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BULLETIN 2020-02 
 
Date: March 17, 2020 
 
Re: Considerations for Fruit and Vegetable Growers Related to Coronavirus & COVID-19 

The current COVID-19 pandemic is a common concern and many are wondering what they can and should do. The 
information here is intended to help guide the fruit and vegetable farming community and was produced in 
cooperation with Northeast Center for Advance Food Safety.  The center is staffed by leading experts in Food 
Safety and is in close contact with Federal and State partners in the region.   

If you have questions, concerns, or require additional support please contact the MDAR Produce Safety Inspection 
Program at MDAR or the Commissioner’s Office with the contact information provided below: 

 
 
Michael Anthony Botelho 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Produce Safety, Market Access and Certification Program Director 
Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources 
251 Causeway Street Suite 500 
Boston, Ma. 02115  
Cell:  508-985-8751 
michael.botelho@state.ma.us 
www.mass.gov/agr 
 
Ashley Randle 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Deputy Commissioner 
Massachusetts Department of Agricultural Resources 
251 Causeway Street Suite 500 
Boston, Ma. 02115  
Cell: 857-343-2129 
ashley.randle@state.ma.us 
www.mass.gov/agr 
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Background 

COVID-19 is the disease caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus (“the novel coronavirus”). Symptoms include fever, 
cough, and shortness of breath, and may appear 2-14 days after exposure. While the majority of COVID-19 
illnesses are mild, it can result in severe and fatal illness, particularly in the elderly and among those with severe 
underlying health conditions. Federal and State agencies are working hard to better understand the virus, how to 
control its spread, and how to treat those infected.  One of the key things we can all do is to limit and slow the 
spread of COVID-19 to provide time for this understanding to develop and to not overwhelm the medical system. 
More information is available at the CDC Situational Summary page. 

 What Should Growers Do?  

1. Stay Away from Produce if Sick - If someone is sick, they should be nowhere near fruit and vegetables 
that others are going to eat. This is likely already part of your farm’s food safety plan and policies, but this 
is a good reminder to emphasize and enforce the policy. Make sure employees stay home if they feel sick 
and send them home if they develop symptoms at work. Consider posting signs asking customers not to 
shop at your farm stand if they have symptoms. 

2. Practice Social Distancing - By putting a bit more space between you and others you can reduce your 
chances of getting ill. This might mean limiting or prohibiting farm visitors or reducing the number of off-
farm meetings you attend in person. Avoid shaking hands and other physical contact. This also reduces the 
risk of your produce coming into contact with someone who is ill before it heads to market. 

3. Wash Your Hands - Reinforce the importance of washing hands well when arriving at work, when 
changing tasks (e.g. moving from office work to wash/pack), before and after eating, after using the 
bathroom, before putting on gloves when working with produce, and after contact with animals. Soap + 
water + 20 seconds or more are needed to scrub all surfaces of your hands and fingers thoroughly, then 
dispose of paper towels in a covered container. 

4. Cleaning, Sanitizing, and Drying –Viruses can be relatively long-lasting in the environment and have the 
potential to be transferred via food or food contact surfaces. In this early stage, there is no indication that 
this virus has spread via food of any type. However, there’s no better time than the present to review, 
improve, and reinforce your standard operating procedures for cleaning, sanitizing, and drying any food 
contact surfaces, food handling equipment, bins, and tools. Remember, cleaning means using soap and 
water, sanitizing is using a product labeled for sanitizing, and drying means allowing the surfaces to dry 
completely before use. 

5. Plan for Change - Many produce farms are lean operations run by one or two managers and a minimal 
crew.  Do you have a plan for if you become severely ill?  How do things change if half your workforce is 
out sick? If you have not already done so, now is the time to sit down with farm owners, managers and key 
staff to determine your continuity of operations plan.    

6. Impacts on Food Distribution -Produce farms, sellers and distributors may experience disruption of sales 
as well as impacted logistical support as the season commences and sales ramp-up during COVID-19 
response.  Please contact the Department with any information on disruption or impacts on supply chains 
during the response effort. 

 What Should Markets and Farmers Markets Do?  

1. Everything Above - Growers, retail food market owners, and farmers market managers should do all the 
things above. Does your market have a hand washing station? More guidance for food and lodging 
businesses is available from the MA Department of Public Health website as well as this memo by the 
Vermont Department of Health.  

2. Communicate with your Customers - Consider reaching out to your customers and recommend they stay 
home if they are ill. Have you informed your customers about any changes in your hours or policies? 

3. Consider Alternative Delivery - Some markets are taking this opportunity to launch pre-ordering and 
electronic payment options to enable social distancing at market.  Some markets are moving to a drive-
through pickup option.  

4. Reinforce the Health Benefits of Fruits and Vegetables - We’re fortunate to have so many growers who 
do a great job with storage crops and winter production. This means our community has access to fresh 

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.cdc.gov_coronavirus_2019-2Dncov_summary.html&d=DwMFAg&c=lDF7oMaPKXpkYvev9V-fVahWL0QWnGCCAfCDz1Bns_w&r=eNHhKpUTWno0OCCO36klzi-gCZhKXhiakt-MJ9iZ2Do&m=M-5e3LqmM_4cGJIEdIpOkjQt27iCrhkM4JCVsmQZcz0&s=3MC1mnzgGuErcM6LRx2Cu3ot4cNlXGc9KacO8UNQ8oY&e=
https://www.mass.gov/info-details/covid-19-guidance-and-recommendations#for-businesses/employers-
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.healthvermont.gov_sites_default_files_documents_pdf_EH-2DCOVID-2D19-2DFood-2DLodging-2DBusiness-2DFact-2DSheet.pdf&d=DwMFAg&c=lDF7oMaPKXpkYvev9V-fVahWL0QWnGCCAfCDz1Bns_w&r=eNHhKpUTWno0OCCO36klzi-gCZhKXhiakt-MJ9iZ2Do&m=M-5e3LqmM_4cGJIEdIpOkjQt27iCrhkM4JCVsmQZcz0&s=tXVfVjsgt9FF-FfOXkBQQ1LdpkEAqfgwD-RM7h6PEoA&e=
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fruits and vegetables that are important to their immune systems at this time of need.  Be sure to promote 
the nutritional value of your products! But, keep in mind that promotion of your products should be within 
reason. Avoid making overly broad or unsupported health claims. Fresh produce contains many minerals 
and nutrients important for immune health which may reduce the severity and duration of an illness.  

Fun Fact: Pound for pound, that storage cabbage in your cooler has as nearly as much vitamin C as 
oranges.   

 
 
Future Updates 
 
This information is based on what we know now and will be updated as we learn more.  The Department will be 
promulgating further guidance during the outbreak response for farms specific to on-farm practices to manage 
disease occurrence and mitigation. 
 
Visit https://www.mass.gov/resource/information-on-the-outbreak-of-coronavirus-disease-2019-covid-19 
andhttp://go.uvm.edu/covid19produce for more information. 

https://www.mass.gov/resource/information-on-the-outbreak-of-coronavirus-disease-2019-covid-19
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__go.uvm.edu_covid19produce&d=DwMFAg&c=lDF7oMaPKXpkYvev9V-fVahWL0QWnGCCAfCDz1Bns_w&r=eNHhKpUTWno0OCCO36klzi-gCZhKXhiakt-MJ9iZ2Do&m=M-5e3LqmM_4cGJIEdIpOkjQt27iCrhkM4JCVsmQZcz0&s=6Yo-iSDRA-l2K_6Nc7Khw6EE5ZUqGOK8mwqIWLr_Kso&e=

