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-TYPES. Q' RCONQIIC INPGRIATICH FOR IPARMERS
‘by

Virgil Gilmen
Extension Service ,
Ue S. Department of Agriculture

I gucss it is obvious that economic information for farmers should be in-
formation that will help them understand the wealth acquiring and the wealth
using activities of mankind--and the value-making and the price-making forces
involved. .

This is a most logical and a most practical objective. The hope is to
assist in a process that is natural with farm people. They are constantly deal-
ing with economic problems; considering cconomic facts and meking choices that
involve economic forces and economic consequencess

They study and discuss these matters too; on Saturday night at the store;
on visits to other farms; on visits to the market; in the pool hall; at church;
at farmers' mecetings; acrcss the fence--everywheres Such study and discussion
carried on by the people themselves constitutes thc fundamental lecarning or
educational processs

Through our more or less formal assistance we hope to--and I feel generally
do-=-aid farm people in their learning activiticse. But the most important thing
is not what we think we know, nor what we have in our books, nor even what we
put in our educational programs, but what is in the understanding and in the
acts of farm pcople and others who live upon and use the land.

Looking to the future it is clear that farmers like the rest of us will
live in a world of rapid changee Prospects are that postwar agricultural pro-
duction will be at a high level, but that somec major shifts as among commodities
and types of land use will be nccessarys Conservation objectives will steadily
become more important. Both domestic end intermational demands for agricultural
products will change. Revolutionary mechanical and other technological develop-
ments are under way. Iigration from the farm is likely to continue as a long
time trende Prices and ferm incomes are almost certain to be less favorables
Such developments as these are surc to incrcase the number of economic problems

with which farm peovle have to decale

In view of this prospect, what types of economic information will be of
most use Lo farmers? lMost people place information on prices at the top of
the liste Viell reported market quotations on what farmers lizve to sell and
on what they want to buy, together with news of the market, constitute the
simplest kind of price informations Because this type of information is
simple, we often overlook its importanccs I understand that there are a
number of situations in the west, where, because of the geographic location
or character of the commodity--or because of the character of the demand--
market pricc information is either inadequate or unavailable to farmerse

Price outloolk information is far morc complicated, both in- its preparastion
and in its use, than is market price information for it is a forward estimate
or appraisal of what prices are likely to be. It is the most practical, most
veluable price information assistance that can be given farmers for if it is

~109-




=110

o

properly timed in relation to the production-marketing cycle it can be of great
use in guiding both production and marketing decisionse. Logically, no farmer
should ever object to the principle involved in maeking forward appraisals of
price prospects, for it is something hc must do everytime he commits production
resourcess. Although we have been actively worling on price outlook for over
twenty years, there is still much to be done in imvroving it for farm usec.

As soon as farmers begin to look bchind market price quotations and price
outlook forecasts, the nced for information on price-making forces ariscs, To
meet this need it is necessary for farmers to have available and intelligently
nake use of both guantative and qualitative information on a large number of
forces that have all too frequently been lumped together and superficially ex-.
plained by the tcrm "law of supply and demand"s This term as it is often used
by farmers and by some who work with farmers,.is so compact and so abstract,
~that it is morc befogging than revealing; more confusing than clarifying.

To understand "demand" farmers need full information on marketing and.
distribution matters, the structure, functions and busincss processes involved.
They need to know more of the economic position of their customers, the ulti-
mate consumers of agricultural products, what these consumers work at, what
their purchasing power is, what their level of living is, and what adjustments
in level and pattern of consumption thesc consumers meke with changes in pur-
chasing povier. 'They nced to know more of the nutritional nceds of the families
of this county and what additional quantities of food would be required to meet
these needs. Finally, on the demand side, farmers nced information on actual
and potential foreign:.demand for agrlcultural products that are on an export
bas1s. : :

To understand "supply" forces, farmers nced information in similar detail

on trends in the level and pattern of production for the country as a whole,

for their ovn local area, and for competing areas. They need to understand

the cconomic position of. farmers in diffecrent type-of-farming arcas and in dif-
ercnt income groups,” What  these farmers produce, wvhat their income position is,

and what their level of living iss . They need to have some information on changes

~in types and amounts of production that are likely to occur with changes in price
rolationshipso Finally, on the supply side, farmers need information on actual
and potentlal foreign groductlon of products that conpote ulrectly with domestic

productlon.

