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There is an image that is conjured in the imagination when 
most Americans speak of the “family farm.” For some 
reason it is often a midwestern wheat field with a big red 
barn in the background and perhaps a random cow or 

chicken occupying the near distance. In central Florida our vision is 
often slightly different. The “family farm” might be a grove, a field 
for berries, or acres of pasture and cattle. As diverse as Florida’s 
agriculture community is, I would be willing to guess that not many 
imagined rows of ponds and burial vaults when they were picturing 
the family farm. But we should have.

David Drawdy inherited the family farm from his father. He 
doesn’t drive the tractor down one row and back again in a grove full 
of Valencias. He doesn’t ride out to check the new calves or turn the 
sprinklers on the berries. But he’s as much a farmer as anyone else 
on the Board of Directors of the Hillsborough County Farm Bureau, 
where he began serving just last year. 

David is the owner of Oak Ridge Fish Hatchery in Plant City. 
Now before you start calling to stock your pond with bass, catfish 
and bream, or trying to see if you can order a freezer full of catfish 
fillets, you should know that Oak Ridge deals in tropical fish. Think 
of aquariums filled with sharks and African chiclids every color of the 
rainbow. When you visit Oak Ridge, rather than rows of trees or crops 
you find rows of ponds. 

Like most of our central Florida agriculture enterprises, fish 
farms are dictated by temperature and water. While the grove owner or 
berry farmer is watching their thermometer on winter nights, hoping 
the mercury doesn’t reach that “fatal number,” Drawdy and other 
tropical fish farmers sweat out a cold night right along with them. 
This past season had that one cold night we all remember that fell on 
us after weeks of warm weather. Those rapid fluctuations in temps 
that send growers scrambling hurt fish in ponds in much the same way. 
While birds can certainly wreak havoc on crops, they, along with a 
host of other critters, make ponds full of fish a buffet they can’t resist. 
Strawberry growers may hate the robins, but they probably haven’t 
had to fight off otters, turtles, raccoons and every wading bird that 
calls Florida home. It’s like Drawdy told me, “Nothing in the wild 

doesn’t eat fish.” If you’ve never had the pleasure of meeting a walking 
catfish, you just haven’t experienced life to its fullest. A fish that can 
drag itself across the ground to move from pond to pond is just one of 
the pests that tropical fish farmers have to deal with. Makes a pest like 
a leaf miner seem almost pleasant. 

Just like other farms are working to keep pace with technology to 
improve their yield, fish farming has come a long way since Drawdy’s 
father began seining ponds in the 60’s in Dover. Dustin, David’s oldest 
son, is now using advancements that are changing the way Oak Ridge 
does business. About four years ago they began artificial inception with 
sharks. A hormone is injected into the adult shark to begin production 
of eggs or sperm which are harvested and mixed in a petri dish. A new 
crop of baby sharks can be hatched and swimming the next day or so. 
Now, I don’t want you thinking that the next Jaws is being grown in a 
pond in Plant City, remember these are aquarium species. But for all 
of that, it is amazing stuff. Consider that in 2005 Florida aquaculture 
accounted for $75 million in sales. Over $33 million of that came from 
ornamental fish such as Oak Ridge produces. The closest producer of 
that sort of income from aquaculture was half of that amount from 
growers of aquatic plants. It is all of these concerns that lead Drawdy 
to become a member of the Farm Bureau back in 1984 when he began 
the farm in Plant City. When I asked him about his involvement with 
the Bureau and now his Board membership, Drawdy responded that 
“most people have no idea how much the Farm Bureau does” for the 
local farmer. He hopes his involvement on committees within the 
Bureau can help give back to the great life agriculture has afforded 
him and his family. 
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