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Preliminary Freeze Losses Estimated at $418 Million in Tulare County
Several consecutive days of freezing temperatures have devastated the Tulare County citrus crop, Tulare County Agricultural Commissioner Gary Kunkel said. Preliminary estimates indicate that losses to the County's orange, tangerine and crops will likely exceed $418 million.

"Based on the temperatures, consultation with industry leaders, and our initial fruit surveys, we feel that our growers will be lucky to salvage more than 30% percent of Tulare County's remaining navel orange crop," Kunkel said. "It was just too cold for too long." Valencias were even harder hit as the developing fruit has little or no sugar to help protect it.

Extended intervals of sub‑25 degree temperatures did extensive damage throughout the citrus-growing area. Traditional crop protection methods such as wind machines and running water in orchards are not as effective when temperatures fall below 25 degrees for unusually long periods of time or when there is no warmer air aloft.

The value of all citrus fruit grown in Tulare County in 2005 was almost $667 million. Tulare County is the leading grower of fresh market oranges in the nation. The County produces about 50 percent of all the oranges grown in California. A severe freeze that occurred in 1990 destroyed more than 90 percent of the total citrus crop -- virtually all of the fruit that remained unharvested at the time. The recent freeze closely parallels that which was experienced in December of 1998.

Tulare County=s agricultural inspectors are currently assessing crop losses in the field. Updated loss values are likely to change as freeze damage becomes more evident over time. In the meantime, agricultural inspectors have mobilized to insure all damaged fruit is kept off the market. "Only wholesome fruit will be shipped to consumers," Kunkel said.

The Tulare County Board of Supervisors is already coordinating relief efforts for agricultural 

workers who will be displaced if very little fruit is available for packing in the coming months.
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