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Introduction 

On October 10th, 2018, southwest Georgia undisputedly experienced its worst natural disaster of the past 

century.  No amount of insurance or preparedness would have readied this area for the destruction that was inflicted 

by Hurricane Michael.  This region, which includes Baker, Calhoun, Decatur, Early, Miller, Mitchell and Seminole 

counties, experienced a catastrophic level of damage to the lifeblood of their economies: agriculture.  In a matter of 

hours, Michael destroyed this years’ agricultural production for the region, but that’s not the worst part.   The timber, 

cattle, cotton, peanut, pecan, poultry and agribusiness industries have been set back for years…possibly decades.  To 

add insult to injury, most southwest Georgia farmers were in the process of recovering from huge losses already 

incurred by Hurricane Irma just last year. 

 It would be enough of a tragedy just to express to you the monetary damage inflicted on the agriculture 

industry by Hurricane Michael.  However, as agriculture is the backbone of these communities, the fiscal pain 

radiates throughout each county, affecting every aspect of life in southwest Georgia.  Without income from their 

crops, farmers are unable to repay banks, purchase farm vehicles and equipment, buy groceries and supplies from 

local retailers, or contribute in any meaningful way to local economies.  Consequently, less cash flow means a 

shortfall in tax revenue, resulting in service reduction and layoffs in areas such as law enforcement, fire protection, 

sanitation and education.   When farmers suffer, the entire community suffers. 

 

Timber 

 

 
 

When driving on one of Georgia’s many wooded country roads, many see our forests for their hunting 

potential.  But for many farmers, they are a long-term investment crop.  While much of America depends on IRAs for 

retirement, many farmers rely on these pine crops for their future income.  And their retirement plan just took a $1 

billion hit on October 10th. (See fig. A) 
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Timber, harvested annually, is built around a 25-year replanting cycle. (See fig. B) Hurricane Michael severely 

disrupted this cycle, which has subsequently devastated both the timberland owner and the mills that are expecting 

to process the harvest.  It has been reported that the affected Georgia counties have about seven years of wood on 

the ground, with much of the remaining stock susceptible to dry rot and beetle damage. 

The day before Michael hit, pulpwood was selling for $13 per ton.  The day after Michael, the price had 

decreased dramatically to a mere $1-$6 per ton.  (See fig. C) That means the timberland owner experienced up to a 

92% drop in profits in a 24-hour period.  Imagine the state of our national economy if our stock market lost 92% of 

its value in one day!  

Unfortunately, the owner has no other option than to sell for this low price, otherwise they are faced with a 

$600 per acre clean up cost and a $250 per acre reforestation cost – a reforestation that is occurring as much as 15 

years early.  Sadly, many timberland owners may not see another complete timber cycle in their lifetimes. 

Case Study: A smaller timberland owner in Seminole County owned 15 acres of trees worth $950 per acre 

prior to October 10th – a total value of $14,250.  By October 12th, its value had dropped to a negative $650 per acre, 

including approximately $10,000 for cleaning and replanting. That’s a net loss of $24,000!  To make matters worse, 

he cannot find anyone to salvage the 15% of pines left standing.  As this is a smaller timberland owner, image the 

impact on timberland owners who own thousands of acres. 

 

Cotton & Cotton Gins 

 

 
 

 Prior to Hurricane Irma in 2017, average cotton yields were 1,250-1,400 lbs. per acre, but Irma brought that 

yield down to a mere 800 lbs., greatly hurting southwest Georgia’s farm economy.  However, the 2018 cotton harvest 

was appearing to be one of the best yields in years.  All indications were that farmers could expect a yield of 1,500 



 4 

lbs. per acre or greater!  Cotton farmers were excited about this huge crop whose profits could enable them to pay 

off much of the debt incurred from last year’s deficit in output. 

Then came Michael. 

Now, farmers are faced with dismal yields that range from 0 to 600 lbs. per acre.  At $0.80 per lb., they will 

be receiving $480 or less per acre instead of the expected $1,200 or more.  True, they may benefit from crop 

insurance, but insurance covers 75% or less of production only.  There is no coverage for fixed costs or land 

payments! 

The cotton gins, which clean and process the raw cotton so it can be sold to textile companies, are entirely 

owned by area farmers.  The only potential for profitability in cotton, post hurricane, comes from the dividends paid 

out by the gins, which now have little to no inventory and farmer-gin owners will not be able to capitalize on cotton 

seed rebates.  The money lost by the gins means they will have to make cut backs, which includes laying off good, 

long-term employees. 

