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The vegetable industry in the MNortheast is deceptive in its complexity
and importance. Recent income statistics indicate that farm cash receipts
from vegetables, including potatoes and dry beans, in the FNorth Atlantic
states totaled $335 million in 1971 or 10,3 percent of the total. Specific
estimates were provided for 22 crops, plus a total for 25 additional miscele
laneous commodities. The vegetable industyy ranked after dairy and poultry
in terms of cash receipts, but shead of meat animals, fruit, and horticul-
tural products, While each of these individual crops has its own particular
supply and demand characteristics there are some things we can say about the
industry in general, and about sub=-groups within the iandustry. I would like
first to make some general observations about two or three important factors
that influence the current vegetable situation, then look at industxy trends
for some important individual commodities and commodlty groups sgpecifically
as they relate to the Mortheast position, and finally consider the ad justment

‘process in progress in the Northeast vegetable indastry and consequent impli-
catlons for the future.

_ Unusual weather conditions

" The ma jor factor influencing the current vegetable situation in the
Hortheast, at least in lew York and Pennsylvania, has been thé abnormal
veather conditions during the early part of this season. Over much of this
region May was wetter than usual, with 2 to 4 inches more rainfall than nor-
melly recorded at many Wew York stations. Weather continued cool and wet into
June with widespread low temperatures, including frost at-some locations the
night of June 11. The crowning blow, however, was ‘dedlt June 20225 when
tropical storm Agnes moved into the region and hovered over Pennsylvania and
western New York., Up to 14 inches of rain fell during this period in parts
of western Hew York, and rivers and lakes crestéd at all time highs. For
example, at Salamanca, New York, the Allegheny River established a new record-
7 feet above the previous level. At t Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, over 9 inches
of rain fell on June 22 alone, and 18.5 inches in the month of June while
tempergtureo averaged 39 below normal. In Pennsylvania, 50 persons lost their
lives in the storm and more than 250,000 were made homeless at least tempo-
varily. In Uew York, 24 died and over 100,000 had to be evacuated.

Such a storm has a very unegual impact, wiping out some and leaving
others relatively untouched. But it is safe to say that vegetable growers, -
handlers, and processors in the area were among the hardest hit. Massive
sheet erosion occurred, many plantings were completely eliminated, while
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other fields were severely damaged from excessive moisture. The full effects
of the storm were not apparent immediately, but loss of nutrients and an
unusual buildup of insects and diseases aggravated by moisture and temperature
conditions eventually took a toll. Replanting was impossible except for short
season crops such ae snap beans, and the outcome of such plantings is still in
doubt at time of writing., Processing firms operated on reduced schedules well
below planned production, and in some cases had to shut down in mid-season
because of shortages caused by the storm.

Prices of most vegetables have skyrocketed. Processors have had to pay
premiums to reduce the mergin between preplanting contract prices and open
market quotations. . Prices of fresh vegetables most affected, such as tomatoes,
have attained record levels, From our standpoint the significant question is
vhat this will all do to the ongoing adjustment process taking place in the
industry, WWill these high prices encourage undesirable shifts in production
next season? . Will this disaster speed up the consolidation of farm operations
that has been the trend for many years? Or will the economic signals be so
confusing that needed adjustments will be delayed? One safe conclusion is
that one should keep in perspective the frequency with vhich such an event,
such as tropical storm Agnes, is likely to occur in planning for the future.

Cohﬁimuigg inflation

Another condition affecting the Northeast. industry is the continuing
inflation in costs not matched by corresponding increases in prices received.
Beginning about the mid-1960's we have experienced rapid fucreases in operating
costs such as wage rates and farm machinery prices. Land values have continued
to eclimb and with them the fixed costs = the so-called dirty five - of depré-
ciation, interest, repairs, taxes and insurance. For example, from 1965 to.
1971 total depreciation expense on ilorth Atlantic farms increased by one~third,
taxes by 50 percent, while interest paid on farm mortgage debt doubled. Such
increases force readjustment, and these can often be made less painfully in
some other regions, For some crope the adjustments have enabled outflow of
product to be maintained with little ox no increase in price. The bulk farm
price of potatoes, for example, has shovn very little, if any, upward trend
in recent:years. The contract price of smap beans for processing declined
about 30 percent following the adoption of the mechanical harvester, and has
remained relatively stable in recent years. ' ' -

Many growers of vegetables for fresh market, operating under severe
economic pressure, have expressed concern with what they feel are excessive
gross margins being obtained by food retailers (Table 1, Figure 1). Retailers
in turn point to rising costs, particularly fox labor, and reduced profit
margins, Likewlse, consumers are becoming agitated over food prices, and
their concern is.reflected in government and the political arena. The Price-
Commission has already taken steps to. stem widening retail-wholesale margins
for non~processed products, but pressure seems to be building up for direct
price control at the farm level as well. Given the great many different forms
and channels under which fresh vegetables are sold this seems bound to lead to
inequities and inefficiencies if adopted. ‘

Concern for férm labor

A third major influence on the industry is the growing concern by the
general public, labor organizations, and government agencies to improve the
iot of the farm worker, and in particular the seasonal migrant worker. Again,



like the proposed remedies for inflation, the current activities seem to focus
on the symptoms rather than the disease. Most members of the vegetable indus~
try are already committed to improvihg wages, housing, and working conditions
for their employees. Legislation establishing minimum wages and regulations.
governing housing and working conditions are probably necessary to protect.
against exploitation by a few, but fail to strike a2t the source of low
earnings and unsatisfactory living conditions. The current effort to build
union support through the lettuce boyeott has received support from many who
were unfamiliar with the facts of the case. All this has contributed to the
effort by many Northeast vegetable growers to mechanize production of labor~
intengive crops or change to other enterprises.

