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ABSTRACT

The production of agronomic crops is slowly declining in Californiaand other western dates.
Thisis due to price competition with lower cost producers el sewhere, the existence of more
profitable ater natives like horticultural crops, pressure on land from urbanization, and increasing
uncertainty due to changes inregulation and water supply and environrmental legidation.
Nevertheless field crop production will continue if improvements in efficiency keep these crops
profitable. Production using salt affected soils and water will provide a niche for some crops,
while the need to reduce the environmentd effeds of farming systems will enhance the value of
crops like dfalfa, which can help sugtain soil quality and smplify pest control. Fied cropswill
moreeasily allow farmers to meet new air and water quality standardsthan will the production of
horticultural crops. Alfdfais lessaffected by the pressures reducing the production of other fied
crops because of itsvital rolein dairy production and its use for horses. Public policy choicesin
coming years will significartly affect field crop productionin the western states.
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INTRODUCTION

Times seem to be difficult for farmers al over the western United States. Prices for many
agronomic commodities like grains, oilseeds, and hay are low, and where irrigaion is nesded,
water suppliesareat risk. Fewer families seem able to continue in farming every year. Recently,
one agricultural economist has predicted the demise not just of field crop production, but of all
agriculture in the United States (Blank, 1999). Ishe correct or isthere gill some future for field
crop production in the western United States, particularly afafa?

WHAT ARE THE FORCES AT WORK?
The western United Statesisa lage and diverse area. 1t would be difficut at best to commert on
the future of farming in each part. However, there are some general forces at work affecting crop
production, and field crops in particular, that are evident particularly in California. Thesemay
also be important elsewhere inthe west, either now or in the near future.

Why are field crops declining in California?

There has been aslow but seady decline in the number of acres of field cropsin Cdifornia This
isthe result of severd forces Onemay be largely particular to California- theavalability of
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alternative crop enterprises, particularly perennial and annual horticulture crops. The reasons
grower s shift to these cropsis partly afunction of the amount of money that might be madein
comparison to most field crops. If growers shift to a single perennial like grapesor almonds, they
can simplify their needs for machinery and sometimes for labor. If they shift to annual
horticultural cropslike vegetables, they will not, but may increase their chances for high raes of
return to the crop enterprise. But they aso increase their risk of financia loss because of the
greater volatility of produce markets.

FIELD CROPS: A CONTINUING COST/PRI CE SQUEEZE

There is a cost/price squeeze affecting producers of all field crops, and alfalfais no exception.
Worldwide competition based on price exigs for many commodities, but the costs of produdion
arelocal. Inthe United States, these costs are rising steadily, and regulatory requirements can
add additiond cods for famers. Western farmers may aso bein competition with farmers in
other countries who receive direct or indirect government subsidies. Added to this throughout
the west is uncertainty about water supply.

In Cdifornia, there aretwo causes of uncertainty in water supply that affect growers. Oneis
periodic drought. When these occur, farmers who produce annua crops may reduce the amount
of land they cultivate, and shift their water supply to those crops most likely to be profitable,
typically horticulturd crops But there is another source of uncertainty aswell. Since 1992, very
large supplies for agriculture have been reduced and diverted for environmental purposes,
particularly for the management or preservation of diverse fish species like salmon, or estuarine
species like the Delta smelt. Because of the effects of the Endangered Species Act, farmers can
no longer count on reiable water ddiveries, or be certain about the amounts delivered. This
uncertainty affects farmersdirectly, but it aso influences their relationships with their bank ers and
the willingness of bankers to finance arop productionloans or provide other typesof capital to
farms. It may increase the cost and reduce the availability of capital to agriculture, because risk
and the cost of capital arerelated. This further directs production towards higher value crops,
which can pay for higher interest costs.

WILL FIELD CROPSULTIMATELY DISAPPEAR?

Alfdfadiffersfrom other field crops in severd important ways. The primary demand for dfafa
comes from the dairy industry and from horse owners. Dairy production isthe most profitable
enterprise inmarny wegern states, and continues to beon the axcendarcy. Aslong as dairy
products are in demand, dfalfawill be in demand because of its uniquely vauable role in the
nutrition of high produdng dairy cows. Horse owne's, who often are wdl to do, are likely to
maintain demand for alfalfaaswell. The cost of transporting afalfais high enough so that it must
be produced within areasonabl e distance fromthe point of use, particularly for dairy production.

