


Table 1. Percentages of Oklahoma Farms Producing Selected Crops and Livestock, 1930 -- 2002

1930 % 1940 % 1959 %
Chickens 88% Chickens 92% Cattle & calves 86%
Horses and/or mules 86% Cattle & calves 89% Chickens 63%
Cattle & calves 81% Milk Cows 86% Milk Cows 43%
Milk Cows 75% Horses and/or mules 75% Wheat 38%
Corn 70% Hogs/Pigs 65% Horses and/or mules 36%
Cotton 61% Corn 61% Hogs/Pigs 36%
Hogs/Pigs 54% Cotton 48% Sorghum 28%
Irish potatoes 42% Sorghum 48% Cotton 18%
Sorghum 41% Irish potatoes 40% Oats 16%
Peaches 28% Wheat 29% Barley 15%
Apples 21% Peaches 26% Irish potatoes 15%
Wheat 18% Oats 25% Corn 13%
Turkeys 17% Pecans 22% Alfalfa hay 12%
Oats 16% Cowpeas 18% Wild hay 10%
Plums and prunes 15% Turkeys 17% Pecans 8%
Pears 14% Apples 16% Small grains cut for hay 7%
Cherries 12% Pears 13% Sheep & lambs 5%
Sweet potatoes 11% Barley 13% Wool 5%
Grapes 11% Plums and prunes 13% Peanuts 5%
Wild hay 9% Cherries 10% Lespedeza hay 4%
Alfalfa hay 8% Peanuts 8% Sweet potatoes 4%
Peanuts 7% Grapes 8% Apples 4%
Pecans 6% Wild hay 8% Peaches 4%
Blackberries and dewberries 5% Alfalfa hay 8% Turkeys 3%
Cowpeas 4% Sweet potatoes 7% Rye 3%
Apricots 4% Apricots 6% Cowpeas 3%
Tomatoes 3% Sheep & lambs 4% Pears 3%
Watermelons 3% Blackberries & dewberries 4% Goats 2%
Sheep & lambs 2% Wool 3% Soybeans 2%
Goats 2% Goats 3% Alfalfa seed 2%
Barley 2% Watermelons 2% Grapes 2%
Broomcorn 2% Rye 2% Plums and prunes 2%
Strawberries 2% Alfalfa seed 2% Cherries 2%
Wool 1% Broomcorn 1% Apricots 2%
Soybeans 1% Soybeans 1% Tomatoes 1%
Alfalfa seed 1% Tomatoes 1% Watermelons 1%
Sweet corn 1% Lespedeza hay 1% Ducks 1%
Snap beans 1% Cantaloupe & Muskmelon 1% Geese 1%
Cantaloupe & Muskmelon 1% Guineas 1%
Cabbage 1% 179,687 farms Clover & timothy 1%
Cucumbers and pickles 1% 38 crops Vetch seed 1%
Onions, dry 1% Broomcorn 1%

Beans, snap 1%
203, 866 farms Sweet corn 1%
42 crops Cantaloupe 1%
Blackeyed & cowpeas 1%
Strawberries 1%
Blackberries 1%

Shading indicates crops and livestock produced by 10% or more of all
Oklahoma farms during a given year. Non-shaded areas include crops and
livestock produced by 1% or more of all farms in the state.

94,678 farms
48 crops
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%

1974 % 1987 % 2002

Cattle & calves 84% Cattle & calves 76% Cattle & calves
Hay, all 42% Horses & ponies 28% Hay, all hay
Wheat 38% Other tame hay 28% Horses & ponies
Horses & ponies 20% Wheat 27% Wheat

Hens & Pullets 13% Wild hay 10% Chickens-Layers
Other hay 13% Alfalfa hay 9% Goats, all
Sorghum 12% Small grain hay 9% Pecans

Alfalfa hay 11% Chickens 8% Hogs/Pigs

Milk cows 10% Hogs & pigs 5% Sheep & lambs
Cotton 9% Milk cows 4% Milk Cows

Hogs & Pigs 8% Cotton 4% Chickens- Broilers
Wild hay 8% Sheep & lambs 3% Sorghum
Chickens - 3 months or older 4% Pecans 3% Mules, burros, & donkeys
Oats 4% Wool 2% Wool

