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South Florida – Whenever I head south to the Florida Keys for a respite from colder weather in the north, I always take a slight detour to the west to visit Everglades National Park.  My favorite part of this 2-4 hour visit is to marvel at the mangrove forests and to appreciate their role in this ecologically fragile world about us.  In addition to protecting shorelines from erosion during the numerous storms here, their densely tangled roots maintain water quality by filtering pollutants and trapping sediments.  These waterside forests are also important nurseries for all types of fish and mollusks while also serving as safe feeding grounds for a wide variety of salt-water fish, including several endangered species such as the American crocodile.   I have seen a few of these crocs lounging in the mangroves here in the Everglades - they seem to coexist comfortably alongside the far more numerous alligators.  I give both a very wide berth.
But what struck me on this visit were the farms outside the park where a considerable part of the produce for the East Coast is grown.   These huge plots of flat, fertile land are not worked by small, independent farmers, but by large corporate entities employing mostly Hispanic labor and large equipment.  Row after row of vegetables are planted with nearly perfect geometric precision and are in varying stages of growth.  Because winter is historically the dry season in South Florida (with warm temperatures year round), there is a permanent need for irrigation using the copious fresh water flowing south from Lake Okeechobee about 100 miles to the north.  As this huge lake overflows from annual rains, the water flows south from its two million acres through a shallow, immensely wide, river of sawgrass, called The Everglades.  Some of this water is legally tapped for agricultural use in these farms.  
On the day I passed through, workers had already planted most of the fields adjacent to the highway and were now laying down black plastic between the rows of plants for weed suppression.  In addition to suffocating weeds underneath, the plastic greatly conserves soil moisture which would quickly evaporate in this climate, reducing the need for that precious (and costly) irrigation water.  The plastic also helps to preserve the natural nutrients in the soil and maintains more of the fertilizer which is later added directly to soil near the openings for the plants.  There are also other benefits associated with laying down this plastic - it helps to shield the vegetable plants from fungal diseases in the soil.
I regretted not attempting to converse with the workers who were laying down the plastic; they were working quickly and, ironically, it was raining on this “dry season” afternoon - probably not a good time for a gringo to strike up a chat.  What I wanted to know was how long the same plastic strips can be used on these farms.  The internet says two years, but I was curious how these fellows managed their “black stuff.”
Seeing all this plastic being used led me to think of how much plastic (produced from hydrocarbon fuels) is involved in “modern” food production and delivery.  First, there are these black strips so that the tomatoes, green beans, lettuce, etc. can grow efficiently.  Then this produce is shipped in trucks using tires made from hydrocarbons and rubber to distribution centers and then on to supermarket shelves, often encased in plastic containers.  A employee at our hotel in the Keys was actually wrapping individual apples in Saran Wrap (a plastic) for customers to eat at later breakfasts during the week.  My point is that even “organic” vegetables owe their existence in our markets to copious quantities of oil-based products from the time that they are grown until we take them home.  In terms of rules for “organic” growers, the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) has zero in this area.  
Attempts to wean ourselves from using plastics are not quite so simple as outlawing (or taxing) plastic grocery bags.  In fact, recent television ads by “Big Oil” do a rather good job of educating viewers to the indisputable fact that plastic is everywhere in our lives - including the device that you are currently using to view this article.
As someone who grew up on a vegetable farm, I came quickly to understand that the food which “magically” appears on our dinner plates has many interesting, and complicated, segments associated with how it arrives there.   These vast South Florida farms are just one part of the story.
I thought you might like to know.
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