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Agriculture reduces pandemic impact on Florida 

New Extension facility gets first use 

Ag commissioner strives to stop Styrofoam 

 

 

Alachua County 

Extension Director 

Dr. Cindy Sanders 

(right) welcomes 

Florida 

Commissioner of 

Agriculture Nikki 

Fried to the newest 

UF/IFAS Extension 

Office – in Newberry 

-- on Thursday 

afternoon (Dec. 2). 

 

 

 

 

 

Story and Photos  

By Jeff M. Hardison © Dec. 3, 2o21 at 4:11 p.m. 

     NEWBERRY – Late Thursday afternoon (Dec. 2) was a big day for the University of Florida Institute of 

Food and Agricultural Sciences UF/IFAS facility in Newberry. 

 

 

 

Gainesville Chamber President 

and Chief Executive Officer Eric 

Godet Sr. shakes hands with 

Florida Commissioner of 

Agriculture Nikki Fried outside of 

the meeting room where the 

Chamber conducted its most 

recent meeting on Dec. 2. 
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Members and guests of the Gainesville Chamber of Commerce mix and mingle prior to the 

meeting Dec. 2.  

 

     Not only did Florida Commissioner of Agriculture Nicole Heather “Nikki” Fried provide a press conference 

regarding polystyrene & food packaging, but she spoke to members and guests of the Gainesville Chamber of 

Commerce.  

     The ribbon-cutting for the New UF/IFAS facility at 22712 W. Newberry Road (State Road 26) just happened 

Tuesday (Nov. 30). 

     A serendipitous turn of events led Gainesville Chamber President and Chief Executive Officer Eric Godet Sr. 

to invite a visiting journalist from Levy County to observe and report about the Chamber meeting, which 

heralded the first use of the UF/IFAS Extension’s Newberry Office conference room, which has a capacity of 

seating just over 100 people. The Chamber meeting started about an hour before the press conference began. 

This Chamber meeting was a continuation on the theme “Collaborate 2025: 2020-2025 Economic 

Development & Community Strategy.” 

     Godet may have gone a bit off agenda at the start of the meeting, although introductions of the various 

elected officials did occur before the meeting’s conclusion. In its first use, the room sounded like everyone was 

in an echo chamber as voices bounced off the ceiling and walls to reverberate enough to be noticed. 

     Deciphering what was said proved to be a challenge when listening to a tape recording from the meeting. 

     Alachua County Extension Director Dr. Cindy Sanders apologized for the relatively rough acoustics. Sanders 

promised to have echo-reducing panels installed – when they arrive, because they are ordered. 

     Apparently, a slow-down in the supply chain has affected this facility as it has hit so many other places. Dr. 

Sanders mentioned some other final additions on the new facility, which are planned to be completed as soon 

as the ordered materials arrive. 
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Agriculture As A Top Economic Engine In Florida 

 
Florida Commissioner of Agriculture Nikki Fried laughs as she speaks about people not 

understanding how her time at the University of Florida, where she became a Blue Key member 

as well as completed her post-graduate work to become an attorney, helped her become aware 

of the significance of agriculture in Florida. Among her past works, was serving the people as 

an assistant public defender in the Eighth Judicial Circuit. She also served as a trustee for the 

University of Florida. 

 
Gainesville Chamber President and Chief Executive Officer Eric Godet Sr. begins telling 

listeners about the long and impressive list of accomplishments of Florida Commissioner of 

Agriculture Nikki Fried as he introduces the guest speaker to the Chamber members and 

guests. 
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Alachua County Extension 

Director Dr. Cindy Sanders 

speaks about 4-H, Master 

Gardener volunteers and 

the many programs at 

UF/IFAS to help people 

throughout Florida as a 

resource for growing crops, 

raising livestock, managing 

nutrition and a plethora of 

other services. Community 

gardens and urban gardens 

were mentioned as well. 

 

     As Chamber President Godet 

welcomed people to the 

meeting, he said the Chamber is 

honored to be hosting 

Commissioner Fried. 

     Godet shared information 

about Fried, who is an attorney 

from Fort Lauderdale. She is the 

12th Florida Commissioner of Agriculture and Consumer Services. 

     Fried is the first woman elected to the position. She is the first Democrat to hold this office since 2001, and 

she is the only Democrat currently holding statewide elected office in Florida. 

     A native of Miami, Fried graduated from the University of Florida, where she was student body president. 

She graduated from the University of Florida Fredric G. Levin College of Law. Fried earned a master's degree in 

political campaigning from UF, as well as her juris doctor degree. 

     After graduating in 2003, Fried worked at the law firm of Holland & Knight. She became an assistant public 

defender for Florida's Eighth Judicial Circuit in 2006. The Eighth Judicial Circuit includes Alachua, Baker, 

Bradford, Gilchrist, Levy and Union counties.  