Information such as the above on spccific-demand and supply forces needs
to be supplemented by information on a number of gencral economic forces that
have. a less direct but very significant bearing on the economic position of
farmerss Thc character of these gencral forces is roughly indicated in the fol-
1ow1ng four toplc :

l. The sizec and character of the labor force, the degree to which itvis.
full" enplOJed its productivity and the income it rcceivesa

Do

» The capacity of .the 1ndustr1al plant, hc degree to which it is full)
utilized, the efficicncy of its busincss organization and management
and the way in which income is usede

3s Tho sbatus of monetary and fiscal affairs with particular reference to
- inflation, deflation, and the management of the public debte SR
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4. The level and make-up of foreign trade, not only in agricultural
but also in non-agricultural productse The role of commodity and
other gpricultural trade agreements and such financing programs as
those .of  the .Lixport-Import Bank and the new International Stabili-
czation FMunda L . ,

So far this paper, in discussing information on market prices, price out-
look, specific demand and supply forccs, and generel economic forces, has
covered ground that is quite femiliar but which, nevertheless, must not be
overlookedo ‘ -

Now let us briefly survey two categories cof information of a somewhat dif-
ferent and to some cxtent newer sort: informetion for use in agricultural
policy formulaticn, and information for use in individual farm and home plan-
nings

By agricultural policy we usually mean a morc or less carefully considered
fundamental set of objectives, accompanied by action followed consistently,
usually over a period of years. Information on already esteblished policy is
a logical part of outlook informalion. But in developing economic information
of a type useful in formulating policy, we are attempting to go beyond & fore-
cast of what is likely tc happen (outlook), and to provide economic information

“that is uscful in making advance appraisals of what can and will happen if new

objectives and new courses of action are decided upon and wndertaker.

HMaterials for this purpose arc complicated and difficult to prepare, for
in order to be useful they must permit a comparison of alternative programs
before a choice of program has becen mades Neither the development nor use of
such materials has as yct been much cxplorede

However, there is a growing interest. in this type of information. Recent
reports from a number of states indicate that farm pcople are eager for assist-
ance in discussing policy problemse The report of the Land-Grant Colleg
Committee on Postwar Agricultural Policy and numerous statencnts and speeches
by college, university, and Ua So Department of Agriculture officials have
turned the spotlight upon this field of viorks The need for giving it system-
atic attention in the same way vie have given systematic attention to outlook
is receiving increased reccognition. ' »

vie are not altogcther without expericnce in this fieldes Certainly farm
and ranch people here in the West have always considered and discussed a num-
ber of policy problems: +tariff policy, publicland policy, water rights policy,
freight rate policy, agriculture price policy--the list is a long one. This
has been going on cver since the days of the first wagon trainss. Recently
nearly cvery state in the \iest has done some exploratory work helping farmers
in their discussion of policy problems. In the Fast, the states of Minnesota,
Ohio, and Iowa, for example, have done some very successful work with materials
and methods in this field.

Tie arc learning from this experience. Vie are learning to inventory and
classify policy problems in order to better prepare and correlatec our infor-
mational material. A number of policy problems such as those of world security
and those of health and cducation are beyond economics--broader than economicse
Qther types of information in addition to economic information are needed for
dealing with these matters, and the economist has no reason for f{eeling dis-
courased beccause cconomic informatvion alone is inadequates
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Some policy problems arc almost wholly national or international in scope,
for example, those of federal.fiscal policy and.foreign trade policys. Qther pro-
blems have both national and local aspects, as for cxample, those of agricultural
price policy or land development policys Still other policy problems are strictly
local in character, as for example, in the classificetion of land for taxation
purposes, or the construction of road and school facilities.

