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EXTENSION WORK IN RELATION TO LAND UTILIZATION 

by 

Virgil Gilman 

Montana State College 

This subject is a very broad and inclusive one indeed, and in this 

brief paper I will make no attempt to treat it exhaustively. However, I am 

going to venture a few observations concerning the relationship of Extension 

work to Land Utilization, referring often to Montana, and assuming that the 

Montana problem does not differ fundamentally from the problem in other 

states. 

In the days of land settlement in Montana; from 1880 - 1910, the at- 

titude toward land was quite different from what it is in this year, 19313 

The early settlers, like early settlers elsewhere, were fully occupied in a 

nip and tuck struggle to win from the soil the classical subsistence Living 

of food, clothing, and shelter. 

Agriculture, founded on new turned sod, was largely self-sufficing. 

Agricultural machinery, the plow, the binder and the wagon, were, when viewed 

in retrospect, comparatively simple. Farm power was biological power and 

farm transportation, at first by oxen and later by horses, was very restrict-— 

ed in cruising radius. 

These characteristics of pioneering Montana agriculture were, of 

course, identical in all major respects with those of pioneering agriculture 

in the country as @ whole. Because such an agriculture yielded so little 

above a subsistence and because of the assumption that an ever increasing 

population would depend mainly upon agriculture, there had early evolved the 

traditional fear of population outstripping food supply and land values were 

based upon anticipated scarcity. | : 

Out of this traditional fear there developed an attitude of rever- 

ence toward land that was almost religious in nature and at the same time 

there developed the deep-seated conviction in the mind of society that the 

survival of the nation was dependent upen the ability of farmers to wrest 

a living, princivally food, from the land. Deep concern about this problem 

was responsible for the growth of publicly supported research in agricultur- 

al production near the beginning of the £Oth century. Later, upon the pass- 

ave of the Smith-Lever Act, extension ‘work was launched with its projects 

and demonstrations, as a sort of evangelical agency interpreting the results 

of research into a gospel of better agriculture. Extension work in its ear- 

ly days had the general welfare of the rural population at heart, but it was 

also, perhans somewhat unconciously, most seriously concerned with the pro- 

blem of providing the population with the so-called necessities of life. In 

view of the initiating forces behind extension work it is very easy to under- 

stand why it was at first mainly concerned with improving the techniques em- 

ployed by farmers and in increasing agricultural out-put. It is also casy 

to understand, in view of the fear of food shortage held by generations, how 

 



  

  

the momentum of this reasoning behind extension work has carried this ob- 

jective forward to the present. With a zeal to produce which amounted al- 

most to fanaticism we did not, in the early years, recognize nor concern 

ourselves with diminishing returns in the way we do today nor was the com- 

parative advantage or disadvantage of any particular type of production in 

any particular area as clear-cut as it is today. Labor and capital and the 
use of land were largely immobile from area to area end production was more 

or loss self-contained by arenas, or by communities, or even by farms. 

In 1951 it appears as though the battle to save population from star- 

vation has been won. With the development of improved technique in growing 

crops and livestock, the farmer finds himself reasonably well tooled in the 

art of agriculturel production. The steam engine and particularly the gas 

ongine have revolutionized transportation and, together with the above im- 

provements in techniquo, have developed and brought into competition with 

Montana agriculture the most remote frontiers of the world. The biological 

power of the earlier days has largely been replaced by gas-and-steel power. 

With increased amounts of capital applied to land, management has increased, 
while physical man labor has decreasad, in importance. The self-sufficing 

nature of farming has been greatly modified and Montana agriculture has, 
like agriculture elsevhere in this country, been pushed out into the main 

stream of an cxchange economy. 

With these changes making for greatly increased efficiency in agri- 

cultural production has come increased specialization and a wider assortment 

of goods and services from which the farmer can compose his standard of liv- 

ing. With rising standards of living for farmers and for other groups of 

socicty, there is developing quite a different attitude toward the age-old 

tradition of an increased population. It is now recognized, especially in 

this country, that there are satisfactions other than food which contrib- 

uted to the well being of the population, that there is no particular vir- 
tue in mere numbers of people and that populations tend to strike a balance 

between the standard of living which they deem desirable, on the one hand, 
and the natural resources available on the other hand. In a nutshell then, 

we have an ever increasing efficiency in the production of feed and at the 

same time a declining rolative sienificence of food in the standard of liv- 

ing. 

These fundamental und dramatical changes are of utmost significance 

for, due to them, cxtension work finds itself cast in « new role and "the 

use of land" has « much different meaning from wheat it did 15 years ago. 

