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Florida’s Watermelon Boom: How One
County Defies Growing Challenges

Explore Gilchrist County&#039;s leading role in
Florida&#039;s watermelon production, including
challenges, historical context, and agricultural trends.

Gilchrist County, Florida, USA - Florida has long been
celebrated as the Sunshine State, but these days, it’s also
making waves as the leading producer of watermelons in the
U.S. In fact, the state produced a remarkable 34% of the
nation’s watermelon supply, a testament to its vibrant
agricultural landscape. With watermelon sales soaring to an
impressive $264 million in 2023, surpassing sales of traditional
staples like oranges and grapefruits, it’s safe to say that
Florida’s watermelon industry is thriving despite challenges
ahead. TCPalm reports that Indian River County has
transformed from its citrus roots, now utilizing repurposed
school buses to transport watermelons, signaling a shift in
agricultural focus.


https://www.tcpalm.com/story/opinion/columnists/laurence-reisman/2025/06/10/florida-agriculture-farm-watermelon-oranges/83945777007/

Interestingly, Indian River County is the only region in the
Treasure Coast cultivating commercial watermelons, with three
farms operating on approximately 600 acres. This area, rich in
agricultural history dating back to the 1940s, shows resilience as
it adapts to modern farming challenges. Current data highlights
an increase in Florida’s watermelon acreage from 22,071 acres
in 2017 to 35,203 acres in 2022, a significant growth that
reflects both demand and farmer tenacity.

The Challenges Ahead

It’s not all sunshine and rainbows, however. The industry faces
significant challenges, primarily from fusarium wilt fungus,
which poses a severe threat, especially to seedless varieties.
IFAS provides insights into how researchers are working on
developing resistant plants, albeit at a hefty production cost.
Urban encroachment adds another layer of difficulty, as land
once dedicated to farming is being repurposed for homes and
solar farms, further squeezing the agricultural space necessary
for crops. This is a tough spot for farmers trying to keep up with
both an evolving environment and the pressures of modern real
estate demands.

The labor-intensive nature of the watermelon harvesting process
brings its own set of challenges. Skilled workers are needed to
pick and transport watermelons, and as production ramps up,
the demand for experienced hands grows too. Compounding
these issues are fluctuating prices; in 2020, growers received
between $0.144 and $0.223 per pound, a significant variance
that can impact profitability, especially against the average
production cost of approximately $5,559 per acre.

A Timeline of Growth

Pushing through adversity, the timeline of watermelon
cultivation in Florida shows a steady upward trend. In 2019,
Florida constructed a solid 25.1% of total U.S. watermelon
production, amounting to cash receipts of $161.54 million. This


https://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/publication/PI031

trend continued into 2020, with growers planting 26,300 acres
and harvesting a commendable 25,200 acres, yielding a striking
958.65 million pounds. With a good hand in helping the
environment through drip irrigation and relying on honeybees
for pollination, Florida’s watermelon sector illustrates a well-
oiled agricultural machine.

This success isn’t simply due to luck; extensive research on pest
management, optimal soil conditions, and the importance of
early planting dates are all part of Florida’s strategy. According
to IFAS, most planting occurs between December 15 and April
15, giving farmers a competitive edge when other regions are
still grappling with the cold. With integrated pest management
strategies in place to mitigate threats from nematodes and
weeds, it’s clear that Florida’s watermelon growers are
dedicated to overcoming hurdles and maintaining their leading
status.

The steady hands of farmers in Indian River County and beyond
are driving innovation as they navigate the complexities of
modern agriculture. While challenges abound, the steadfast
commitment to watermelon production assures us that there’s a
bright future ahead for Florida’s beloved summer fruit.
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