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The Journal ofAgricultural Economics Research: 

Oris V. Wells' Journal Turns 40 


Rex F. Daly 

The Journal of Agncultural Economtcs Research was 
started m 1949 by Ons V Wells ';'ho had become 
Director of the US Department of AgrICulture's 
(USDA) Bureau of Agncultural EconomICS (BAE) In 
1946 The Journal was to serve the BAE staff as a 
medIUm "for the publIcatIOn of techmcal artICles" 

Wells was a farm boy who m 1929 came to the BAE as 
a Jumor economIst shortly after graduatIOn from New 
MeXICO'S College of AgrIculture He moved up rapidly In 
ME, from a successful techmclan mto supervisory and 
admInistrative aSSignments, advancmg to the top of the 
CivIl service ladder With hiS shIft to the new Agncul. 
tural Adjustment AdmmlstratlOn m the mldthrrtles, and 
throughout the rest of hiS career, Wells became heavIly 
Involved In agrIcultural polIcy Issues 

I am sure that hIStOry wIll Judge Ons Wells as one of 
USDA's giants and a leader m the development and anal­
YSIS of U S agricultural polIcy He was a voracIOus reader 
and a good techmcal economIst WIth the memory of an 
elephant for economIC SItuations and facts He was a most 
perceptive and polItically astute analyst of the polItiCS of 
economics as well as an effectIve and much sought-after 
speaker These skIlls and hiS broad grasp of the under­
lymg facts made him a master at cuttmg through the 
verbiage to, Important problems and m gettmg under­
standIng and agreement on these problems 

Wells served as an economic and polIcy adViser to 
Secretanes of Agriculture and to representatIves of 
agnculture In the U S Congress for more than a 
quarter century In my Judgment, he was the ablest and 
strongest admmlstrator to pass through USDA durIng 
my tenure there I belIeve that most of hiS peers would 
agree 

Wells' gUidance on Journal polIcy and on the artIcles 
publIshed has transcended developments In the agncul­
tural econOmICS diSCiplIne, for example, farm-nonfarm 
trends and the role of agrIculture, education and tram-

The duthor was formerly dJrecwr of the Economic and StatistiCal 
AnalYSlb DIVlSIOll, ERS, and chrurman of the Outlook and,SltuatlOn 
Board, USDA He Wd.S also editor of Agncultural EcanomtCS & 
search from 1960 1..0 1965 

Ing, and mternatIOnal development He had a maJor 
Influence on the Journal m hiS time, which IS reflected m 
the way we commumcate today EVEm though the Jour­
nal has,survlved many changes m,the admimstratIon of 
economIC research, ItS general objectIves and edItonal 
polIcy contmue much along the lInes he ongInally 
suggested ' 

Its artIcles stIll cover progress and findmgs m research 
and new methods and techmques, but there have been 
changes It IS,Interestmg that Wells thought, the State 
StatIstICians, and members of therr staffs should be a 
maJor source of-articles on research methods and tech· 
mques He was also ftrm'm excludIng artICles dealIng 
dtrectly WIth agrIcultural polIcy 

The scope of agncultural econOmICS, m Wells' View, 
Included the entire fields of agrIcultural estImates and 
statIstICS, rural SOCIal studIes, and research on pnces, 
marketIng, land econOmICS, farm finance, and farm 
management HIS pnce analYSIS research undoubtedly 
Included deman-d analyses, food demand and consump­
tIOn studIes, and perhaps eve!! c9mmodity analYSIs 
systems Farm' management actIvItIes would probably 
Include research on the productIOn response In agrIcul­
ture But would the diSCiplIne have antICipated farm 
management born agaIn as farmIng systems research? , 

As the NatIOn becomes largely urban, few graduates m 
agncultural economics have first-hand knowledge of the 
IncreasIngly complex agrIcultural Industry Moreover, 
With rapid developments m technology, even the expe­
nenced researcher can qUickly become IllIterate about 
the practical and InstItutIOnal developments In agricul­
ture As a result, researchers often feel more comfort­
able WIth methodology and techmques, and they may 
get more profeSSIOnal pomts for such articles than for 
those that offer practIcal applIcatIOns of research results 
to problems, address polIcy Issues, or proVide outlook 
assessments for agrICulture 

In econOmIC development actIVItIes, one finds that ,,;­
cent graduates (whether tramed m general economics or 
In agrIcultural economICS) know lIttle about agrIculture 
and ItS role In the econOmIes of developmg natIOns In 
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such natIOns, It IS usually the general economIst who 
deals Wlth macroeconomIC pohcy and Wlth Issues relat­
mg to development However, economIsts who do not 
have expenence and agncultural trammg do not under­
stand that the so-called macroeconomIc problems usu­
ally ongmate In agnculture ThIS knowledge/expenence 
gap creates problems m the programs of donor agencIes 
and m plannmg for agncultural development, and It 
hmlts the effectIveness of our adVIce to pohcymakers 

As Wells remmded members of the Journal staff, "agn 
cultural economIcs work IS carned on m the pubhc 
mterest and every researcher or stattstlclan, regardless 
of hIS field, does have a responsIbIlity for seemg that hIS 
matenal IS prepared m such a way as to be readtly 
accessIble to hIS fellow workers and the pubhc " I thmk 
Wells' hfe work suggests he also meant that research 
must be readIly understood and relevant to pubhc 
problems and pohcy Issues 
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