At this moment, the total for cotton and cotton gin losses across seven southwest Georgia counties stands at 

over $21 million (see fig. D).  This figure may increase, and there is no doubt that the nosedive in cotton income will 

severely affect their local economies.  

Pecans 
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 Georgia is ranked #1 in the United States in the production of pecans, generating millions annually for the 

state1.  However, with the impact of Michael, southwest Georgia is projected to suffer $640 million in losses…after 

crop insurance! (see fig. E).   Tariffs had already reduced the price of pecans by $0.80-$1.00 per pound lower than 

the previous year.  But, like cotton crops, pecan growers were expecting a higher-than-average nut yield in 2018 to 

compensate for the price drop.  Hurricane Michael destroyed those hopes by damaging approximately 80% of 

southwest Georgia’s pecan crops for the year. 

Even worse, these losses could be sustained over a period of many years, as great swaths of pecan trees were 

downed and are now lost forever.  The rate of tree destruction ranges from 40%-60%, but areas such as Seminole 

County, over which the eye traveled, experienced nearly a 100% loss.  The remaining trees will, of course, produce 

a smaller crop, but due to the fragile nature of pecan trees, many may not produce nuts at all.  Studies of pecan 

production after harsh hurricanes show that the shock these trees experience can cause a reduction in nut 

production. Additionally, even if new trees are planted, pecan orchard owners may not see a single cent of income 

for up to a decade as it takes years for young trees to bear their first crop of pecans. 

 

Peanuts 

 Like pecans, Georgia’s peanut industry leads the nation in peanut production1.  Unfortunately, the 

preliminary estimate of loss ranges from $10 to $20 million2.  Some of this year’s crop was harvested before 

Hurricane Michael, but nearly half of the peanuts have yet to be collected.  The most concerning issue is that the 

drying facilities that process the peanuts were heavily damaged, causing farmers to have to field-dry their peanuts.  

This delay in harvest can cause over maturity, raising concerns with deterioration in weight and quality, and 

conversely negatively impacting the selling price of this year’s harvest.  Furthermore, some of the peanut crop is 

more susceptible to disease as farmers were prevented from digging and spraying their crops due to the storm. 

 

Cattle 
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Fortunately, early reports indicate few cattle deaths due to the storm.  However, cattle, like humans, 

experience stress, and there is great potential for problems in breeding cycles, feed conversion and weight gain for 

those animals who weathered Michael.  Only time will bear out the full extent of the hurricane’s effect on southwest 

Georgia’s cattle, but a negative financial impact is likely. 

The greatest harm to our cattle industry came from damaged fencing.  Fencing is necessary to keep the 

animals near food and water, and from wandering off where they can cause havoc on roads and destroy property.  A 

single, moderate farm may contain miles of fence, and trees downed by Michael’s winds extensively destroyed 

fencing throughout the affected area.  Cattle farmers have had to track down many lost from their herds. To make 

matters worse, fencing is often uninsurable and can be costly to replace, both in terms of materials and labor. 

 

Poultry 

 Preliminary reports show that 97 poultry houses and millions of chickens were lost to the hurricane.  

Additionally, due to the older construction of those houses, subsequent technological improvements and additional 

regulatory standards, replacement structures will cost much more to rebuild than the originals. This is exacerbated 

by a monetary shortfall created when the insurance only pays for the cost of the original poultry house but not for 

the required updates.  The farmer must absorb the difference.   

Between the loss of chickens and the additional financial burden of building new structures, southwest 

Georgia’s poultry industry is projected to experience more than $19 million in losses. (See fig. F) 

 

Irrigation 

 
 

 Monetary losses incurred from damaged irrigation infrastructures are, at this point, unknown.  However, we 

do know that, to date, 1500 irrigation systems across seven counties of southwest Georgia have experienced damage 

that ranges from partial to total destruction.  More damage is expected to be to be found as fallen trees and debris 
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are slowly removed from fields.  Fortunately, most are insured, but depreciation values on these systems mean the 

owners may have to pay a high premium, ranging from $30,000 to $50,000, to get their irrigation systems up and 

running in time for winter grazing and spring corn planting. 

 

Agribusiness 

 

 
 

Agribusiness encompasses a wide range of services and supplies essential to farming.  This can include 

tractor sales, vehicle sales, maintenance, seed, fertilizer and chemicals in addition to planting, maintaining and 

harvesting services.   Profit is generated from planting and harvesting seasons, the costs of which are distributed 

over the entire year.   