It might be almost said that land no longcr lends itself to class-— 

ical definition. It is no longer hardly correct to say that lana is chcar- 
acteristically scarce when we are using only 200,000,000 acres of land in 

this country out of a potential ccreage of 1,000,000,000 ucres. Even that 
Clearest-cut churacteristic of land, immobility or place location, is con- 

tinually being so modified by improvements end developments in transporta- 
tion that it is of only limited and transitory significcnee. Since we no 
longer need to use all available land as intensively as ve know how, there 

has arisen the problem of land utilisation wherein we consider the sorting 

and culling of lands to harmonize these uses with the lews of comparative 

advantage, ond looking to extonsion work ve find that it is no longer chicf- 
ly concerned with merely keeping peonle biologically alive. further, we now 

 



  

clearly sce that only part of the peoplo of a population need be attached 
to the land as agricultural producers. This is still somewhat of an icon- 
oclt.stic idea to the man in the street und it sometimes frightens him, wit-’ 
ness his concern over the decrease in agricultural population and number of 
forms. 

A new philosophy of extension work will be concerned with re-direct- 
ing the activity of farmers from handicrafts of self-sufficiency to such a 
utilization of capital, production techniques, and land as will yield them 
money incomes, enable them to mcintain a relatively desirable standard of 
living in an exchange economy. At this point I would like to comment upon 
the often expressed idea that it is possible to have two levels of desirable 
living for farmers. In popular language, it is stated that some farmers will 
"farm to make money" and others will "farm to make a living.'t This is some- 
what of an ambiguous statement and if by "living" is meant strictly self-suf- 

ficing agriculture, then such en ideal is undesireble and practically un- 
attainable. As a matter of fact, the direct contribution of the farm to fam- 
ily living is largely limited to food. To illustrate; suppose we assume a 
budget estimate say $1500 as the minimum requirement for ea desirable stan- 
dard of living. The farm can be made to contribute from $400 to $500 worth 
of food, but in order to obtain the other items of the budget, clothing, 
health, education, recreation, ete., tho farmer must produce some product 
which he can turn out into channels of an exchange economy for a money income. 
Stated terscly, all farmers are farming to make a living and in order to 
make that living they must have money income. 

In view of the fact that we must now consider sorting our lands and 

shaping them into uses to which they are adapted in the light of their com- 
parative advantages and in view of the fact that extension work must concern 

itself with assisting farmers in obtaining moncy income, it becomes very 

clear, does it not, that there is need for a close correlating of extension 

work and land utilization. In the past there has been much unity of purpose 

in the objectivcs of work carried on in extension and land utilizetion, but 

that unity of purpose was often to a considerable degree unconscious. Now, 

there is need for a conscious correlating of activity in these two lines. 
In this, extension work has a morc important function than ever before in 
that it can carry on vitally imvortant educational work concerning the sort- 

ing of lands and the organization of production techniques on lands once 
sorted which will serve to guide farmers in their moncy making activities. 

Such coordinating of extension work and lend utilization may be dev- 
eloped along at least three major lincs. 

First, in the so-called production projects in extension, agronomy, 

animal husbandry, ctec., the fitting of recommendations to harmonize with dim- 
inishing returns encountered. In this connection the comment might be made 
that research in the "production" phases of agriculture sets out an essort- 
ment of techniques, that is, weys of producing a crop or an animal. The 
  

problem of the farmer, and consequently the problem of extension, is to choose 
the technique or techniques from this assortment which is best suited to his 
individual farm and type of farming. In this connection there has been much 
confusion as to the meaning of efficiency. Extension workers and farmers 
have been sherply criticised because they have been interested in growing two 
bledes of grass where one grew before. Insofar as the production of the sec- 
ond blade of grass has pushed the use of the land and other production factors 
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beyond the economic point of utilization, th: eriticism is justified, but in- 
sofar as the turning out of the sccozid blade did not do this, then such con-~ 
demnation is not justificd. Surely, thore is no sround for objection to 

higher out-put por unit of in-put if it represents a true increase in offic- 

icncy. Zxtension work in "production", by selecting and recommending the 
proper techniques, hes as significant a role to play as ever. 

Second, through the organization of extension projects in Farm Manage- 

ment so that the »nurnoses and achievements of these are in harmony with the 

forces of comparetive advantage involved. In planning and carrying out ex- 

tension work in Farm Management it shoulda be recognized that such work must 
be adaptcd to and resnonsivo to not only the land resources but also to the 
skills of the agriculturel technicians, to the character of labor, cepitel, 
and management available and to market demand. It should also bo recognized 

that land is utilizea only through the medium of production plants, thet is 
farms and ranches, and thet land utilization and farm management are blood 
brothers. | 

Third, through the organization of cxtension land utilization pro- 

jects whereby the fects regarding land in eny perticular state or county are 

organized to reveal in an extension wey the significance of the land resourccs 
in the production plants sct up and operated by fermcrs. <A most important 

objective in such a project is the presenting of such facts not only to farm- 

ers but to business mon, landlords, and the public in gcneral. 

