
Choosing a Profitable Crop 
 

By Mike Nuckols, Local Foods & Horticulture Program Manager 

A frequent question that we get here at Cooperative Extension is, “What should I grow to earn an income on 
my land?” Unfortunately, this is a complicated question that cannot be answered easily. Many factors feed 
into this decision, but they can be summarized into three basic questions: 

1) What crops will grow on your property?  

2) What do people want to buy and at what price? 

3) What interests you? 

Let’s start with the first question. You first have to ask what is even possible. It’s obvious that expecting to 
grow oranges or papaya outdoors in Northern New York is foolhardy, but what about other fruit such as 
peaches or persimmon? How about sweet potato or peanuts? 

Climate is a significant factor that determines what crops may be grown where. Much of Jefferson County is 
in USDA Zone 4, which significantly restricts the types of fruits and berries that can be grown. Many species, 
such as peaches or sweet cherries, will freeze in Zone 4. The south-western-most portions of the county 
along Lake Ontario lie in Zone 5. Even at these locations, extreme weather events may wipe out an orchard 
of sweet cherries, or peaches, making such crops risky investments. Even hardy species, such as paw-paw or 
early-blooming apples and pears, may grow here only to have their blooms nipped by frost, limiting their 
fruiting potential. Care must be taken to select cold-hardy varieties that can tolerate our winter and summer 
extremes. A few risk-averse local growers in northern parts of the county look for plants that can withstand 
Zone 3 conditions as an assurance of hardiness. 

The microclimate on your farm is also of great importance. South-facing slopes may warm faster than low 
pockets or depressions, where cold air collects. Deep snow cover will insulate the soil. Adjacent bodies of 
water, such as Lake Ontario, may buffer extreme temperature swings, but also invite extreme wind. For 
example, strawberries protected by deep snow-cover may fare better than those stripped of snow and 
exposed to drying winds. Understanding the microclimate of a property is critical in deciding where to plant 
crops, particularly when deciding to plant perennials (e.g. asparagus), berries, and tree crops.   

Soil type plays an incredible role in determining what types of plants will thrive at a given location. We highly 
recommend that prospective growers get a soil test to determine the composition, acidity, and nutrients in 
their soil. Many crops grow well in light, loamy soils but only a handful will thrive in wet or heavy clay. 
Similarly, certain crops do best in alkaline soils while others must have acidic soils. Other crops are heavy 
feeders or require ample organic matter. A soil’s basic chemistry cannot reasonably and profitably be 
corrected at a commercial scale.  

As an example, many people ask about growing blueberries. Blueberries require acidic soils at a pH of 
around 4.5. Their shallow roots require good drainage and high organic matter; they grow poorly in clay or in 
soils with high levels of calcium. Soils in Jefferson County are mostly derived from limestone, which increases 
the alkalinity and calcium content. For these reasons, blueberries are a poor choice for all but a few locations 
in the County. Conversely, haskaps (honeyberries) thrive in calcareous alkaline soils with pH levels as high 7.7 
and are a good alternative. 

Knowing the marketplace is critical when planning commercial crops. Ask who will buy a given farm product 
and at what price. It’s of no use to plant a crop that no-one will buy – or that you must sell at a loss! 
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Common crops such as sweet corn and tomatoes can be sold easily and in quantity at farm-stands and 
farmer’s markets, but will fetch low prices due to their broad availability. On the other hand, niche products 
such as oyster mushrooms, Asian greens, or cut flowers will appeal to fewer buyers, but may fetch a 
premium. To specialize in a niche product, growers will often need to sell into more distant markets (such as 
Syracuse) or specialize in value-added products. For example, haskaps are a poor berry for fresh-eating and 
are little known by local buyers. A haskap grower might want to process the berries into jam instead and 
increase familiarity by providing free samples at farmer’s markets.   

When considering the marketplace, growers need to evaluate not only local competition but competition 
from other states and, increasingly, foreign countries. In 2020, it seemed that every county route on which I 
traveled had someone selling sweet corn. Much of it went unsold or was sold at a price significantly reduced 
from previous years. Increasingly, supermarkets are offering early sweet-corn from Mexico and Florida, 
satiating buyer’s hunger for sweet corn early in the summer at cheap prices. Conversely, Jefferson County 
has few growers selling asparagus. Asparagus typically sells quickly and at a premium in-season. Asparagus 
growers, however, are increasingly facing international competition from locations such as Mexico and Peru, 
where labor is cheap, and Canada, where asparagus is harvested later in the season. Can the freshness and 
quality of your product draw enough buyers at an attractive price point? Is there something that can 
differentiate your product from others? 

Similar questions must be asked when it comes to animal products. We have many dairies in Jefferson 
County producing high-quality milk with razor-thin operating margins. Opening a new dairy locally would be 
difficult at best, even when considering value-added products such as cheese or butter. Conversely, there is 
pent-up demand for local meats such as lamb, beef, and pork. Unfortunately, we lack enough meat-
processors in the community to meet the demand, artificially limiting the number of animals that can be 
raised. As a result, many farmers sell livestock through auction for shipment to processors out of state.  

Availability of labor is another market consideration. Crops such as raspberries or fresh green beans must be 
picked in a short time period, requiring lots of labor all at once. Can you afford to hire workers? Will you 
have help from family members? Is u-pick an option? Some crops, like potatoes or grains, can be harvested 
using automated equipment. Do you have the funds to purchase this specialized equipment? Furthermore, 
do have or are you willing to invest in a storage facility? Cold storage is a necessity for fragile crops such as 
salad greens and for prolonged storage of root crops or applies. Can you grow enough to justify these 
expenses? 

Determining your interests is often the hardest to answer. Individual interest can be a deciding factor, but is 
often most difficult to pin down. Those with no interest in intensive pest management or pruning should shy 
away from operation of a commercial apple orchard. If hand-pruning individual tomato plants is considered 
tedious, pruning tomatoes in a high-tunnel will seem like torture even if prices are doubled in May or 
October. Those who like operating a tractor may find field crops such as malting barley or soybean to be of 
greatest interest.  

Often, new farmers do not know whether they like doing a task until they’ve tried it. For this reason, we 
recommend that inexperienced growers intern at other farms prior to committing significant resources. 
Alternatively, growers can start small and experiment with different crops before deciding upon one.   

Once you’ve answered these three questions, you can select what crop or crops you want to pursue by 
looking for common answers. From there, you can develop a more detailed business plan that addresses 
cultivation, food safety, marketing, and labor concerns. This type of analysis, while sometimes difficult, can 
save considerable time, frustration, and money in the long run.  
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