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Introduction

Citrus production in the United States, particularly produc-
tion of oranges, has faced a steady decline since the early
2000s, attributed to various challenges such as the outbreak
of the devastating Huanglongbing (HLB) disease (Hernan-
dez et al. 2012; Singerman et al. 2018) and labor shortages.
The shrinking domestic supply has resulted in an increasing
reliance on imports. This article provides an overview of
declining US orange production and the rising imports,
aiming to provide industry stakeholders and policymakers
with insights into the current state of the industry and the
potential threats it faces, informing both policymaking and
business decisions.

United States Orange Production

Between the 1960s and the 1980s, the United States rose

to prominence in the global orange market and became
the world’s leading producer, accounting for over 20% of
worldwide production (FAO 2023). Yet, since the 2000s,
the US orange industry has been grappling with continuous
declines, primarily due to the catastrophic outbreak of
Huanglongbing (HLB), the most devastating citrus disease
in the last several decades. Since its first identification

in Florida, in 2005, HLB has significantly impacted fruit
quality and yield, currently affecting nearly all Florida
citrus acreage (Rezazadeh 2022). Additionally, the industry

weathered a series of hurricanes, including Charley, Fran-
ces, and Jeanne in 2004, Wilma in 2005, and Irma in 2017
(FDOC 2021). Citrus production was also impacted by
labor shortages, increasing reliance on immigrant workers
(Guan et al. 2015; Biswas et al. 2018b; Ali 2022; Huang et
al. 2022), and escalating wages for grove workers (Calvin
et al., 2022). By 2021, the US contribution to global orange
production dropped to 5% (USDA-FAS 2023a; FAO 2023).
Despite this decline, oranges remain a crop of substantial
economic importance in US agriculture, contributing bil-
lions of dollars to the national economy annually (Statista
2023).

In the past two decades, the area of the United States
devoted to orange cultivation has shrunk by 43% from
817 thousand acres in 2000 to 464 thousand acres in 2022
(Figure 1). The orange yield per acre has also significantly
decreased, from 32 thousand pounds in 2000 to 15 thou-
sand pounds in 2022, dropping 53%. Consequently, the
production of US oranges has seen a consistent downward
trend since 2000. In 2022, production amounted to 6,853
million pounds of oranges. Compared to the volume
produced in 2000 (25,994 million pounds) (Figure 2), this
represents a dramatic drop of 69%. Of the 6,853 million
pounds of oranges produced in 2022, 59% were processed
into juice, while 41% were sold as fresh oranges (USDA-
NASS 2023). Due to domestic supply shortages, processors
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in the United States use imported oranges (and orange
juice), primarily from Brazil, Chile, and Mexico, to meet
demand.
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Figure 1. Bearing acreage for oranges in the United States, by state,
2000 to 2022.
Credits: USDA-NASS, 2023
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Figure 2. Production for oranges in the United States, by state, 2000 to
2022.
Credits: USDA-NASS 2023; USDA-ERS 2023

Florida and California are the United States’ leading orange
producers (Figure 2). Florida, harvesting from September
to June, accounted for 54.1% of the 2022 total US produc-
tion, while California, producing year-round, provided
45.6%; Texas and Arizona combined accounted for the
remaining 0.3%.

However, Florida, although the top producer, has seen its
bearing acreage, yield per acre, and total orange produc-
tion consistently declining over the past 20 years. Florida
orange production decreased from 20,970 million pounds
in 2000 to 3,708 million pounds in 2022, representing

a 82% fall (Figure 2). During the same period, bearing
acreage in Florida dropped by 47% from 602 thousand
acres to 317 thousand acres (Figure 1). Yield per acre in
Florida also declined, by 67%, from 34.8 thousand pounds
to 11.6 thousand pounds. California surpassed Florida in
yield in 2014 and has continued to lead in yield since then
(USDA-ERS 2023). In 2022, Florida’s yield per acre (11.6
thousand pounds) was nearly 50% less than California’s
(22.6 thousand pounds).

The United States Orange Industry: Declining Production and Climbing Imports

As depicted in Figure 3, the bulk of US orange production
is for processing. On average, roughly 70% of the oranges
produced in the United States have been earmarked for
processing since 2000. There has been a noticeable decline
in the use of oranges for processing in recent years. While
approximately 22,000 million pounds were allocated for
processing in 2000, only 4000 million pounds were left

for processing in 2022. This decline is explained by the

drop in Florida production, of which more than 90% goes
to be processed, representing more than 90% of total US
processed oranges since 2000. Conversely, the production
of oranges intended for fresh marketing has remained
relatively consistent, averaging around 4,000 million
pounds since 2000. This stability of fresh orange production
is explained by the relatively stable production of California
oranges. California production specializes in oranges to be
marketed fresh. Since 2017, California has represented 90%
of US national production of fresh oranges since 2017.
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Figure 3. US production of oranges by type (Fresh and processed),
2000 to 2022.
Credits: USDA-ERS 2023

United States Imports of Oranges

The United States holds a significant position as an im-
porter of oranges. In 2022, the United States ranked fourth
in the world in terms of the value of fresh orange imports,
totaling $270 million. This ranking placed the United States
behind France, Germany, and the Netherlands (Tridge
2023). As a result of declining domestic orange production,
the United States has seen rising imports of orange juice
(OJ). The United States ranked third among OJ-importing
nations in 2021 with OJ imports valued at $362 million,
trailing behind Belgium and the Netherlands (OEC 2023).