All the nccessary economic information on all policy problems can no more
be boiled dovm and rolled into one ecasy-to-take capsule than can all necessary
agronomic information on soils and crops problems be boiled dovm and rolled
into one capsulcs

e arc learning to survey the particular situation with which we are con-
cerncd, list the important policy problems on - which work ought to be done and
plan small, specific units of informational assistance to farmers, timed to their
interests and in terms of their situatione.

Personally, I feel that there arc important possibilities for presenting
information on policy problems and proposals as a follow=up or addition to out-
looks As professional workers we must, of coursc, rccognize clcar-cut differences
between the two types of information. UQutlook tries to state what will happen--
usually in the near futurc. Information for usc in policy formulation tries to
set forth what could be made: to happen, at e time far encugh ahead in the future
so thal objective consideration, well beforc hand, is possible.

These distinctions are very useful to us in arranging our work and in pre-
paring our information matcrlalo but I wonder if farmers in their study and
discussion of outlook and policy-making matters don't often think of the two
togethers If so, then there are meny opportunities for us to link policy
information in as a valuable addition to outlook worke. ihatever the channels
used, it is obvious that farm people should be given assistance with a wide
range of policy questionse.

In sharp contrast 1o the complicated and difficult nature of information
on many policy questions is the concrete. grass-roots character of information
needed by farm people in planning their individual farming operations and their
livinge According to the 1945 census of agriculfure, there are a few over six
million farms in the Unitcd Statess. All of these farms arc managed; all of
them arc to some degrec planned. lany types of information arec needed by farm
people in order.thet they may improve this management and this planninge.

They, of ccursc, necd outlook information not only in terms of national and
international prospects; but also in terms of the regional and local, type-of-
farming, and production-area prospects wherever this can be devcloped. Peace-
time adaptations of production capacity and adguo*ment studics can be of help
in prov1d1ng thisa”

FParm organization and management oata arc nceded on such thlnbs as normal
crop yields and livestock production to be expected, normal feed requircments,
average rates of work for men and.machincs, materlalo and cash costs, and in-
come possibilities

This information nceds to be in such form that it.can easily be used in
testing out "trial balance" set-ups on paper and in comparing alternative
systems of management. In_a number of states some work has been done in develop-
ing such materials for groups of farms with similar characteristics and in making
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shem available in. handbook, table,: and chart form. -Another example of material
in uscful form is that in the more recent Soil Survey Reports which have valu-
able yield data in the form of two.or more scts of yield estimates for major -.
crops; for 1nd1v1dual so0il types, under alternative systems of management
practicess

Several types of information on family living are needed for use by the
family in planning its consumption activitiese Also, in comnection with this
whole activity.of .planning, the individual farmer will have much valuable in-
formation on his own operations and will be able to malze much better use of
other farm management and outlook informetion if he has a good set of records
on his farma .

- The utilizetion-of economic information in individual farm and home plan=-
ning is a large subject in itself and at this point I will mercly mention the
fact that there is a rapidly-growing interest in. this line of work among both
public: and private agenciese :

In all of the above I have made only indirect references to agricultural
and land-use planninge. I have emphasized informetion for use in agrlcultural
policy formulation and information for use in individual farm planninge In
doing this, I have fallen in with the mood of the times. The current tendency
is to stress national and international policy problems on,thc one hand, and
problems of individual farm planning on the other, These two sets of problems
ere at opposite ends of the farmers' spectrum of economic activitys They are
of tremendous importance to him, buL he is also concerned with what lies in-~
betvieen.

