L SPECIALTY

CROPS

The U.S. Department of Agriculture defines specialty crops as fruits
and vegetables, tree nuts, dried fruits, horticulture, and nursery crops
(including floriculture). In Kansas, farmers grow over 70 different types of

S E ‘ I O R specialty crops and see value in producing healthy and culturally relevant
food for their communities while contributing to their local economies.

The specialty crop industry has received attention over the past few years
with the increased demand in locally sourced locally sourced products
due to supply chain disruptions. Additionally, more and more Kansas
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from local specialty crop growers.

To realize the potential of the specialty crop industry, several challenges must be faced that are
seen as barriers to growth. Kansas specialty crop growers face difficulties with increased costs
of production, poor weather conditions, labor shortages, and plant pests and diseases. There
is also a lack of education and support available to specialty crop growers within the state, and
the sector is often overshadowed by the dominance of traditional farming. The small scale of
specialty crop farms and large variety of specialty crops grown in small volumes makes it hard
to identify and understand the crop production currently in existence in the state. A better
understanding of the crops grown, harvested, and distributed would help expand and promote
the sector.

A survey conducted by the Kansas Department of Agriculture and K-State Research and
Extension in 2017 gathered baseline data to help better identify the specialty crops grown in
Kansas and understand the needs of our growers. As a result of the survey findings, KSRE and
other partners worked to form an agricultural organization to represent and advocate for a
broader section of specialty crop growers in the state in 2019.

The forward movement of the specialty crop industry is exciting and there are many
opportunities for growth. However, additional coordination is needed, along with current data
about specialty crops in Kansas, and a successful long-term growth strategy will require input
and discussion from key partners.

Collaborative efforts from all stakeholders, both public and private, are critical to the success
of a strategic growth plan for the specialty crop sector in Kansas.



STATUS

The specialty crop industry in Kansas continues to grow and
has garnered increased attention over the past few years.
There are over 140 growers and specialty crop markets who
are paid members of the Kansas Specialty Crop Growers
Association. Kansas contains geographic pockets of specialty
crop producers, but growth indicates a trend that specialty
crop production is spreading across all areas of the state.
Moreover, the KSCGA is working to identify what types of
specialty crops are grown and how they can be merchandised.

According to a Kansas Department of Agriculture IMPLAN
economic model, the estimated direct impact of vegetable
and melon farming; fruit farming; tree nut farming; and
greenhouse, nursery, and floriculture production sectors is
$98.1 million in output and 591 jobs. Including indirect and
induced effects, the total impact of these sectors on the
Kansas economy reaches $166.7 million in output and 922
jobs. An additional model shows the impact of the wineries
sector on the Kansas economy. That sector has a direct output
of $50 million and accounts for 151 jobs. In total, the wineries
sector contributes $77.3 million in output and 267 jobs.

Kansas specialty crop growers continue to evolve in terms of
production, expertise, and direction. Specialty crop production
generally requires minimal acreage and low initial investment
and has become attractive to new and beginning farmers as
well as traditional farmers looking to diversify. Specialty crop
growers can run profitable businesses by selling to consumers,
food aggregators, or wholesale to retail outlets. Specialty crop
growers can also serve as contract growers for large marketers
to supply local specialty crops for widespread distribution.

Specialty crops utilize a variety of growing environments. The
use of high tunnels and indoor systems helps producers grow
year-round in Kansas despite the Midwest growing climate.

In order to encourage specialty crop production, steps must
be taken to establish aggregation points and identify end
markets interested in consistently purchasing these crops.
This statement is true for all specialty crops, regardless of how
they are grown.

The Kansas Specialty Crop Growers Association continues
to work to increase its organizational capacity and reach

to better serve its members. KSCGA has received several
grants to develop, trial, and roll out the Kansas Farmer/
Market Networking Directory, an online platform where
growers can list information about their business, crop
varieties, and sales outlets and connect with other
growers and markets in building collective production and
distribution channels. The directory went live in 2025 and
currently lists information about over 200 Kansas growers
and markets. KSCGA continues to explore and develop new
pathways into emergency and dynamic market systems for
its members and advocate for and promote specialty crops
in Kansas.

The Kansas Rural Center received a USDA-AMS Local Food
Promotion Program grant to build relationships between
farmers and create a farmer-owned and led aggregation
and distribution network to serve communities along I-35
from Wichita through Salina and increase food access.

Kansas State University received a USDA-AMS Regional
Food Systems Partnership grant to increase local food
system education and coordination capacity, facilitate
access to resources and local food systems workforce
development, and provide access to marketing expertise
and educational materials on the benefits of local and
regional food system work across the state.

The Kansas Department of Agriculture received funding
through the USDA-AMS Local Food Purchase Assistance
Program to purchase and distribute Kansas grown and
processed foods to underserved communities and families
across Kansas. Specialty crops were the largest volume
item purchased under the program with $3,653,113.03
spent on fruits and vegetables.

KDA received funding through the USDA-AMS Resilient
Food Systems Infrastructure Program to award competitive
infrastructure and equipment grants to Kansas food and
farm businesses for activities focused on aggregation,
processing, manufacturing, storing, transporting,
wholesaling, and distribution of locally and regionally
produced food products. Of the projects awarded, 41 will
directly benefit the specialty crop industry.

Honey is an emerging specialty crop in Kansas, but a lack
of data makes it hard to quantify the impact of honey

in the state. However, several honey businesses have
experienced growth in recent years and their success offers
an optimistic outlook for other honey producers.



