in August.  However, care must be taken to not over-
irrigate since too much water can lead to cracking and potential disease problems. 
 
For maximum yields harvest should be delayed until late September.  Slight frosts usually will not cause 
any problem, however, harvest should be done before soil temperatures reach 55oF otherwise there is risk 
of chilling injury developing during storage.  Vines can be removed through rotary mowing and then 
roots dug by hand or with any device able to lift and expose the roots.  Digging must be done carefully to 
minimize bruising and skin tearing which may contribute to storage rots. 
 
After digging, roots should be graded and cured.  Number One, fresh market roots are between 3 and 9 
inches long and 1.75 and 3.5 inches in diameter.  Larger roots are Jumbos and smaller ones can be used 
for canning.  Curing helps heal cuts and bruises and improves flavor by converting starch to sugar.  
Curing is done by placing the roots at 85oF and 90 – 95% relative humidity for seven days.  There also 
has to be good ventilation to allow for CO2 to escape and O2 to come in.  This can be accomplished on a 
small scale by placing roots in bins lined with large plastic bags and then venting the bags. 
 
For long term storage roots should be placed at 55o to 60oF and 85 to 90% relative humidity.  Do not 
allow them to drop below 50oF or they may develop chilling injury. 
 
 
 



Cost and returns for sweet potatoes will always vary with grower.  The advantage Michigan growers have 
is that they will primarily sell by direct market and will receive a higher rate of return.  Another advantage 
is that we may not have the inputs for disease and insect control southern growers have.  Our biggest 
disadvantage is our yields will be significantly below what they are down south.  Costs are going to run 
around $2000 to $2500 and acre, with plant costs being the most significant portion.  Consumer prices are 
around $0.69 per pound.  So at five tons/acre that provides a return of around $4900 and at eight tons 
$9040.  Returns may even be higher for growers producing a specialty potato for ethnic or other specialty 
markets. 

 
www.lucidcentral.org/keys/sweetpotato 
www.ncsweetpotatoes.com/ 
www.ncagr.com/agscool/commodities/sweetkid.htm 
www.ncagr.com/markets/commodit/horticul/sweetpot/ 
www.attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/PDF/sweepotato.pdf 
 
 
 
 

Variety Total 
Tons/A 

No 1. 
Tons/A 

% 
No. 1 

Jumbo 
Tons/A 

Other 
Tons/A

Centennial 14.1 8.2 58 .4 5.5 

Regal 11.7 3.9 33 .4 7.4 

Goldstar 10.6 5.8 54 .4 4.4 

White Delite 10.5 5.5 52 .3 4.7 

Jewel 9.8 5.1 52 .3 4.4 

Beauregard 9.4 5.7 61 -- 3.7 

Darby 8.4 4.9 59 .4 3.1 

White Regal 8.0 2.5 32 -- 5.5 

Porto Rico  198 7.6 2.5 33 .4 4.7 

Hernandez 6.0 1.8 30 -- 4.2 

Table 1.  Yield in tons per acre of 10 sweet potato selections 
grown at the Southwest Michigan Research and Extension Center 
in 1995. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Weed Control in Lettuce, Leafy Greens, Dill, and Cilantro  
 

Robin Bellinder, Department of Horticulture, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853 
 