These factors make demand for alfalfa production somewhat inelastic relative to other, lower
vaue field crops; e.g. demand will remain even as agriculture is increasingly inter nationalized and
many cropsloose ground to foreign competition. Since hay yields do not sesemto berigng at a
significant rate, the demand for dfalfa will have to be met onapproximately the same number of



acres asat presert.
THE IMPORTANCE OF EFFICIENCY

Producers of other field crops must continue to become more efficient to compete with low cost
producers from other portions of the United States and from abroad. Will this be possble? There
are signsthat it will. For example long term limits on sugarbeet yields in California have been
exceeded due to breakthroughs with new cultivars. The result has been the achievement of new
world yield records, and an increased desire by growers to produce beets. Thisincrease in
productivity has made California alow cost producer compared to other regions of the United
States, despite higher land prices and the need for irrigation.

If the yields of a crop areincreasing, or if the costs of producing it are declining, or both, that
cropislikey to remain competitive. Such progress may not adways be incremental, or some
improvements may not aways be anticipated. Changes to crops from biotechnology and their
effects on cropping syssems may be particularly hard to predict. Forecastsfor the demise of a
crop, let alone for farming as awhole should be made with caution.

Sugar beets can also be grown well on soils which will not sustain production of more sensitive
crops. For example, there are many acres of salt-affected soils in the San Joaquin and Imperial
Valleys to which a salt-tolerant field crop like beets are adapted, but salt-sensitive horticultural
cropsare not. Cotton, wheat, and safflower are other examples. There arealso some sdt-
tolerant forages which can be grown with waste water (saline drainage water), providing another
niche for fiedd crops, one that was not appreciated until recently. Sdt tolerant field cropswill
have a durable role in crop production systems in California.

A SEARCH FOR ALTERNATIVES

Viable alternaives to currert field cropsare not always available, even in Cdifornia. The need for
alternative aops, particularly horticultural crops, isnot unlimited. For example, about 20,000
acres of strawberriesin Cdifornia supply about 80% of the demand in the United States. The
same is truefor other horticultural crops Because demand islimited, fidd cropswill continueto
be the choicefor many growers, provided they can produce those crops efficiertly.

Field cropswill cortinue to becriticd to a d verse systemwhich includes both highvalue and low
value crops. Fidd crops, egpecially dfafaareimportant for sustaining soil qudity, and will help
farmers meet increasingly stringent environmenta standards. Alfafaand other forage crops have
particularly good effects on soil quality. Asa degp-rooted perennid, dfalfahasbeen reportedto
remove nitrogen from deep in the soil profile. There are other annual crops like safflower and
sugarbeets that also can serve the same function. However, in locations like California’ s Salinas
Valley where only shallow rooted amnud horticultural cropsare produced, nitrate pollution
problems are severe.

An additional advantage of annud cropsin alocation like California, isthat during periodic



droughts, farm demand for water can bereduced with relativey less consequence than if farmers
are committed heavily to perennial crops which must be waered every year.

THE IMPORTANCE OF PUBLIC POLICY

Public policy affects farming in many ways, including influencing price for commodities, affecting
costs of produdion, and setting the reguatory sandards that must bemet. The direction of
public policy cannot dways be anticipated, and is changeable. But it isunlikey to completey
disfavor famersand farming.

One of the reasons that field crop production has declined in recent years is uncertainty about
water supplies. Water has been diverted from agriculturefor environmental purposes.
Essentially, water has been allowed to run to the seato facilitate salmon migration and protect
various estuarine fishes, and used for waterfowl refuges. The amounts of water needed for these
purposes cannot be clearly defined so the amounts diverted are subject to political determination,
which vaies

There are no locationsin Caiforniawhere challengesto agricultura water use are absent. The
economic benefits of environmental diversions are difficult to quantify, but often are less than the
origind economic use. Crop production using irrigation water will continueto be arenewable
source of wealth, afactor contributing to arguments favoring the ongoing use of water in the west
for irrigation. Additional restrictions on the useof waer for irrigationwill reducefield crop
production.

Urbanization has diver se effects on field crop production. 1t competes with farming for land and
once devel opmert startsto take place, it makes farming difficut in adjoining aeas Urbanization
al favors horticutural arop production near theurban fringe. But at some point, asurbanization
proceeds, the importance to the urban public of maintainng aesthetically pleasing open space
vaue through farming increases. Both public and private ways can be found to preserve
agricultural land. Such effortsare underway in some northeastern staes aswell asparts of
Cdifornia. The Europeans have such preservation as acentrd objective of their farm policy.

CONCLUSIONS

Economic and political pressuresare making field aop productionlessprofitableand riskie. In
Cdifornia, urbanization and ubiquit ous environmentd activism make these pressures especialy
powerfu. But theberefitsto the public from hedthy agricultural systenms arereal and significart,
so crop production will continue, including fidd crop production. Feld crops which exhibit
trends towards increasing returns and reduced production cogtswill continueto havearolein
production systems. Increased regulatory pressure may favor field crop production because
environmenta standards cannot be met when only horticultura cropsare produced. Alfafa
production will be sustained by the needs of dairy producers and horse owners, and it is of special
value to sustainable production systems.