Small Grain Hay 4% Goats 2% Corn

Bermuda hay 3% Oats 2% Soybeans
Peanuts 3% Soybeans 2% Ducks
Soybeans 3% Peanuts 2% Rye

Barley 2% Broilers 1% Cotton

Clover, Timothy & mixtures 2% Turkeys 1% Peanuts

Corn 2% Mules, burros & donkeys 1% Llamas

Sheep & lambs 2% Rabbits 1% Turkeys

Broilers 1% Apples 1% Geese

Irish potatoes 1% Peaches 1%

Lespedeza hay 1%

Pecans 1% 70,228 farms 83,300 farms
Rye 1% 24 crops 23 crops
69,719 farms

27 crops

71%
44%
31%
12%
5%
4%
4%
3%
3%
2%
2%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%

Data are from the United States Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Service, Census of Agriculture.

Percentages were determined by dividing the number of farms reporting a given crop or livestock species by the total number of
farms in a given census year. Broilers and layers were separated for the year 2002. Wool was determined by number of farms report-

ing sheared sheep.
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Continued from page 99

In other cases, such as peaches, pecans, watermelons
and many vegetable crops, both production and the
number of farms raising the crops have plunged
from historical levels (Tables 2, 3).

Percentage-wise, there are as many farms raising
ducks today as there are growing soybeans — one
percent in both cases.

That may seem like an absurd comparison, but —
together with the historical evidence - it makes this
point: Oklahoma’s farms can grow a much more
diverse array of crops and livestock than they cur-
rently do. This production could come from smaller
individual herds and harvests and from a larger num-
ber of farms.

Why should farms diversify? The USDA puts one
important reason in simple terms: “Diversification
decreases risk.” [5]

Table 2. Percentage of Oklahoma Farms Producing
Selected Crops and Livestock, 1940 and 2002
Percentage of Oklahoma In...

farms producing... 1940 2002
Chickens 92% 5%
Cattle & calves 89% 71%
Milk cows 86% 2%
Horses/mules/ponies 75% 31%
Hogs/pigs 65% 3%
Corn 61% 1%
Cotton 48% 1%
Sorghum 48% 2%
Irish potatoes 40% 0
Wheat 29% 12%
Peaches 26% 0
Oats 25% 0
Pecans 22% 3%
Cowpeas 18% 0
Turkeys 17% 1%
Apples 16% 0
Pears 13% 0
Barley 13% 0
Plums/prunes 13% 0
Cherries 10% 0
Hay?* 44%
1 Hay was not reported in the 1940 Census of Agriculture.

Table 3. Number of Oklahoma Farms Producing Selected
Fruit and Vegetable Crops Over Time

1930 1959 2002
Pears 29,231 2,975 152
Tomatoes 5,435 966 271
Watermelons 5,284 1,092 311

Put another way, diversity equals security, both for farm-
ers and the people who depend on the food they raise.

As the old saying goes, “Don't put all your eggs in
one basket.”

A diversity of crops and livestock means a more stable
food supply — if one crop or variety is wiped out by
disease or pestilence, all is not lost.

By the same token, greater diversity also means a
steadier income for farmers. [6] Moreover, integrated
farms with diversified crop rotations can net an
income from 300 acres that a less diverse farm
(stripped of its commodity subsidies) would need
3,000 acres to match. [7]

This better return could improve the bottom line of
Oklahoma farms, 56% of which lost money in 2002.
Getting the same income from one-tenth the acreage
could also enable Oklahoma to support many more
farmers, turning crop diversification into a lever for
diversifying the farmers themselves.

More farmers growing a more diverse array of crops
within the state would also reduce the distance that
food travels to feed Oklahomans. That, too, works
out to greater security — as when rising fuel costs or
unforeseen disasters disrupt out-of-state supply lines.