Growers are showing increased interest in crop diversification and would like to include new, smaller 
acreage crops in their production ‘portfolio’.  This trend is being fueled by consumer interest in 
purchasing locally, health issues, and global market pressures.  The recent e-coli outbreak and its impact 
on spinach consumption have raised consumer awareness significantly.  Additionally, these high-value 
crops not only enhance farmers’ market competitiveness, but they also improve production practices.  
Increasing crop diversity, leads to increased rotational time between crops, thus breaking pest and disease 
cycles and reducing weed populations.  To address these issues, trials evaluating crop tolerance and weed 
control were initiated for numerous potential ‘niche’ market crops.  Lettuce trials began in 2002 and 
evaluated pre-transplant (PRE-TP), post-transplant (PST-TP) herbicide applications, and mechanical and 
thermal cultivation tools.  Similarly PRE and PST trials were conducted for transplanted cruciferous 
greens and a PRE trial was conducted in direct-seeded dill and cilantro.  Lettuce and greens trials 
evaluated 10 and 8 products respectively, applied at 1X and 2X rates, either just before or just after 
transplanting.  In the case of lettuce, although there were some common trends across lettuce types (red 
leaf, romaine, bibb, crisphead), tolerance differed somewhat, with bibb varieties being the most sensitive.  
Dual Magnum® (0.7 pts/A) [PRE-TP and PST-TP], Prowl H2O® (3 gal/A) [PRE-TP], Nortron® (2 pts/A) 
[PRE-TP], Kerb® (0.04 lbs/A) [PRE- & PST-TP], and Bolero® (2 pts/A) [PRE- & PST-TP] all showed 
promise.  Generally speaking, lettuce was more tolerant when products were applied PRE-TP than when 
they were applied PST-TP.  Despite having good crop tolerance, all consistently failed to control one or 
more broadleaf weeds e.g. common ragweed, regardless of when they were applied.  Several different 
cultivation tools, singly and in combinations, including flame weeding were evaluated for both weed 
control and crop tolerance.  The Baertschi brush hoe by itself and in combination with the Buddingh 
finger weeder showed the most promise for both tolerance and weed control.  Four different leafy greens, 
Collards, Mustards, Kale, and Turnips were tested for herbicide tolerance and weed control.  Generally, 
herbicide tolerance changed with leafy green type and the time of application.  In all greens, Dual 
Magnum (0.7 pts/A) [PRE-TP] and Outlook® (0.74 pts/A) [PST-TP] caused no significant injury or 
reduction in yields.  Similarly, Spartan® (0.13 lbs/A) [PRE-TP or PST-TP] proved to be safe in all four of 
the greens.  In 2006, herbicides were evaluated in direct-seeded dill and cilantro.  Rainfall amounts in 
2006 were the highest ever recorded and flooding destroyed the trial.  However, of the products tested, 
initial results suggested that Caparol® (1.5 pts/A), Dual Magnum (0.7 pts/A), and Barricade® (1.0 pts/A) 
applied pre-emergence exhibited good crop tolerance and weed control in both crops.   
 
           
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Marketing Potential for Local Producer to Restaurant 
 

Michaelle Rehmann 
Michigan State University Extension, Urban Collaborators Intern 

Phone: 517.490.6912 
E-mail: rehmannm@yahoo.com 

 
Introduction 
 
Purpose for Study 
As manufacturing jobs decline in Michigan, it is increasingly important to create avenues of economic 
growth in other industries throughout the state.  Agriculture is the second largest industry in Michigan and 
is a logical area to focus economic programs towards.  Therefore, an assessment of the opportunities and 
barriers involved in the exchange between farmers and local restaurants was conducted.  Information was 
gathered from personal interviews, focus groups, surveys, literary review and analysis of programs 
throughout the United States to provide a background from which an economic development plan can be 
derived. 
 
The five county area of Jackson, Lenawee, Monroe, Washtenaw and Wayne Counties was the focus of 
this study.  Focus groups, individual interviews and surveys were conducted with restaurant owners, 
managers and chefs to gain a better understanding of purchasing practices, as well as, identify products 
desired from local producers. 
 
Focus Group Findings – Barriers Restaurants Face 
 
Restaurants Currently Purchasing from 
Local Producer 
1._____________________________________ 
2._____________________________________ 
3._____________________________________ 
4._____________________________________ 
5._____________________________________ 
 

 
Restaurants Not Currently Purchasing Local 
but Would Like To 
1._____________________________________ 
2._____________________________________ 
3._____________________________________ 
4._____________________________________ 
5._____________________________________ 
 

Focus Group Findings – Purchasing Habits and Desires 
Restaurants are currently purchasing products for use in food preparation by phone or in-person and 
would like to continue doing so when purchasing from a local producer. 
 
Desired Products 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Restaurants want produce delivered whole for preparation later and often receive delivery of produce 
daily.  However, many indicated they would be willing to be flexible to accommodate local producer. 