In Monténa vic are interested in ell three of these avenues of epproach 

and in the Department of Asricultural Economics we are immediately concerned 

with the last two. We are attempting to hnrmonize our cxtension work in Farm 
Management with the land resources which we have in the state. In an attempt 

to achieve this end we have organized en extension land utilization project. 
The work under this project logicelly falls into several divisions, 

First of all an inventory of the land resources is necessary. Con- 
siderable research material from the soil survey and weather records is avail- 

able or is being made available and needs only to be assembled and put into 

extension form. The concrete cxpzrcssion of this land resource is in terms cof 

productivity and we are, thereforc, developing productivity maps for countics 

end for arcas. In making thesc productivity maps We are working in coopera- 

tion with the Soil Survey Division classifying the lands of the state accord- 
ing to their productivity. On tho dry farming lands, wc heave been using the 
yicld of spring wheat on summor fallow as an index and have set up four 

classifications; first class land being thet which will yield 22 bushels to 
the acre, second class lend that which will yield 1S bushels to the acre, 

third class,lana that which will yield 15 bushels to the acre; and fourth 
class land that which will yield 10 bushels to the ecre. For the grazing 
lands we ere using carrying capacity &s en index; first cless land being that 

which will carry one mature head of cattle on 15 aercs for a 10 months per- 

iod, second class srazing land that where 80 - 25 acres are required, third 

Class grazing lend that where 40 ecres arc required, and fourth class that 
whore 60 acrcs are required. In this classification of grazing lands the 

cooperation of the Forestry Service as yell as the Soil Survey Division has 

been enlisted. On irrigated lends, where the problem is more complex, we 

arc attempting to establish a classification besed on not only yield of crops 
but varicty of crops as well. aralleling this development of a scientific 
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Classification of lends, we are also obtaining yicld histories from farm- 

ers in order to check the classifications against their experience and 

particularly in order to establish the classification and its philosophy in 

the minds of farmers end the public in genoral. 

At the same time that we obtain yield historics from farmers, we 
obtain simple farm crgenization records for tho purpose of obtaining a cross-~ 

section of the production structure which is nov on the land. 

In considering the all-important problem of how farms and ranches 

should be organized and managed in the future, we are, after obtaining the 
above inventories, looking tc infurmation from the Experiment Station and 

production sveciczlists concerning available technical skills, and to the 

outlook for the prospective demand for the products of the land. In sct- 

ting up sugzestod farm organizations and management, farm menagement exten- 

sion work in Montana is fortunate in having available not only the results 

of rescarch in the technique of production but also the results of research 

which have been carried on in farm organization and management. This lattor 

is limitod to the dry farming lends and there is « very acfinite extension 

need for the results of similar work in ranch and irrigated farming. The 

eacrcage, the equipment, and the farm management practices, in other words 

the production plant end its operation required to yield ea given income for 
family living will vary according to the class of land. In making recom- 
mendations concerning e specific ferm or arca Farm Nanagement Extension can 

only generalize unless it has «et hand a definition of the land resources, an 
inventory of the technical skills available, an interpretation of the outlook, 
and information concerning the principles or ferm manegement involved. 

We are hopeful thet thc development of such a land utilization pro- 

ject will result in a more sciertific program of extcnsion work. The shad~ 

owy function of land in production is poorly understood by the public in geén- 

eral and popularly accepted myths regarding land are commonly barriers to 
progress in @ll lincs of extension vork. By developing the definition of 

lands in terms cf productivity ani by « better cefinition of farm set-ups 
possible thereon, it would secia thet extension specialists working with out— 

look, with production techniques, end with types of farming would be able to 

apply end carry on their work in a much more scientific manner. From such 

definition there should elso devclop a clearer understanding of termnology, 

for instance such terms as "diversificetion" and "specializetion". Also, 

in matters pertaining to agricultural credit it vould secm that farmers could 

be given considerable assistance in presenting their assets in an understand- 

able statement and that lending agoneies would have a much better basis for 

judging the soundness of the applicant production orgenizetion. Also, it 

would seem that with the information brought out by such a projoct, the form— 

ulation and intcrpzetation cf public policy in such matters as reclametion, 

acreage adjustment, and control of the public dcmain, could be more rational- 

ly developed. It is tc be pointed out that in working toward these ends in 

a state, Montene for oxample, it would be very desirable to have similar in- 

formation on competing areas which ere turning out products in competition 

with the products or potential products of Montena lands. That is, there is 

« need to know what the comperative advantage of Montana lands iS» 

In conclusion it is worth recalling the fact that, since ours 1s 4& 

dynamic society, adjustment is a continuous process. Extension workers will 

have the problem of land utilization to deal with for some time to cone. 

Since, in a dynemic society, lands do flow from one use to another it is pos- 

sible that both research and extension could profitably consider means of in- 

creasing the Mobility of uses of land, of land ovmership, of farmers, and of 

capital. This is a ficlid of considerable possibility in which little work 

has been done. 

   




