
Learn the Story of the Black Farmers in Georgia Who Grow 

Pecans for Equal Exchange 

 
Black farmers in America have endured generations of institutional and personal racism 

designed to drive them out of business.  Pecan growers at New Communities in Georgia, 

partners of Equal Exchange, are part of this story. Over New Communities 50-year 

history, the farmers have experienced more than their share of hardship and prejudice.  

Yet today, they are still farming and looking to the future. 

 

Coming out of slavery, Black people knew that owning land was important “ to help lift 

the family out of poverty.”  By 1920, Black people owned more than 14 million acres of 

land.  Black farmers in the South played an important role in the Civil Rights Movement.  

Their relative wealth meant they could bail protesters out of jail, and as independent 

businesspeople, they could take action without worrying about what the boss would 

think.  Holding on to their acreage and turning a profit has proved to be an uphill battle; 

black farmers encounter bias in countless ways, from institutions and from individual 

neighbors alike.  They weren’t able to depend on fair grading for crops like peanuts.  

Many processors wouldn’t work with them and buyers might offer artificially low prices.  

They faced discrimination from the banking system and had a hard time accessing loans 

and credit.  In consequence, they learned to rely on each other.   

 

New Communities, established in 1969, put cooperative values into action from the start.  

It was America’s first community land trust, and it was owned and operated by Black 

farmers.  At almost 6,000 acres, it was the largest parcel of land in the country owned by 

Black people.  In addition to devoting land to crops, the founders planned for a real 

community that would someday include villages, industry and schools. 

 

The Office of Economic Opportunity promised money and a planning grant, but protests 

from white neighbors convinced the governor, Lester Maddox, to veto federal money that 

might benefit their project.  Local opposition was constant.  Someone sabotaged their 

liquid fertilizer delivery, and they didn’t find out until the crops came up.  In the middle 

of the decade, drought hit the area.  Like many of their white neighbors, they applied to 

the Farmer’s Home Administration for an emergency loan.  Someone at the agency told 

them straight out, “You’ll get one over my dead body.”  Their application was denied.  

Multiple years of drought was too much, and by 1985, New Communities was in 

foreclosure.  The new owner demolished all existing buildings as if he wanted to get rid 

of every trace of what New Communities had built. 

 

New Communities’ owners weren’t the only ones who had lost their land.  In 1920, there 

were 925,000 Black-owned farms, but by 1975, only 45,000 remained.  Today, just 1% of 

rural land is owned by Black Americans.  In 1997, Black farmers filed a class action suit 

against the USDA alleging that the agency’s allocation of farm loans and aid between 

1981 and 1996 was unfair.  The USDA admitted to having discriminated against Black 

farmers and settled, agreeing to a payout of $1.2 billion in the first phase and over a 

billion in the second phase.   



 

New Communities filed a claim in 1999, and after years of hearings, appeals, and 

reviews, they were awarded $12 million in 2009.  They located new property, Cypress 

Pond Plantation, 1,638 acres once owned by the largest slaveholder and richest man in 

Georgia.  At one point, most of the land had been planted with pecan trees, but when 

New Communities took over, only 85 acres of pecans remained.  They planted an 

additional 115 acres. They are also growing Satsuma oranges and Muscadine grapes for 

market.  This year, they’re growing 30 acres of vegetables to help deal with food 

insecurity in the local area.  Pecans remain their major crop.  Last year, Equal Exchange 

bought all of their pecan halves and helped find a buyer for the pieces that are a result of 

the shelling process.  Business is growing for New Communities thanks to their 

partnership with Equal Exchange.   

 

 


