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Below Typically from late September through January, sugar cane stalks are planted into furrows by hand. Cane grows up to 
10 feet tall. Center Once it’s harvested, cane is rushed to processing via a combination of tractor fleets and railcars. 

Right Ray Elliot, a supervisor with Glades, oversees some of the company’s planting operations.

granulated sugar to bulk tanker cars 
of liquid sweetener and molasses all 
over the U.S.

Sugar’s perishable nature once cut isn’t 
the only dissimilarity to other row crops. 
One planting of sugar cane can be cut three 
or four times over the same number of 
years before the land is either replanted to 
new cane for another three to four years or 
rotated to another crop for one year.

Additionally, sugar cane�like corn, 
a member of the grass family�doesn’t 
produce seed, per se. Planting is done 
by hand and involves nine to 10 workers 
in the back of a wagon loaded with 
sugar cane stalks, which are laid down 
in overlapping sections in a furrow 8 
inches deep. 

Additional employees, four per wagon, 
walk behind with machetes and chop the 
several-foot-long sections into smaller 
pieces as they lay in the furrow. New cane 
shoots will sprout up from several joints on 
each piece of cane.

“�is is very labor intensive,” says 
Trey Dyess of Glades Planting LLC. 
Glades is one of a handful of U.S. Sugar 
subcontractors that do all the planting. 

Dyess, along with father Sermon Dyess, 
and brother-in-law Je� Edwards, own and 
operate Glades Planting. Glades handles all 
the hiring for four, 50-person crews, and 
owns or leases all the planting equipment.

Cane will be planted beginning in 
September and continue for four months. 
Fertilizer is applied in-furrow at planting�
the amounts dictated by soil tests. �e 
furrow is �lled in and the bed is �at, not 
mounded or ridged. Both mechanical 
cultivation and chemicals will be used to 
keep weeds at bay.

�e most problematic weeds, according 
to Rifa, are fall panicum and guinea grass, 
while orange and brown rusts are disease 
issues. A healthy stand of cane might 
have 70 stalks per 10 feet, and the row 
spacing is 5 feet. 

While yield for most crops is assessed 
in terms of bushels per acre, that doesn’t 
cut it as a measure for sugar cane. An acre 
of sugar cane might produce 38 tons of 
cane per harvest.

While you may assume a region like 
South Florida gets plenty of moisture, the 
rains can be spo�y and, like June of this 
past year, almost nonexistent. �at’s why 

numerous decades-old canals were built 
beside the �elds. Surface water is pumped 
into the canals to raise the water table in 
the �elds to help get moisture to roots. �e 
canals are also used to drain excess water 
during heavy rains.

�ough subject to quick deterioration 
once harvested, sugar cane is hardy 
while growing and generally thrives in 
the sun with plenty of moisture. U.S. 
Sugar grows cane in ground that ranges 
from highly organic dark “muck” to 
bleached-out sandy soil.

“If you don’t get rain, you do have 
problems on sandy soils,” says Rifa. 
“You can only do so much with raising 
the water table.” Oh, and if those muck 
soils get dry enough, they might actually 
catch on �re. �at’s right, it is so loaded 
with organic material, the soil itself can 
burn. While so-called “muck �res” aren’t 
frequent, “they happen more than you’d 
think,” says Rifa.

Intentional �res also play a critical role 
in sugar production. Controlled burns are 
used just prior to harvest to remove foliage 
on the cane and any ground clu�er. �e 
leaves burn o� the plant but the cane itself 
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