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FUN FACES OF WISCONSIN AGRICULTURE


SPUD’S POTATO FAST FACTS (8/2011)





Production Information


Potatoes belong to the nightshade family – Solanaceae - and are related to tomatoes, pepper and egg plant. Potatoes prefer nutrient rich soil, ample rainfall or irrigation, and warm days with cool nights. Most potatoes are planted in the spring and harvested in the fall except for about 10% of the U.S. crop that fills special market needs.





Seed potatoes, grown especially for reproductive purposes, are used to plant a potato crop. The seed potato is cut so that each one has 1-2 eyes. They are planted 12” apart, 4-6” deep, and in rows that are 2 ½ - 3’ apart. Potatoes are 80% water so adequate moisture is important. 





There are different types of potatoes- including red, white and russet. The skin color is the obvious difference. Potatoes with red skins are generally used for boiling and mashing because the tuber flesh does not break down when boiling. Round, white potatoes are usually used for chips because of the high percentage of dry mater. Russets are used for all purposes except for making chips. 





When harvested, about 34% of the U.S. crop is used for frozen potato products, 28% for fresh market, 12% for potato chips, 10% for dehydrated potatoes, and 16% for livestock feed, potato seed or farm consumption. 





Wisconsin Production


In 2009, there were 63,500 acres of potatoes planted and harvested. Potatoes in Wisconsin averaged 460 cwt (hundredweight) per acre. Production totaled 28.9 million cwt. Counties with the most potatoes include Portage, Langlade, Waushara, and Adams County. Potatoes are popular in the Central Sands of Wisconsin which is the central part of the state. The sandy soil allows for good drainage but also requires that there is adequate moisture. Irrigation is used on many farms to insure adequate moisture.








Career Information


Farmers grow and harvest the crop. Crop consultants help farmers with fertilizer, pest and weed control. Careers in transportation and storage must move the crop from the farm to the processors. Food processors and researchers develop better ways to use potatoes in new food products. Plant breeders develop new types of potatoes. Retailers, advertisers and restaurants bring the final product to the consumer.





Other Information


Potatoes and sweet potatoes are not related at all. Sweet potatoes belong to the Convolvulaceae family (morning glory) and require warm growing conditions. The edible part is the storage root, they are sweet in flavor, and usually grown in North Carolina, Louisiana and Mississippi.





We eat the specialized stem of the potato which is called a tuber. We do not eat the root. Tubers that have been exposed to sunlight will turn green because photosynthesis has occurred. Green potatoes have a higher amount of solanine which will taste bitter. In large quantities, solanine can be harmful so it is best not to eat green potatoes. To prevent them from turning green, keep the potatoes stored where they’re not exposed to sunlight or artificial light.











Trivia


Potatoes were the first vegetable grown in space. 


French fries come from the culinary term “frenching” or to cut into narrow strips or rounds.


The average American eats 46 pounds of potatoes a year.


America grows about 46 billion pounds of potatoes on 1.31 million acres.