Finally, Oklahoma farms do not produce enough of
the fruits and vegetables Oklahomans need to eat for
good health. [8] If more farms grew these important
crops and this healthy, farm-fresh food were available
in more communities across the state, it could be an
important step towards improving the food security
and health of Oklahomans.

Far from being a historical relic, farm diversity is one
key to greater community food security in Oklahoma.

CLOSER TO HOME
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Land of Opportunity:

Steve Upson’s Vision for Oklahoma Farms

hen Steve Upson thinks about growing
fruits, nuts, and vegetables in Oklahoma, his
thoughts head straight to California. To the

Noble Foundation horticulturist, that’s not as odd as
it may seem.

California, he points out, is a net exporter of horti-
cultural food crops. Oklahoma, on the other hand,
imports many of its fruits and vegetables, both in
and out of season. [1] Much of that gap on
Oklahoma grocery shelves is probably filled by pro-
duce from the Golden State.

There may appear to be good reasons why the Sooner
State gets so much of its produce from half a continent
away. California seems to have all the natural advan-
tages on its side: rich soils, abundant farm labor,
large and ready markets both within the state and
nationwide.

Indeed, Oklahoma'’s fresh fruit and vegetable pro-
duction numbers have been on the wane for decades.
Since the 1950s, for example, the acreage devoted to
watermelons has dropped by 36%, and that in mixed
vegetables by 24%. [2]

Historically, Oklahoma has seen a significant decrease
in the number and percentage of farms raising fruit
and vegetable crops. In the years preceding World
War 11, fruits such as plums, pears, apples and peaches
were being grown for sale on over 20,000 Oklahoma
farms, while other fruits such as cherries, grapes, and
apricots were grown on at least 10,000 farms. In 1940,
potatoes were grown on more Oklahoma farms than
wheat. [3]

The mix of crops found on Oklahoma farms became
less diverse as many farmers lost access to wholesale
and other markets through the effects of globalization.
Inexpensive fuel, water, and labor, among other cli-

matic and geographic factors, allowed the production
of many horticultural crops to become concentrated
within certain regions of the U.S. and the world. [4]

Steve Upson

Subsequent concentration within food processing,
marketing, and retail sectors have left most remain-
ing farmers with a short list of crops and a share of
the U.S. food dollar that has diminished from near
fifty cents to less than twenty.

Turning Around

Yet in Upson’s view, Oklahoma’s current spot at the
bottom of the vegetable heap is far from inevitable.
“There are hundreds of different crops grown in
California,” he says. “Why can’t we grow them in
Oklahoma?”

When Upson directs that question to Oklahomans,
he gets a wide range of responses.

Is it that California has better soil? Upson shakes
his head. “Oklahoma has excellent soils,” he says,
with a quarter of a million acres of rich bottomland
soils along its rivers, and thousands more in irrigable
uplands.

Then could the difference be that Oklahoma has less
water? Wrong again: “There’s abundant high-quali-
ty water in Oklahoma to produce high-value crops.”

Nor, he says, does Oklahoma lack labor for planting,
harvesting, or packing.
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Hoop houses and high tunnels are another major focus of
Upson’s research and demonstration projects. Covered with
plastic early in the spring, and shade fabric later in the summer,
they permit extension of both ends of the growing season.

Upson admits that California has some advantages
that Oklahoma just can’t match — like the vast reserve
of gravity-fed irrigation water perched in the snow-
caps of the nearby Sierras.

There’s nothing Oklahomans can do about that —
“not unless we can raise the Arbuckles about ten
thousand feet,” he jokes.

But Upson lays the blame for Oklahoma’s lagging
fruit and vegetable production elsewhere — specifi-
cally, on the state’s extreme growing environment.

In California, growers are blessed with a mild cli-
mate and reliable rains. In Oklahoma, the weather is
much more unpredictable.

The amount and timing of rainfall vary widely from
one year to the next. Unseasonal freezes are com-
mon, and occasionally even severe enough to wipe
out pecan harvests along with less hardy fruit crops.

High winds, hailstorms, and even tornadoes are
other incarnations of meteorological caprice that can
play havoc with Oklahoma fruit and vegetable crops.