Focus Group Findings – Opportunities 
Restaurants want opportunity to network with farmers at the local level.  Networking opportunities could 
exist in the following ways: 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 ________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Survey Results 
Surveys were mailed to a variety of different restaurants within the five counties in Southeast Michigan of 
Jackson, Lenawee, Monroe, Washtenaw and Wayne.  The majority of respondents were owners 46% and 
chefs 30% who had held their position for just over 11 years and made the food purchasing decisions for 
the restaurant.  Of the respondents, 41% were Casual/Family Style restaurants, 22% were Upscale-full 
service restaurants and followed by café, caterer and other categories comprising the remainder of 
respondents. 
 
Survey Results – Types of Products Purchased 
An overwhelming number of restaurants purchase their food for preparation whole and fresh.  The items 
most frequently purchased frozen were Chicken and Fish among those surveyed.  Of the items obtained 
for food preparation, the majority, were purchased through large wholesalers or local distributors with 
only six restaurants purchasing at local farmers markets or directly from the farmer. 
 

 
Survey Results – Barriers Facing Restaurants in Purchasing from Local Producers 
1._________________________________ 
2._________________________________ 
3._________________________________ 
4._________________________________ 
 

5.__________________________________ 
6.__________________________________ 
7.__________________________________ 
8.__________________________________ 
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Products Typically Purchased from Local Farmer or Distributor 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Model Programs – Vermont Fresh Network 
Mission: “to build innovative partnerships among farmers, chefs and consumers to strengthen Vermont’s 
agriculture.” 
 Over 200 members 
 1st Statewide farm-to-restaurant program in the country, has been established for over 10 years – 

started as Dept. of Ag project & is now an independent non-profit 
 Membership requirements: (“handshake agreements”) 

Farmer (fee $30) – must have one agreement with restaurant. 
Restaurant (fee $50) – must have agreements with three farmers 
Food Producers (fee $100) – must have agreements with three farmers and three restaurants 
 
What they do: 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Model Programs – Farm to Chef Express (New York) 
Services for Producers: 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Typically Purchased From Local Farmer or Distributor
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Services for Chefs: 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
Model Programs – New Hampshire Farm to Restaurant Connection 
Partnered with UPS for delivery of products from farm to restaurants.  Members get a discount based on 
volume shipped each month. 
 
What they do: 
 Sponsor “Grower Dinner” several times a year at participating restaurants 
 Manages Directory of farms that sell to restaurants  
 Manages Directory of restaurants that use local products to distribute to potential consumers 

 
Discussion: What can we do in Michigan? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Additional Information: 
Copy of the Full Report this presentation was based on: “Marketing Potential for Local Producer to 
Restaurants in Jackson, Lenawee, Monroe, Washtenaw and Wayne Counties” available at: 
http://fsepmichigan.org/reports/Restaurant_Final_Report.pdf 
 
Crumbley, Cathy. (2003). Farm to Restaurant Marketing Study: Opportunities for the Newcomer 
Community to Participate in Restaurant –Supported Agriculture (Federal-State Market Improvement 
Grant Proposal Final Report). Lowell, MA: The Center for Family, Work and Community & The Lowell 
Center for Sustainable Production, University of Massachusetts Lowell. 
 
Farm to Chef Express (New York) http://www.farmtochefexpress.org 
 
Gregoire, Mary B., Arendt, Susan W., & Strohbehn, Catherine H. (2005). Iowa Producers’ Perceived 
Benefits and Obstacles in Marketing to Local Restaurants and Institutional Foodservice Operations. 
Journal of Extension, 43 (1). 
 
Krieger, Douglas. (2006). Locally Grown Food: Let’s Put Some on Every Plate (Report to Taste The 
Local Difference Select Northwest Michigan). Traverse City, MI: Michigan Land Use Institute. 
 
New Hampshire Farm to Restaurant Connection http://nhfarmtorestaurant.com 
 
University of Nebraska – Lincoln. (2003). Approaching Foodservice Establishments with Locally Grown 
Products (Report to The North Central Initiative For Small Farm Profitability). Lincoln, NE: Food 
Processing Center, Institute of Agriculture and Natural Resources, University of Nebraska – Lincoln. 
 
Vermont Fresh Network http://www.vermontfresh.net 




