Southern Gardens Citrus Tests Genetically Modified Orange Trees 
By Elizabeth Campbell

Sept. 23 (Bloomberg) -- Southern Gardens Citrus, one of Florida’s biggest orange growers, started a second field test of orange trees that have been modified genetically to resist diseases that can damage fruit and kill trees. 

“We have trees that were grown in a research facility that have a proven resistance to the greening disease,” Rick Kress, the president of Clewiston, Florida-based Southern Gardens, said yesterday in a telephone interview. “Now, they’re in a position to put out in the field to let Mother Nature dictate whether or not they’re resistant.” 

The trees were developed with Alachua, Florida-based Integrated Plant Genetics to resist citrus greening and canker, Southern Gardens said. The companies are closely held. Greening, which can kill trees, has spread in Florida, the world’s second- biggest orange producer, since September 2005. The disease can be carried and spread by insects called psyllids. 

The first test, started in May, involved orange and grapefruit trees produced using biotechnology from research with Texas A&M AgriLife Research, Kress said. The second involves only oranges. Both are in Hendry County, Florida. 

The trial is “a start,” Kress said. “We’ve got a pretty serious issue with this disease in Florida and we’re optimistic,” he said. 

Canker causes fruit to fall from trees prematurely. Southern Gardens grows 2 million citrus trees in Florida and processes 18 million to 20 million boxes of oranges a year, Kress said. A box weighs 90 pounds, or 41 kilograms. 

Orange-juice futures in New York have climbed 43 percent this year, partly because of lower output in Florida. 

In August, Louis Dreyfus Citrus Inc. said the next Florida crop will decline 13 percent to 141 million boxes. Leading citrus-industry analyst Elizabeth Steger projected 154 million. 

Output is “probably tending toward the lower side” of the range, Kress said. 
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