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The specialty crop sector—which includes fruits, 
vegetables, tree nuts, horticulture, and nursery crops—
plays a significant role in the agricultural economy. 
According to the 2022 Census of Agriculture, specialty 
crop operations represent roughly 10% of all farms in the 
United States and generate over $84 billion in annual 
cash receipts (USDA-ERS, 2024). Despite comprising a 
smaller share of total farm operations compared to 
commodity crops, specialty crops contribute substantially 
to our food systems, nutritional diversity, and rural 
economies. 
 
Specialty crop growers often operate on a smaller scale, 
are more geographically dispersed, and tend to depend 
heavily on ecosystem services—such as pollination, soil 
health, and water quality—to maintain crop productivity 
and quality. These characteristics present both unique 
sustainability challenges and opportunities. As the 
industry looks toward long-term resilience, it is 
increasingly important to evaluate sustainability 
strategies in the context of crop-specific profiles, regional 
variability, and individual farm conditions. Achieving both 
environmental and economic sustainability in this sector 
requires integrated systems that support ecological 
health while preserving farm profitability (USDA-NIFA, 
2024). 
 
This themed issue of Choices brings together a 
collection of articles that explore sustainability in 
specialty crop production across the United States and 
Canada. The contributions highlight a wide array of 
specialty crops, including pulses (e.g., peas and faba 
beans); pollinator-dependent fruits, tree nuts, and 
vegetables (e.g., almonds, apples, berries, and melons); 
root crops (e.g., sweetpotatoes); and ornamental 
horticulture (e.g., floriculture and Christmas trees) and 
discuss their roles in enhancing sustainability outcomes. 
 
The opening article by Park et al. examines how 
specialty crops contribute to ecosystem services and 
economic outcomes. Their work presents a broad view 
of agricultural land use and illustrates regional 
differences in specialty crop production. Importantly,  

 

 
they analyze the relationship between crop diversity and 
environmental indicators such as water quality and bird 
diversity. Although specialty crops occupy a smaller 
proportion of U.S. farmland, their strategic integration, 
especially in monoculture-dominated regions, may help 
mitigate environmental stressors and enhance 
biodiversity. 
 
Two articles spotlight high-value segments within the 
specialty crop sector: ornamental horticulture and 
pollinator-dependent crops. In their analysis of North 
Carolina’s ornamental horticulture industry, Berenson et 
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al. surveyed growers producing nursery plants, 
floriculture, Christmas trees, and related crops to assess 
adoption of four key sustainability practices: integrated 
pest management, the use of sustainable water sources, 
native plant sales, and plant diversity. Their findings 
reveal patterns of practice adoption and demonstrate 
that sustainability in ornamental horticulture is context-
specific, with no singular strategy suited to all 
operations. 
 
Yeh, Brown, and Goodrich shift the focus to pollinator-
dependent crops, which represent a substantial portion 
of the specialty crop economy. Approximately $13 billion 
in U.S. specialty crop production depends, to varying 
degrees, on paid pollination services. The authors 
review recent policy measures aimed at strengthening 
support for beekeepers and sustaining viable habitats for 
both managed and wild pollinators. Their analysis 
underscores the delicate interdependence between crop 
production and pollination services, especially in light of 
pollinator health declines in recent years. 
 
The final two articles delve into more targeted aspects of 
specialty crop sustainability. Beround et al. explore soil 
liming practices in Canadian pulse crop production. Soil 
liming involves the application of organic matter rich in 
basic cations to balance pH levels and improve soil 
fertility. While yield impacts are often the primary focus 

in soil liming studies, this article broadens the lens to 
include the effects of liming on crop rotation and long-
term economic outcomes. Without soil liming, natural soil 
acidification can displace pH-sensitive crops like pulses, 
prompting farmers to shift toward acid-tolerant cereals, a 
change that may have important implications for 
economic resilience and crop diversity. 
 
Huang, Maples, and Liu offer a detailed case study of 
sweetpotato production in the United States, based on 
interviews and conversations with farm managers and 
producers. Their work highlights the crop’s complex 
supply chain, market dynamics, and sustainability 
challenges, such as planting stock sourcing, disease 
control, and post-harvest handling. Through these 
insights, the article reveals challenges and opportunities 
related to sustainable production practices for 
sweetpotatoes. 
 
Collectively, this theme issue sheds light on the diverse 
sustainability practices currently in use across the 
specialty crop sector, while emphasizing the deep 
connections between these crops and key ecosystem 
services. By showcasing real-world practices and 
evidence-based insights, these articles aim to advance 
understanding of specialty crop sustainability and 
facilitate broader dialogue within agricultural and policy 
communities. 
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