That is, beyond the line fences of his individual farm unit but much
closer to him than the conference halls of lViashington and international meet-
ings, lics a broad field of ccmmunity and area affairs in which he and his
neighbors are greatly interestceds [lany economic considerations are involved
in such local area activities as the development and maintenance of adequate
schools and roads, the plamning of nceded rural health facilities and ser-
vices, the working out of area production adjustments, the organization and
carrying on of coopcrative marketing, the development and conservation of
land and water resources, the aamlnlqbraulon of local taxation and government,
and many othcrse

These aree ‘affairs are of great importance everywhere in the Vests Also
many national policies and programs are varied and carried out on a local area
or community basis. Many 1nd1v1duul farm planning decisions are based in part
on local area or comaunity factorse.

- I believe that farmers are as intcrested and as active in those community
and arca affairs as they ever werc--pcrhaps more so. They stand in need of
help with what we have commonly called lend-use and agricultural planning
problems. This is likely to remain so, even as assistance with national
policy problems and individual farm plarming is developed, as it should be,

far beyond what it is at pre;cnto

low a word recognizing the fact that farmers need many types of knowledge
in addition to cconomic informatione In planning and carrying out farming
operations, they need to use economic information in combination with infor-
mation on such things as new plant hybrids, fertilizers, contour farming,
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strip cropping, four minutc milking, power haying, new types of carth-moving
equipment, etc. Economic information must also be related to information on
the productivity of soils, probabilities of rain fall, prospective supplics of
irrigation water, carrying capacities of ranges, and optimum periods for per-
forming cropping operations and other physical factorse. lie have, of course,
long recognized the farmers' need for good informe tlon on these subjects; but
we have not always realized how dynamic lmowledge is in thesc fields and how
the development and use of economic information is, to an important degree,
dependent upon the development and use of information on technclcgy und land
resourcesa

Another field of knowledge which we darc not overlook is that of pgovern-
ment and public administrations This field is not very familiar to us or to
farmers. Yot it is useful in helping us wnderstand many things, from the simp-
list land contract to the most complicated internationual agreement. Since early
mining claim and homestead entry days, peoplc on the land have participated in
and been affectcd by the processcs and instrumentalities of government--local,
state, and federal. In certain instances, as for example, in our work on farm
leases, on the administration of county and state ovmed lands, and on legal and

organizational problems of cocperatives, wec have assisted farmers with informa-
tion on legal and adninistrative matters. In goneral, however, this is an un-
developed fields I am not saying that ecconomists should undertalze to develop
it; it lies more within the field of political scicnce and public administration.

Hovever, I do feel that there arc sevcral types of economic information
such -as that part of outlook 1nvolv1ng public policiecs end programs, informa-
tion for usec in formulating new policies, and information on a number of land-
use and agricultural plenning subjects that cammot be adequately understood and

used by farm people until accompanied by information on the processes of legis=-
latlon, government, and administration--that cannot, in fact, be scparated {rom
oconomic processcs themselvesa.

Finally, a word regarding the dovelopment of materialse. Professional
wiorkers in economics can do much to link together information from their several
special fields so that the farmer has a rcasonably well integrated information
service on matters economic. .

Likevrise economists cen work cooperatively with workers in other fields of
social science and with wurkers in the physical scicnce fields to tie their
economic material in with other material in forms most usable by farmers.

Team work among speclalists is most important, for one individual can hard-
ly be expected to cover all the ficlds of cconomicse Certainly he cannot be
expected to be expert in economics and, at the same time, handle such fields as
government and sociology, and perhaps physical sclence subjects in additions
There is a lot of confused thinking on this wholec matter, and the great possibil-
ities for voluntary collaboration among spccialists as thc most cfficient way
of integrating information from special fields is not adcquately recognlzcd

and encourageda

In other words, economists have a great many interests and responsibilities
in common with workers in other fields in this whole matter of assisting people
on the land as they deal with cconomic problems, consider economic facts, and
make choices that involve cconomic forces and cconomic consequencess