I would like now to comment on some specific commodities or commodity
gsroups. A loglcal grouping. seems to be potatoes, vegetables for processing,-
vegetables for fresh market, and dry beans.

Potatoes

Pricewise this could be an encouraging season for potato growers, After
so many years of depressed prices, particularly the last two, the industry has
finally redvced acreage, This, coupled with unfavorable growing conditions in
the East and Central states, reduced supplies to a more manageable level (Table .
2, Figure 2), . Even the state of Washington where acreage has been expanding
rap1d1y in recent years cut back acreage sharply.

Potato consumption per capita in all forms and egfpecially in processed
form continues to expand, riding on the growth of convenience, snack, and
fast food business. One cloud on our horizon is the development of the -
extruded potaio chip-like product made from dehydrated flakes or gramules.
This could have a serious impact on the growing of potatoes for chips in
the Northeast, and we are plamning to study this at Cornell. '

This coming season will provide the first test of the National Potato . -
Research and Promotion plan, GCollections of one cent per hundredweight,
recommended by the MNational Promotion Board and approved by the USDA, on
2ll Irish potatoes sold for human food or seed by growers with more than 5
acres could generate about $2 million annually for advertising, promotion,
marketing research, and market development. The challenge will be to use
this money most effectively. - o :

Processed vegetables

U,S, total consumption of processed vegetables has been growing fairly . .
steadily, but production of the 10 major commodities in total has moved in
eycles (Table 3, Figure 3). One peak-occurred in: 1962, led by tomatoes but
including green peas, sweet corn, and ved beets, From this the industry took
gseveral years to recover, but after working off the inventory came back again
in 1967 and 1968 with two big years in a row for sgnap beans.and green peas,
and. all time recoirds for red beets, sweet corn, and tomatoes in 1968, . Four.
years later we seem headed for another biz year in spite of uncooperative
weather conditions locally, which iz the worst of all possible .conditions.
With a big tomato crop in the making in California and a larger. than average _
crop of sweet corn for processing we are already half a million tons ahead of .
last year for those crops for:which we have estimates, The general shortage
of fresh fruits and vegetables may provide continued strength to the proces=
sed vegetable market even with heavier than usual supplies. Let us turn. now
to two processing crops particularly important in the Northeast,



Tomatoes for processing

. The processing tomato industry has really been revolutionized in the past
quarter century, from the development of the cultural practice package that
could produce better than 20 or 25 tong of marketable fruit per acre to the
bulk processing storage, chipment, and final packaalng of tometo products.
Prodded by legislation prohibiting the import of Mexican braceros, the Califor-
nia industry made the change to mechanical harvesting with only a brief inter-
ruption in the upward trend in state average yields., New York was not able to
adopt the necessary system and has largely opted out of commercial farm pro-
duction, Faced with competition from tomato solids produced in both Europe
and California, the future of the Northeast tomato growing industry is in
doubt although there will likely continue to be a place for the seccndary
manufacture and packaging of tomato solids (Table L, Figure 4).

Snap heans for processing

Ten years ago the North Atlantic states grew about 40 percent of the U.S.
snap beans for processing, but we have graduaily lost ground so that today we
normally grow about one-third of the U,8. total (Table 5, Figuve 5), This
vear we will have only about one-quarter, largely thanks to tropical storm
Agnes in New York and “ennsylvania, vzt the national crop is less than one
percent below last. year's large production., This is disacterous for some
grovers and will place tremendous stress on the processing industry in this
region, vhere heavy fixed costs vequire using facilities to the fullest to
survive competition, One glimmer of hope may rest in the fact that compared
. with last year, production in Wisconsin is also dowm from ths large 1971
crop, with the offsetting increase coming in Oregon and the West.