“Because of extreme weather, Oklahoma cannot be a
consistent producer of fruits and vegetables using
existing production techniques,” writes Upson.
“Without consistency, markets cannot be sustained.” [2]

“You take peaches shipped
green from California. They're
just not good. That's a fact.”

— Steve Upson,
Noble Foundation horticulturist

Turning Over New Leaves

Upson emphasizes that the limit to consistent har-
vests comes from existing production techniques.
Unlike the height of the Arbuckles, those techniques
can be changed.

“The technology is available to overcome the things
that keep us from being a state that is more sustain-
able in fresh fruit and vegetable production,” he
says. “We have the potential to grow our own food,
but we have to demonstrate it in a powerful way.”

Demonstrating that potential, and the techniques for
realizing it, is Upson’s stock-in-trade at the Noble
Foundation, and he has plenty of ideas to show.

For example, pulse microsprinklers in fruit orchards
can be used to control frost damage, coating trees
with an insulating layer of ice to protect against late
frosts.

Later in the season, hail netting can help to mini-
mize the devastation that might otherwise result
from even a single freak storm.

For water management, the Noble Foundation has
conducted extensive research on raised beds and drip
irrigation systems. Plasticulture is another tool for
managing moisture. In addition, by warming the
soil earlier in the year, plasticulture offers one route
to season extension.

Hoop houses and high tunnels are another major
focus of Upson’s research and demonstration projects.
Covered with plastic early in the spring, and shade
fabric later in the summer, they permit extension of
both ends of the growing season. Those materials
can also offer limited physical protection against hail
and high winds.
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“We have the potential to grow
our own food, but we have to
demonstrate it in a powerful way.”

— Steve Upson,
Noble Foundation horticulturist

Innovative approaches such as these all work to
ensure consistency of harvests even in Oklahoma’s
extreme growing conditions. According to Upson,
that goes a long way toward leveling the playing
field between Oklahoma and the major fruit-and-
vegetable producing states.

Growing New Markets

That brings him to the second big obstacle he sees
blocking the growth of fresh fruit and vegetable
farming in Oklahoma: marketing.

While he acknowledges that Oklahoma already has
a big produce market in metropolitan areas like
Dallas/Fort Worth and Oklahoma City, Upson sees
plenty of room for improving the state’s marketing
infrastructure.

Starting from the ground up, growers can focus on
crops that deteriorate quickly after harvest. “You
take peaches shipped green from California,” says
Upson. “They’re just not good. That’s a fact.”

Such differences in freshness and flavor, he says, lead
consumers to favor local vine- or tree-ripened pro-
duce. That translates into a marketing advantage
for local growers offering fresh perishable produce

Many such crops, including melons, tomatoes, black-
berries, strawberries, and peaches, are the focus of
Upson’s crop protection and season extension proj-
ects at the Noble Foundation.

He refers to this as a “systems approach” to sustain-
ability, whereby production and marketing efforts
support each other.

Above the level of the individual farm, Upson says
Oklahoma needs marketing outlets that are more
convenient for growers, and a coordinated effort to

educate the public in terms of supporting Oklahoma
farmers.

Most small growers, he says, find it difficult to market
in an efficient way. For instance, farmers wishing to
sell their produce to local outlets of major retail gro-
cery chains must usually secure expensive liability
coverage, and may not receive payment until several
weeks after delivery.

Such hurdles lead most small growers to sell their
produce through direct marketing outlets, such as
farmers markets and farm stands. Those come with
their own set of obstacles, such as the difficulty of
moving enough volume to make a living.

According to Upson, the vast majority of fruit and
vegetable growers in Oklahoma fall into this group,
selling their produce to supplement income from
other employment.

“Seldom do you see someone who'll quit a job with
benefits to farm full-time,” he says.

For small growers looking to expand, the gap in vol-
ume between farm stand and retail grocery chain is

‘ ‘ hat if Oklahoma farms grew half. ..

... of all the cantaloupes eaten in Oklahoma
(instead of the current 44%)?

An additional 61 Oklahoma acres would have
to be planted to cantaloupes, and the value of
cantaloupe sales would increase by $430,000.