Among the major sources of imports, Brazil primar-

ily stands out in the category of processed orange juice
imports, while Chile leads in terms of fresh orange imports.
Meanwhile, Mexico has emerged as the second-largest
source of both types of imports for the United States,
steadily increasing its share of total imports. Notably,




Mexico overtook Brazil as the top source of Frozen
Concentrated Orange Juice (FCOJ) imports since 2019
(USDA-FAS 2023; CitrusBR Analysis 2020).

United States imports of fresh oranges have been on an
upward trajectory since the early 2000s.

As illustrated in Figure 4, total US imports of fresh oranges
have experienced a fivefold increase since 2000, surging
from 103 million pounds to a substantial 509 million
pounds in 2022. Over the past five years, three primary
sources of imports, Chile, Mexico, and South Africa, have
consistently dominated this landscape. These three coun-
tries collectively have constituted an average of 91% of total
fresh orange imports since 2017, culminating in 510 million
pounds in 2022. Notably absent until 2009, Chile has been
leading US fresh orange imports since 2011, consistently
representing an average of 40% of the total fresh orange
imports over the last five years. South Africa, which was the
top source of US fresh orange imports until 2010, peaking
at 48% of total imports in 2006, ceded its position to Chile
in 2011 and was subsequently overtaken by Mexico in 2014.
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Figure 4. United States imports of fresh oranges.
Credits: USDA-FAS 2023a

Mexican shipments of fresh oranges have seen an impres-
sive ninefold increase since 2000, starting at 17 million
pounds (17% of total imports) and reaching a remarkable
153 million pounds (30% of total imports) in 2022.

The surge in US imports of oranges, particularly from Chile
and Mexico, can be attributed to several key factors. Declin-
ing production in the United States has certainly increased
the demand for imports. Lower labor costs in these coun-
tries have also made their products more competitive. As of
2022, the Mexican minimum wage (approximately $1.5 per
hour) is roughly one-tenth of the US minimum wage in the
citrus-producing states of California and Florida ($15 and
$12 per hour, respectively), whereas the Chilean minimum
wage (approximately $2.5 per hour) is about one-fifth of
the US minimum wage (CountryEconomy.com 2023a, b;

US Bureau of Labor Statistics 2023). These substantial wage
disparities are particularly noteworthy in the context of
labor-intensive crop production, where manual labor plays
a significant role in harvesting (Singerman and Burani-
Arouca 2018; Calvin and Martin 2010). Additionally,
favorable growth conditions, including higher temperatures
and a lower risk of freezing, along with elevated terrain and
fertile soil (USDA-FAS 2021), have facilitated large-scale
production of high-quality oranges. Mexicos marketing
season spans from November to October and peaks
between May and June. Chile’s marketing season begins in
April and reaches its peak from July to October. Together
Mexico and Chile ensure a steady supply of oranges during
the US off season (USDA-FAS 2023a).

The implementation of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994 and the Chile Free Trade
Agreement in 2004 have made the United States the pre-
ferred destination for both Mexican and Chilean exporters.
Over the past five years, Mexican fresh oranges have been
predominantly exported to the US market, constituting 97%
of their total exports. Similarly, the United States remains
the top export market for Chile, accounting for over 90% of
the country’s orange exports (USDA-FAS 2022a, b).

Concluding Remarks

The steady decline in US citrus production, particularly
production of oranges, over the last two decades, is at-
tributed to the HLB outbreak and the competitiveness of
foreign products. The declining consumption, primarily
due to rising prices (Kim et al. 2018) and a shift in con-
sumer habits away from sugary products like orange juice
(Heng et al. 2018; Heng et al. 2019), has also played a role in
this decline. Decreasing production has led to an increased
reliance on imports to meet the demand for oranges.

Mexico has emerged as a prominent exporter of fresh
oranges and processed orange juices. Notably, Mexico has
been the largest source of US frozen concentrate orange
juice (FCOJ) imports since 2019. While the increasing
imports from Mexico have played an important role in
meeting the US market demand after HLB created major
disruptions in domestic supply, the surging imports from a
country with competitive advantages will likely continue to
present a major challenge for US orange growers even if the
HLB problem is eventually resolved and the US domestic
citrus industry begins a recovery. In particular, Mexico’s
abundant labor, lower wages (Wu et al. 2018), and govern-
ment policies that favor citrus production (Wu et al. 2022a)
will continue to drive growth of the industry there. Mexico’s
prominent position has been demonstrated in the markets
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of many fruit and vegetable crops (Huang et al. 2022),
including tomatoes (Li et al. 2022), peppers (Biswas et al.
2018a), cucumbers, squash (Wu et al. 2022b), and berries
(Suh et al. 2017; Wu and Guan 2021). In 2022, Mexico
accounted for over 60% of total US fruit and vegetable
imports, resulting in a staggering $16 billion US deficit in
the bilateral fruit and vegetable trade (USDA-FAS 2023a).

For the sustainability and survival of the US citrus industry,
prioritizing investment in research and development to
combat HLB remains the primary task. Additionally,
keeping a close watch on both the decline in orange juice
consumption and the surge in orange juice imports will
remain essential to gain insight into how these trends affect
the US citrus industry.
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