     Fried was a foreclosure defense lawyer from 2009 until 2011, when she joined the law and lobbying firm of 

Colodny Fass. In 2016, Fried established her own lobbying firm. Her main client was the School Board of 

Broward County. 

     During the 2016 legislative session, Fried played a role in the passage of House Bill 307, relating to the usage 

of medical marijuana for the terminally ill. 

     Chamber President Godet spoke about technology’s impact in the improvement of farming and ranching 

methods. 

     During her speech, Fried said she would like to see Florida become “the Silicon Valley of the East when it 

comes to agriculture.” 

     Godet mentioned, too, that agriculture is among the targeted industries in the Chamber’s Collaborative 2025 

program. Historically, agriculture always has been an extremely strong economic engine throughout Florida. 

     As Fried said during her comments, even the seal for the state has an orange as part of it. 

     Regarding a more recent historic event -- the global COVID-19 pandemic – it caused Florida tourism “to 

take a nosedive,” Godet said, and that is when agriculture became the Number One source for driving the 

state’s economy. 

     During her speech, Fried mentioned that as a former member of the UF Board of Trustees, she learned 
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about all of the aspects of the UF/IFAS organization.  

     She spent 11 years in Gainesville as a student, and coming back to the area was like returning home, she 

said.  

     When she ran to become commissioner of agriculture, people told her that she did not know about 

agriculture, but only about law. Fried reminded them of the years she spent on the UF campus, where there is 

no way a student could not understand the importance of agriculture in Florida. 

     She shared a global view of farming and ranching in Florida. 

     Agriculture in Florida, she said, includes three parts – there is the Florida Department of Agriculture and 

Consumer Services. There is the agricultural industry and profession, with farmers and ranchers. And then, 

there is UF/IFAS. 

     “Without all three working in conjunction together,” Agriculture Commissioner Fried said, “it (agriculture in 

Florida) doesn’t work.” 

     As for technology and agriculture, she said the Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services 

(FDACS) will do what it can to support efforts for innovation, advancement and progress. 

     She spoke about an educational opportunity where farming interests from Israel helped Floridians see how 

they could produce crops in an area that includes desert land. With the pandemic, this slated fly-in event 

changed to become a Zoom-in session, she said. 

     Fried said the state suffered about a $500 million loss in revenue last year from the pandemic’s impact on 

restaurants, Disney World, ocean cruise lines and other buyers of crops and livestock who saw dramatic 

reductions in consumers. 

     With the pandemic causing problems of getting produce from farm to table, FDACS collaborated with its 

partners to better allow consumers to obtain their fruits and vegetables directly from farmers, Fried said. 

     As an example of this successful effort, farmers across the state who said they provided five boxes of food to 

consumers a week had increased that count to 200 boxes a week, she said. 

     “You saved our farm,” Fried said farmers told the staff members of the FDACS. The department 

continuously seeks to expand the reach of agriculture. 

     In Levy County, the Quincey Cattle Co. is helping consumers buy their beef right at the cattle company’s 

location in the unincorporated are between Chiefland and Bronson. 

     The commissioner of agriculture wants people to remember the importance of the people who produce 

peanuts, pecans, oranges, tangerines, grapefruits, tomatoes, potatoes, cucumbers, squash, eggplants, collard 

greens, turnip greens, and a long list of other vegetables and fruits. 

     Likewise, there are the ranchers who provide meat and dairy products from cattle, goats, sheep, pigs, and 

other livestock – including emus.  

     Florida agriculture now has a $160 billion annual impact in the state, Fried said. 

     Florida agriculture feeds more than 150 million people a year, she said, as she added her belief that farmers 

and ranchers can do even better in the coming years. The UF/IFAS Extension office in Newberry is seen as a 

future center for technological development. 

     Farmers and ranchers are resourceful as they overcome obstacles. The state has been hit by hurricanes, 

greening of citrus and unfair international trade practices. Fried consistently goes to bat for the people involved 

in Florida agriculture. 

     Fried wrote a letter to U.S. Department of Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack, where she addressed the 

continued unfair foreign trade practices being employed by Mexico and other countries that are causing severe 

harm to the domestic seasonal produce industry. 

     She said consumers can help the state’s farmers in what is an uneven playing field with crop sales from 

Florida in the same market as those from Mexico. Fried wants people to demand that the produce carried in 

grocery stores is from Florida Grown or Fresh From Florida farmers. 

     The Florida commissioner of agriculture reminded listeners at the Chamber event that farmers and ranchers 
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are the best stewards of land, because their livelihood depends on property continuing to be a sustainable 

resource. 

     Among the many other business-oriented topics upon which Fried touched were the success by President 

Joe Biden and the United States Congress to pass the most significant infrastructure budget in a generation. 

With that, Florida’s bridges and roads will see improvements, she said. 

     Fried said she sees the potential to improve Internet access in rural Florida as well as a byproduct of the 

Build Back Better theme, too. 