... of all the peaches eaten in Oklahoma
(instead of the current 19%)?

An additional 2,053 acres would have to go into
peach orchards, and the value of peach sales
would increase by $2.9 million.

... of all the tomatoes eaten in Oklahoma
(instead of the current 2%)?

Over 6,000 new acres would have to be used to
grow tomatoes, and the value of tomato sales
would increase by $56 million. [8]
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Small Acreages,
Large Returns

hen it comes to the conventional ag wisdom
of “get hig or get out,” Pennsylvania small
farmer George DeVault isn't having any of it.

His motto is exactly the opposite: “Get small,
and get in!”

From their 3-acre farm in the suburbs, DeVault
and his family in one year grossed over $40,000
in sales of certified organic vegetables, berries,
herbs, and flowers.

DeVault calculated how many acres it would have
taken to make the same amount on commodity
crops in his region: 200 acres for corn, 261 for
soybeans, and a whopping 424 acres for wheat
(Oklahoma's top-grossing crop). [1]

Over the past decade (and more), per-acre net
returns for wheat and cow-calf operations have
never been as high as $100; at times, they've
dipped far lower (see figure). [2]

For management-intensive horticultural operations,
on the other hand, net returns of thousands of
dollars per acre can be common:

Mid-Range Net Return per Acre from...

Peaches [3] $ 581
Sweet Corn [4] $ 810
Tomatoes [5] $ 900
Cantaloupe [4] $ 1,335
Blackberries [6] $ 1,500

When poor production and low prices coincide,
however, such crops can also result in net per-acre
losses. [7] That in itself is a strong argument in
favor of diversification on small-acreage operations:
in a year when returns from one crop are low,
those from others can level out income.

Moreover, the figures given above are based on
wholesale prices. By marketing direct to consumers,
farmers can charge retail prices for high-value
crops, increasing profitability further still. [7]

Per-acre Net Returns for Top
Oklahoma Commodities, 1996 - 2004
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dauntingly large. As another element of marketing infrastructure
that Oklahoma could develop to ease that transition, Upson points
to the fresh-produce auctions in states like Missouri and lowa,
where grocery stores, restaurants, and large farm stands buy truck-
size lots from local farmers.

As agricultural historians have pointed out, California’s fresh-fruit-
and-vegetable empire didn’t just happen — it was actively built with
aggressive marketing programs. [5] Upson’s prescription would
adopt similar strategies for increasing Oklahoma’s share of the
horticultural food crop market.

However, he disputes the notion that such a shift must necessarily
force small and part-time farmers off the land.

“Industrial technologies developed for larger, commercial farming
operations are inappropriate for small farms,” Upson writes.

“Successful small farms must be management intensive and must
earn more returns per acre, dollar invested, and dollar value of
production.” (See sidebar.)

“The higher returns to management from intensively managed
farms come from the efficiency with which the various methods
and enterprises on the farm are integrated, not necessarily from the
efficiency of each method or enterprise.” [6,7]

Upson’s vision of the future of farming in Oklahoma contrasts
starkly with the Dust Bowl days that drove so many farmers out of
the state to California.

“My dream is that one day, history will reverse itself,” he writes.

“I can see a time when people choose to come to Oklahoma for the
same reason they left in the 1930s — opportunity.” [2]

CLOSER TO HOME
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Just Right in the Middle:

Sam’s Sweet Onions As a Model for Diversification

hen the withdrawal of the federal peanut
Wallotment was announced in 2001, Sam and

Willa Mae McClure became farmers in
search of a crop.

They weren’t alone. Between 2001 and 2003,
Oklahoma’s peanut acreage declined by more than
half. [1] In Hughes County, the change was even
more drastic, with 1997 forty-odd farms, three
thousand acres, and 7 million pound peanut harvest
all dropping to virtually zero by 2002 (see figure). [2]

What set the McClures apart from the crowd,
though, was their willingness and ability to change.
Like Goldilocks in the fairy tale, they searched and
adapted until they found just the right mix of diverse
crops and markets to keep their farm profitable.