The backbone of agribusiness is found in its customers.  In other words, as goes agriculture, so goes 

agribusiness.  For example, if a farmer is successful, they have more funds to purchase additional equipment, seed, 

and irrigation or acquire additional services.  However, if a farmer has to file bankruptcy, they cannot pay for services 

or equipment already provided from agribusinesses, which causes an operational loss by the agribusiness.  

Ultimately, the agribusiness must scale back, often at the expense of valuable employees losing their jobs. 

At present, the financial effect of Michael on agribusiness is unknown, but as you’ve seen, it is bound to 

endure a major hit with losses in timber, cattle, pecans, and poultry that could total billions of dollars for years to 

come.  Most agribusinesses do have insurance, but insurance could never cover the priceless value of the working 

relationships with its customers who are suffering greatly from the aftereffects of Hurricane Michael.     
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Figures and Footnotes 
 

Figure A - Timber 
Immediate timber damage (GA Forestry Commission) $762,683,909 
Timberland clearing costs ($600/acre) $202,806,720 
Reforestation costs ($250/acre) $89,197,400 
Timber Loss $1,054,688,029 

 
 
 
 

Figure B – Timber Cycles 
Action Year  
Initial planting  1 
First thinning (% of trees harvested) 10-12 years 
Second thinning (% of trees harvested) 15-18 years 
Clear cut (complete harvest) 25 
Each harvesting stage allows more sunlight to reach the 
remaining trees, which in turn grow bigger and thus more 
valuable 

 
 
 
 

Figure C - Pine 

Pine 
Pre-Hurricane 
price per ton 

Post-Hurricane 
price per ton 

Pulpwood $13 $1-$6 
ChipNSaw $24 $10 
Saw Timber $40 $15-$22 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure D - Cotton 
2018 Cotton crop loss (UGA Cooperative Extension) $570,240,000 
Southwest GA 2018 crop loss (7 counties) $153,503,100 
Southwest GA 2018 farmer loss (7 counties) $6,909,219 
Southwest GA estimated cotton gin loss (7 counties) $10,000,000 
Southwest GA lost tariff income $1,895,100 
Total Losses $172,307,419 
Possible crop insurance coverage (7 counties) ($150,978,750) 
Real Cotton Losses $21,328,669 
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                                     Figure E - Pecans  

Pecan trees destroyed (UGA Cooperative Extension)  $289,159,133 
2018 Pecan crop loss (UGA Cooperative Extension) $100,000,000 
2019 Pecan crop loss (UGA Cooperative Extension) $100,000,000 
Future year profitability loss (UGA Cooperative 
Extension) 

$200,000,000 

Clean up costs $18,359,310 
Irrigation repair/replacement $9,179,655 
826,169 Trees lost @ $60 per tree (nursery & planting) $49,570,137 
Total Pecan Loss $766,268,235 
Estimated crop insurance coverage ($125,000,000) 
Real Pecan Industry Loss $641,268,235 
Additional Unknowns 

 Losses by pecan cleaning plants 
o Employee contraction due to decrease of pecan volume 

 Losses by pecan shelling plants 
o Employee contraction due to decrease of pecan volume 

 
 
 

 
Figure F – Poultry 

Loss of poultry & poultry houses (UGA Cooperative Extension) $25,000,000  
Loss of 97 poultry houses @ $200,000 each (included above) $19,400,000  
Deductible and Under-Insured Losses  $2,910,000 
However, Integrator has different requirements if replacing houses 
Cost of new houses that have 50% more birds than older houses 

 
$375,000 

 

Cost of 65 new houses with the same number of birds $24,375,000  
Original cost of 97 poultry houses $19,400,000  
Shortage to be covered by Poultry Grower  $4,975,000 
One year to rebuild ($25,000 per house per flock profit x 4.5 flocks per 
house per year X 97 houses) 

 $10,912,500 

One year ($20 per ton X 50 tons of litter per house X 4.5 flocks per house 
per year X 97 houses) 

 $436,500 

Real Poultry Losses with Upcharges to Rebuild Poultry Houses  $19,234,000 
 
 
 
 
Footnotes: 
1. https://www.nass.usda.gov/Statistics_by_State/Georgia/Publications/More_Features/GA_BragSheet2015.pdf 
2. http://newswire.caes.uga.edu/story.html?storyid=7755 
 
 


