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In This Issue
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One of the longer running and still ongoing con-
troversies 1n economics divides economists into two
camps The first believes in the advantages of the
market price system’s working 1n decentralized
competitive markets as an instrument for the al-
location of resources and the imputation of income
The:second 1s more apt to focus on 1mperfectly com-
petitive matkets and on the flaws 1n the price sys-
temn and to see a need for public intervention in the
market systemn Most observers and participants 1n
the controver sy concur that the extreme points—erther
laissez-faire markets or centrally planned and con
trolled economies—are socially undesirable Thus,
the controversy 1s really over the proper mix of
Government involvement 1n influencing the mar-
ket We have four articles 1n this 1ssue dealing with
different aspects of Government involvement 1n the
agricultural economy

In the lead article, Salathe and Langley explore
alternatives for public intervention in wheat mar-
kets These alternatives include using the executive
power of Government to segment domestic and for-
eign markets and using the spending and taxing
power of Government to transfer income to wheat
producers, divert land from wheat production, and
store grain diverted from the open market Thus,
Salathe and Langley analyze direct Government 1n-
tervention 1n income distribution, land use, and
supply availability

The second article, by Hrubovcak, analyzes the ef-
fect of Government tax policies on the cost of
capital to the farm sector The type of Government
intervention analyzed 1n this article 15 a more sub
tle, yet important, influence on the underlying
capital cost structure of agriculture This influence

can affect both the longrun capacity of the sector
and the nature of agricultural production

The third article, by Musser and others, discusses a
third role of Government in agricuiture The re-
searchers note that what they believe 1s a socially
preferable production practice 1s not used by:all pro-
ducers They report results of a survey of users,
past users, and nonusers of the practice and at-
tempt to 1dentify differences 1n perception of the
practice among the three groups A valid role of
Government might be to use these results to design
an educational program addressing gaps in 1nforma-
tion that contribute to the lower level of use of the
practice perceived as socially preferable An in-
teresting finding of the:survey was that perception
of profitabihity of the practice differed among
groups The users thought 1t was profitable to do so
The nonusers did not—a rather normal response to
perceived market signals

In the fourth article, Paarlberg and Webb remind
us how recent vulnerabihity of the farm sector to
macroeconomic forces 1s more nearly the historical
norin than was the period 1n the fifties and sixties,
when Government commodity programs and inter-
national exchange policies partially insulated the
farm sector from these forces

Just as the continuing controversy 1n economics on
the proper role of Government in a market economy
has a long history, so does the study of the role of
Government 1n agriculture The authors in this
1ssue have contributed to a rich tradition of studies

Gerald Schluter
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