At a family reunion, around the time the peanut sub-
sidy dried up, Sam McClure ran into a distant cousin
who worked as an executive for Pace Picante Sauce.

“What can | grow that you’d buy every bit of it?”
McClure asked the cousin.

“You grow me some onions,” was the reply.

And that set the stage for the next chapter of the
McClures’ farm, in the (South) Canadian River
Valley outside Calvin.

Getting It All Just Right

As it turns out, eastern Oklahoma doesn’t do well at
growing the kinds of hot onions that perk up picante
sauce. Those are long-day varieties, unsuited for the
state’s shorter summer days. And Oklahoma is at the
fringe of short-day onions’ more southerly growing
zone.

However, the Sooner State is just right for interme-
diate-day varieties of onions — sweet-tasting ones like
Candy and Cimarron, that have markets of their own.

“Here in Hughes County we can grow the same

Sam and Willa Mae McClure

type of onion on any peanut ground, provided it’s
got water next to it,” says Sam McClure.

“Sam has always been an innovator,” says Willa Mae.
“He’ not afraid to pick up the phone and call people.”

In the switch to onions, some of the most helpful
people on the other end of the phone line were at
the Lane Agriculture Center, jointly operated by
Oklahoma State University and the USDA’s
Agricultural Research Service. [3] With some fund-
ing from Kerr Center producer grants in 2001 and
2005, the McClures received invaluable consultation
on their onion experiments from Jim Shrefler, an
Extension horticulture specialist, and agricultural
economist Merrit Taylor, among others.

“If we didn’t have them to help us, we’d just be
stumbling around in the dark,” says Willa Mae.

Now in their fifth season of onions, the McClures
have 25 acres — about one million plants. It took a
solid month to get them all transplanted, with as
many as fifteen workers in the field at one time.

CLOSER TO HOME
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From Small Potatoes — or Onions —

to the Big Leagues

“The growing conditions here are excellent for onions,”
says Sam McClure. “The only problem is marketing
them. It’s not like cattle, where you can take them
to the local sale barn, get a check, and go home.”

“Vegetable growers need some kind of guarantee that
they’re going to be able to sell what they’re going to
grow,” he continues. “I haven’t had that luxury.”

“Wholesalers want great big colossals. Last year,
Mother Nature wanted to give us small ones.”

But the McClures found a way to turn “too small”
into “just right.”

“We took a package to Save-A-Lot, as ‘Sweet Candy
Babies,”” Willa Mae chimes in. “They just sold and
sold and sold.”

That story illustrates that finding the right scales of
production and marketing are as essential for suc-
cessful farm diversification as the right mix of crops.

The number of customers at the Oklahoma City
retail farmer’s market can't absorb the volume of
onions that the McClures produce. “l won’t drive
up there for a bag at a time. | want to find somebody
who’ll buy a truckload of ‘em,” says Sam.

Their major market is the wholesale night market in
Dallas, where, between 10 p.m. and 4 a.m., the brokers
who service fruit stands pick up product for distribu-
tion. “So far, I'm the only sweet onion grower there.
Mine come in after South Texas quits, and before
New Mexico and Colorado start.”

The McClures bag their own onions for grocery
chains like Nichols’ and Save-A-Lot. “Nichols’ has
been real good. I just wish I had more of ‘em,”
says Sam McClure.

Here again, not being afraid of the phone has been a
key factor in the McClures’ marketing success, just
as it was in learning the ropes of production.

“You’ve got to get out there and hustle,” Sam advises.

In addition to the smaller grocery chains, that hustle
has gotten the McClures’ sweet onions into large

Peanuts in Hughes County, 1987-2002
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farm stands in Bixby, as well as Associated Wholesale
Grocers, who supply Safeway and Homeland.

Size Matters

While sales to smaller grocery chains require dealing
with individual store managers, Sam says, “AWG is
doing me a favor because | can just take ‘em (the
onions) to the warehouse, and individual stores
order from the warehouse.”