 

Stop Styrofoam 

 
Florida Commissioner of Agriculture Nikki Fried speaks about the health hazards from 

polystyrene, as Gainesville City Commissioner David Arreola and Keep Alachua County 

Beautiful Executive Director Gina Hawkins listen. 

 

 

Gainesville City 

Commissioner David 

Arreola tells listeners 

about Gov. Ron 

DeSantis signing a 

law that 

circumvented the City 

of Gainesville’s work 

to reduce the use of 

polystyrene in that 

city – or in any city all 

across Florida. There 

is a rulemaking 

process that has 

started to help in the 

effort to reduce the use of this form of container. 
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     Florida Commissioner of Agriculture Nikki Fried, joined by Gainesville City Commissioner David Arreola 

and Gina Hawkins of Keep Alachua County Beautiful, told reporters about a desire to phase polystyrene out of 

food packaging in Florida. 

     Commissioner Fried announced the phaseout process in September at Siesta Key Beach. In November, Fried 

gave an update on the rulemaking process on the first day of the Florida Energy and Climate Summit, joined by 

business leaders, elected officials and advocates. 

     Polystyrene food packaging, such as Styrofoam, may be linked to human health concerns including cancer, 

birth defects, as well as liver and kidney damage. 

     The press conference began a little bit after the planned start at 4 p.m. because the Chamber meeting’s 

conclusion was followed by some socializing afterward by members and guests. 

     Fried said there are 40,000 grocery stores, convenience stores and other business interests that the Florida 

Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services works with. 

     As she opened the press conference, among the facts she mentioned is that Styrofoam can take up to 500 

years to decompose, and that polystyrene can take up to 30 percent of the space in a landfill. 

     In addition to being hazardous to human health, polystyrene has been proved to be hazardous to marine 

animal’s and other animal’s health, Fried said. 

     While the move away from polystyrene will be a substantial change, Fried said it is not one that Florida will 

be doing alone. Texas, Virginia, Colorado, Maryland and other states have started taking steps to reduce the 

use of polystyrene products for food packaging, Fried said. 

     Finding alternative products to use to replace polystyrene products is among the goals, Fried said. The 

difference between the cost of a Styrofoam cup and an alternative cup is as small as one cent. 

     Not only are the alternative cost-effective, she added, but they are made from crops grown in Florida – 

rather than being from the petroleum-chemical base of polystyrene. 

     Hemp fiber and sugar cane byproducts are two sources for making alternative packaging, Fried said. 

     Replacing polystyrene with alternative packaging can be a successful method to create Florida jobs in 

Florida businesses for next generation products that are made in Florida, Fried said. 

     Gainesville City Commissioner David Arreola has been a vocal proponent for replacing polystyrene with 

alternative packaging. 

     Arreola said a number of years ago, Gainesville began to phase out the use of polystyrene within the city 

limits. The first stakeholders in this effort, he said, were businessowners who wanted to be part of the 

conversation. 

     After several public meetings and discussions, the Gainesville City Commission adopted an ordinance to 

phase out the use of polystyrene within the city limits, Arreola said. 

     Soon after, Gov. Ron DeSantis signed a law, though, Arreola said, which effectively repealed that ordinance 

before the new municipal law got in place. 

     He shared this fact with listeners, because the commission had gone through so much as it accepted public 

input to bring the law into fruition. And then the local ordinance that was really built by the people of the 

community was killed by the state. 

     Keep Alachua County Beautiful Executive Director Gina Hawkins spoke about Styrofoam as litter.  

     Litter is huge, she said, and Keep Alachua County Beautiful has used the resources of about 3,000 

volunteers in just the past year in the community’s effort to reduce litter in Alachua County. 

     She noted for listeners that while polystyrene is 1 percent of the waste stream it is 10 to 40 percent of the 

litter that ends up in the streams of water. Polystyrene clogs drainage systems, she added, and the subsequent 

flooding causes loss of property to landowners. 

     Keep America Beautiful has noted that there was $11.5 billion spent in one year just to remove litter, 

Hawkins said. That money could be spent on improving the quality of life by being put toward better uses than 

to have to overcome a problem that is created by people who fail to understand the negative impact to a 
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community by them putting trash in places where it does not belong. 

     And among her other messages to the Chamber about the cost of litter was that an aesthetically pleasing 

environment is something to attract desired development. 

     Who wants to live in a place that is unattractive? She asked. 

    Fried ended the press conference with a positive thought. 

    “I am confident that if we let science, innovation and public health lead the way,” Fried said, “we will get this 

done.” 

     She added that this must be an effort by all of the stakeholders in communities and business interests for 

Florida’s future to include a reduction in polystyrene for packaging food in this state. 

     Fried urged enterprising individuals to see this is a time to think outside the (Styrofoam) box, and to invest 

in a healthier environment by taking that substance out of the picture. Invest in opportunities as they present 

themselves in this effort, she said. 


