
	  

	  

Case Study: Jersey Farm Produce, Hunterdon County, NJ  
 
Dirt Capital and Jersey Farm Produce partner on conservation purchase 
of prime farmland, providing land security for Jersey Farm’s direct-to-
consumer fruit and vegetable business while restoring soil fertility 
  
Project Highlights 
 

 Customized lease-to-own arrangement with Dirt Capital provides Jersey Farm Produce land 
security with a flexible future purchase option. 

 

 Option agreement with New Jersey Farmland Preservation Department to sell conservation 
easement on majority of farm will protect the farm’s prime soils in perpetuity. 

 
Hector Perez had nearly given up on his dream of one day 
owning a fruit orchard. The owner of a successful diversified 
vegetable business called Jersey Farm Produce, Hector had 
grown up on his grandfather’s farm in the fruit-growing hub of 
Veracruz, Mexico. When he got his first farming job in the U.S. 
tending apple orchards in New Jersey, he got hooked on the 
idea of having his own. So he set the wheels in motion.  
 
After graduating from a farm-business training program at the 
New Farmer Development Project – part of GrowNYC’s 
Greenmarket network in New York City – Hector launched 
Jersey Farm Produce in 2009. He began growing berries, 
melons, cut flowers, and vegetables (“as many as we could”), 
on 32 rented acres of a 92-acre former cut-flower farm in 
Milford, N.J. Inching ever closer to his dream, Hector ultimately 
earned six Greenmarket spots throughout Manhattan and 
Brooklyn. The next steps had become crystal clear – orchards 
and more vegetables. Yearning to get there, he poured tens of 
thousands of dollars into the farm despite having a one-year-
lease. He renovated five of its dilapidated greenhouses, 
bought a new pump for the well, and installed permanent 
irrigation.  
 
But he drew the line at fruit trees. Knowing he could be forced 
to leave at the end of each year, he simply could not justify the 
expensive investment, especially since orchard fruits take at 
least three years from planting to production. His landlord, who 
was trying to sell the property to the highest bidder, would only 
give him a year-to-year lease. The only way Hector could achieve security on his farm, and for his 
business, was to buy it. The price: $2.5 million. “There was no future for me,” said Hector. “It was just day 
by day, year by year.”  
 
That changed when Hector met Dirt Capital. Introduced in early 2013 through Greenmarket’s FARMroots 
program – which is funded by the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation and offers technical assistance to 
farmers – they hatched plans to partner on a farm investment so that Hector could invest and build for the 
future. The first step was agreeing on how much they could afford to pay for a farm. Dirt Capital worked 
closely with Hector and his accountant to review past years’ income and profitability, and projected an 
annual budget and cash flow to better understand his business and its growth potential, including revenue 
from an orchard. 



	  

	  

 
With an agreed-upon maximum price, Hector and Dirt Capital made an offer on the existing farm in 
Milford. But negotiations with the seller hit a wall, and they were forced to look elsewhere.  
 
The Hunterdon County Land Trust connected them with a local realtor, who found them a property that 
was not yet listed for sale and proved to be an even better option: an 89-acre farm in nearby Pittstown, 
N.J., which boasts 50 acres of flat, open land with the highest quality soils, 30 acres of woodlands, and a 
beautiful stone farmhouse. Their confidence in the farm was confirmed when Win Cowgill, an orchardist 
and agricultural extension agent from Rutgers University who has fostered Hector’s successful farming 
career since day one, provided due diligence support and heartily endorsed it. 
 
In October 2014, Dirt Capital acquired the Pittstown property and signed a lease agreement with Hector, 
and he immediately purchased eight acres of orchard trees: peaches, nectarines, apples, apricots, pluots, 
cherries and pears. Hector will use the additional acreage not only for fruit but also to lengthen his 
growing season and plant late variety crops like sweet potatoes, eucalyptus and garlic. Eager to use all 
the land available to him including the woods, he began learning how to grow organic shitake mushrooms. 
And he moved his family out of their apartment and into the farmhouse.  
 
“Dirt Capital understands the necessities of land for farmers,” said Hector. “They know that to do business 
with farmers is not the same as other kinds of real estate.”  
 
The deal would not have been possible without interest from the New Jersey Department of Agriculture’s 
Farmland Preservation Program, which signed an option agreement to buy a conservation easement on 
80 of the 89 acres. The expected funds from the easement sale will reduce Dirt Capital’s investment and 
enable Hector to afford the payments and eventually to buy the farm. 
 
Michael Hurwitz, Director of Greenmarkets, noted the multiple ingredients necessary to make this 
deal work: farmer training and technical assistance, a farmer-supportive investment company, a 
land trust that is making the land affordable for farmers, and a strong farmer. “It’s those pieces 
coming together that can lead to success,” he said. “Hector can now have a sense of security and 
invest in long-term projects like orchards, which will increase the biodiversity on the farm and at 
his market,” added Michael. “This is a project that is intentionally setting aside land for agricultural 
use while putting a strong farmer on it with a viable business model and strong market outlets.”  
 
While the Pittstown farm is of better quality and will provide the land and soils for Hector to grow his 
business over the long-term, it needs several expensive up-front improvements: Fencing, a well, several 
greenhouses, irrigation and cold storage. Further complicating the transition is the fact that the land has 
been in a chemical-intensive commodity row crop rotation for the past 20 years, with regular application of 
herbicides, including this past June, which limits what the land will be able to produce next season. Hector 
will gradually build the soil back up and restore its health, but it will take time. 
 
Given this, Hector will continue to farm on the Milford property through 2015. He will pay rent to Dirt 
Capital on the farmhouse only through July 2015, at which point his payments will grow to include the 
farm as well. He’ll have the option to buy the farm – with or without the house, which can be subdivided if 
necessary – in year 6 and again in year 9.  
 
In the words of Chris Wayne, Project Director of Greenmarkets’ FARMroots program, “The financial 
arrangement works because you’ve provided the grower with a situation that’s not financially burdensome 
to him, while laying out a path to ownership.” 
 

 
Dirt Capital invests in farmland in partnership with experienced, profitable, sustainable farmers 
throughout the Northeast United States: enabling land access and security for successful farmers 
while keeping farmland in productive and environmentally responsible use. 