The McClures have tried several times to get their
onions into regional Wal-Mart stores, but so far they
haven’t struck a deal. Though the corporation’s $2
million dollar liability requirement is standard with
the McClures’ other large buyers, Wal-Mart is
unique in resisting Sam’s stipulation of payment
upon delivery.

Without that guarantee of timely payment, the
McClures seem to be encountering the other end of
their size range — too big for retail farmers markets,
but not quite big enough to take terms from the
largest retail food corporations.

“It’s just like you've got two cultures,” says Willa
Mae McClure. In one, her husband explains, “some
big playboy like Wal-Mart is driving this all,” shap-
ing customer preferences through the choice of
products that it makes available.

In the other culture, a product that large retailers
deem undesirable — like sweet onions that are “too
small” — can sell and sell and sell.

Buy-local campaigns are one technique the
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Oklahoma Agriculture
Enhancement and
Diversification Program

The Oklahoma Department of Agriculture, Food,
and Forestry (ODAFF) makes grants and loans
available for projects involving farm diversifica-
tion or the expansion of value added processing
within Oklahoma.

The Oklahoma Agriculture Enhancement and
Diversification Program distributes these funds.
They are available in four categories:

Farm Diversification Grant: for family farms that
want to diversify to non-traditional crops or on-
farm value-added processing. Proposed projects
should have the potential to create additional
farm income, and have an action plan based on
market research and income projections.

Cooperative Marketing Loan: for groups of
individuals who want to organize cooperatively
to market a product, or to make or implement a
marketing plan if a cooperative has already been
formed. The product should not have been nor-
mally marketed through an existing cooperative,
and the individuals applying for the loan must
show evidence of a cooperative agreement
between themselves.

Marketing and Utilization Loan: for product
development and/or marketing plan implementation
of an existing product. The product to be developed/
marketed must be a product or byproduct of
Oklahoma agriculture, and should either be new
to the area where it will be marketed, or expand
the use of existing products.

Basic and Applied Research Loan/Grant:

for research on the use and processing of products
and byproducts of Oklahoma agriculture. The
research should have a reasonable expectation of
creating a marketable product with the potential
for business expansion and the creation of jobs in
rural areas.

For more information on funds available through
the Oklahoma Agriculture Enhancement and
Diversification Program, see www.oda.state.ok.us/
mktdev-loanshome.htm.

McClures feel could help create marketing opportunities for such
crops, stimulating more Oklahoma fruit and vegetable production.
“If we had a catchy slogan that would catch the housewife’s eye: ‘Oh,
this must be good; it’s locally grown,”” Sam says.

“It’s the same with organic and non-modified crops,” he continues,
“but Oklahoma will have to help raise awareness. Maybe someday
Oklahoma will come around to that.”

The More Things Change...

Considering the McClures’ history, it's only natural that Sam serves
on ODAFF’s Farm Diversification Grant board, helping to oversee
the distribution of funds that the state uses to encourage exactly the
kind of diversified approach to farm profitability that works for the
McClures (see sidebar). [4]

He views the grants as an important source of seed money for trying
out new ideas. “You can’t go to a banker for that,” he points out.

History tells its own tales about diversification. Hughes County
wasn’t always peanut country. The Calvin Peanut Company, a local
fixture for years, was once the Calvin Pickle Company, thanks to the
abundance of cucumbers raised in the area at the time.

Even earlier than that, Calvin’s specialty was watermelons, while it
was Indiahoma that was known for onions.

Similarly, the McClures’ own farming ventures have changed over the
years. They’ve always grown a number of different crops in any given
year. “We’ve got cows, we’ve got hay — we’re not just vegetables,”
explains Sam.

“We've always kept a truck patch — sweet corn, blackeyed peas if we
could find the labor to pick ‘em. We’ve sold watermelons out of a
trailer in Calvin.”

At one point, they grew a large cucumber crop. Later on, they had
200 acres of watermelons, shipping them all over the United States
at the rate of one to three semi-loads each day.