We have been studying the impact of the narrow row high density snap
bean harvester on the snap bean industry. The narrow row system does not yet
appear economical in Tlew York but may eventually be adopted in areas where
1rrigation is practiced, :

Vegetablesforfresh narket

Thé Northeast in a normal year still grows commercially a w1de range of
vegetables for fresh use, marketed in a variety of ways. We have market
gardeners on the outskirst of cities who take their produce to local markets
or to chain store warechouses. Some have built up a clientele for direct store
dolivery. Others operate roadside markets or supply such outlets, or encourage
customers to come and pick their own. Some growers make a success of serving
local mﬂrkets, but the opportunities-here are limited. In view of the current
interest in vepetable production and congumption, however, the prcspects for
growth in sales to local markets appear very good,

In additﬁon to firms concenfrating on 1oca1 sales we still have general
areas such as the muck lands of Orange County and other sections of Hew York,
and the upland soils of south Jersey where growers specialize in the production
of a few crops on a large scale and ship to distant markets. These large
operations can handle and move large volumes, but must compete directly with
othier areas. Here such factors as scale of operations, length of season, year-
to-year variability in supplies become critical to success. The important
factor to vemember is that the fresh vegetable industry for any particular
commodity is a composite of different systems that may be heading in different
directions at the same time,



Tomatoes for fresh market:

‘ Production of tomatoes for fresh market in the Northeast, at least as
reported, has trended downward for the past ten years, although we may have
reached 2 new equilibrium (Table 6,:Figure 6). At least there are many
interesting developments in culturul practices such as plastic muiches and
greenhouses that may help overcome some climatic limitations. . Perhaps the
marketing channels and methods need to be tied in better to local markets.

: SWeét corn.for fresh market

( Sweet corn for fresh market is widely grown in the Nort heast, under
all of the different systems mentioned earlier (Table 7, Figure 7)., If we
disregard this year, it seems that a downward production trend in the North-
.east may have reversed itself about the mid-1960's or at least been arrested.
There are indications this may be due to increasing production for local
sales, with some possible contraction in output by large specialized oper=-
ations such as those in the Hudson Valley of New York, If consumers really
can become concerned with f£lavor and texture this commodity would seem to
have good prospects for growtn.

'Drg onlonﬁa

‘Both the dry onion crops for early summer harvest in New Jersey and for
late summer harvest in New York have been under heavy competitive pressure
i recent years. We have had a series of difficult growing seasons even
prior to this year, Production had been expanding in the West, particularly
California where dehydration i1s eo important (Tablie 8, Figure 8). Prices
this season should be much more favorable than the past two yvears, but should
not obscure the fact that oniy adequate sized well-managed operations capable
of securing high yields will be able to survive in the Northeast,

Dry edible beans

This has been a disastrous growing season generally for dry beans in
New York which has sharply reduced production at the same time other areas,
such as Michigan, expanded output following a relatively short crop last
year (Table 9, Figure 9). The situation is furiher complicated by the fact
that each class of dry beans has its own distinct market demand and official
estimates of production by classes is not due until December. As of now,
Red Hidney supplies nationally are apparently short and prices are strong,
but the market for Black Turtle Soup beans is weak primarily from lack of
export demand but also perhaps uncertainty about supplies from Michigan
{Table 10, Figure 10).

Conclusion

The general trends discussed so far for several commodities do not
reveal a great deal of optimism for the future of the industry in the North-
east, But, as I have already indicated, the industry is composed of diverse
parts subject to different kinds of pressure. We need to look behind the
adjustments that are being made to see why these are taking place.

Essentially this industry involves an intensive and highly seasonal
production process resulting in a bulky and perishable food product. As I
see it the iandustry is attempting, faced with uncertain wesather, rising



costs, and labor unrest to adapt to the obstacles inherent:in this kind of
system, If we accept tHis then we will be in a better position to understand o
and perhaps heip determine future trends. R

Procesolng, for example, reduced perlsh&blllt] and in some cases bulkineSS
and enabled production of some commodities to be shifted in time and place to
more favorable growing locations, but did little for seasonability except where
enterprises could be combined:. INow the development of initial processing and
bulk storage such as i underway for both tomitoes and extruded potato. chips.
reduces both seasonality of processing plant employment and inventory, and
transpoxtation costs to the point of secondary processing. We may have to
gear up to more secondary proce591n

Fresh vegetable operations in' the West have reduced overhead per unit
and seasonality by combining operations in several locations in the production
of commodities such as lettuce. Here in the East some onion growers, for
example, have reduced seasonality of operations by supplementing local growing
and storing with packing of bulk carloads received from Central or Western
states. We could cite other adaptations, I am sure, to the basic characteris-
tics of the industry that place us at a competitive disadvantage.  Our
challenge will be to help the Northeast industry adopt modifications that
overcome basic limitations.
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FIGURE I

U.S. FARM VALUE AND RETAIL
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FIGURE 2.

© US. POTATO PRODUCTION -
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FIGURE 3. '
10 VEGETABLES FOR PROCESS!NG US PRODUGTION
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HGURE 4

TOMATOES FOQ PROCESSING: U.S. PRODU‘GTIONI'
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, R FIGURE 5.
SNAP BEANS FOR PROCESSING: U.S. PRODUCTION
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FIGURE 6. o
TOMATOES FOR FRESH MARKET: PRODUCTION SELECTED STATES
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FIGURE 8.
DRY ONIONS: LATE SUMMER PRODUCTION
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o . FIGURE 9. =
DRY EDIBLE BEANS: U.S. PRODUCTION

Total all classes
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FIGURE tO.
DRY EDIBLE BEANS: NEW YORK PRODUCTION
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