Making It Happen

Such shifts in an area’s mainstay crops may seem in hindsight to have
happened all by themselves, but at the time, there was likely someone
starting and pushing them, as in the case of the seemingly impregnable
present-day produce empires in Florida, California, and south Texas. [5]

That someone needs both vision, and the determination and ingenu-
ity to make it real. The McClures have demonstrated those qualities
in their own farming. While they don’t seem eager to play the part

of boosters, they do have some thoughts about what it would take to
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make onions the next growth crop in the Canadian
River bottoms.

“Qur little deal here, you get bogged down pretty
quick doing all this in the barn, or the field,” Sam
begins.

“A local co-op would make it easier to sell on a large
scale. Two or three people go in on a processing
plant for grading, bagging, and then ship out in
guantity lots.”

That’s only the beginning of the McClures’ ideas.

“If you really want to increase vegetable production
in Oklahoma, you need to get people like Nichols’,
Albertson’s — some chain with more than two or three
stores — to set up a farmers’ market inside.” says Sam.

“Draw up a set of standards — washed, sizing, no
fibrous carrots, that sort of thing. You don't bring it
from the Dallas farmers’ market — it’s got to be
locally grown.”

Then, he continues, farmers could put their produce
in the store, either on a commission or at a set price,
and let the store pay them as it sold. “That would
get the farmers’ market on the inside,” he explains,
“where everybody’s going.”

“I"d do that in a second.”

Otherwise, he goes on, “It would take the vegetable
people committing to buy a certain commodity, to
open up a market in a given region. It could be
satellite marketing — for instance, if the New Mexico
and Colorado onion processors could get early
onions from Oklahoma.”

McClure estimates that it would take 500 acres in
his vicinity to get such an arrangement off the
ground — twenty times more land than the McClures
currently have in onions.

In Oklahoma and nationwide, the largest declines in
farm numbers in recent years have been among mid-
sized “farming-occupation” or “large family” farms

like the McClures’. Strategies like these offer a solid
plan for revitalizing these farms, “operating between
the vertically integrated commodity markets and the
direct markets,” in what has been called the “agricul-

ture of the middle.” [2,7]

Fresh Alternatives

However, the McClures don't anticipate that
Oklahoma’s former peanut growers will make a mass
conversion to sweet onion production.

“Farmers who farmed peanuts aren’t ready to make
this big a shift,” says Willa Mae. “They’re not at
the right age. It’s very physically demanding.”

Other farmers interested in growing onions, her
husband notes, “cool off pretty quick when they
come out here and see how much work it is.”

“We won't be able to replicate what we’re doing, unless
we get some young people. You get tired of doing
all this stoop labor on your own,” says Willa Mae.

“It has to be someone who doesn’t mind the hours
and the low wages, the hard work,” she continues,
adding, “None of our children are farming.”

If onions aren’t meant to be the next big thing in
Calvin, the McClures have their eyes on some other
alternative crops that would do well in their area,
ones without such intensive labor requirements.

“I've talked some about old peanut farmers getting
into sweet potato production,” says Sam. In fact,
the McClures will be planting a few sweet potatoes
of their own as they harvest this year’s onions, just
to help the idea along.

Sam also notes that, with a major pickling plant
located near Dallas, cucumbers could be ripe for a
Canadian River comeback. Though the plant cur-
rently sources its cucumbers elsewhere, he suspects
that rising fuel costs may make southeastern
Oklahoma a more attractive location.

“We could do the same thing right here in this river
bottom,” he says.

More Oklahoma farmers following the McClures’
example, diversifying and hustling to expand the
local food system, would certainly go a long way
toward making Oklahoma’s farms and food markets
just the right fit for one another.
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Farm Diversification

Goal: Increase the diversity of crops and livestock grown on Oklahoma farms.

Public Policy Priorities:

« Continue and expand ODAFF’s Diversification
Grant program.

« Increase farmer participation in the
Diversification Grant program.

= Ensure adequate public funding for existing public
agricultural research, extension, and educational
institutions.

= Establish and maintain adequate, diverse stake-
holder representation in setting public university
research agendas.

« Improve Oklahoma’s marketing infrastructure for
fresh fruits and vegetables by developing channels
that facilitate larger volume sales of perishable
produce, such as fresh produce auctions.
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