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Organic Agriculture Expansion & Viability in Texas (Part 1)
Opinions vary about the viability of organic production. Part 2 will highlight the Texas A&M
Agrilife Extension program and USDA regulations.

Fig. 1. Organic barley production for hay, Pecos Co., Texas (undated, Ashley Giesbrecht).

Organic Agriculture

Certified organic agriculture has grown dramatically in the U.S. Consumer demand has driven
programs and organic production. And interest in sustainable production also has increased
production in part due to increased environmental concerns from large-scale agriculture that
relies on synthetic fertilizer (mostly nitrogen) and chemicals.

There are skeptics of organic agriculture sustainability. This leads to common questions:

e Is organic agriculture a viable long-term solution to feed the world? (Note that few believe


mailto:ctrostle@ag.tamu.edu

it is the sole solution to feeding the world, rather a component of doing so.)

e Are there enough people willing to work in organic agriculture, which is often much more
labor intensive?

e Are people willing to pay generally higher prices for organic food vs. non-organic?

e s organic food production better either for the environment or more sustainable because it
does not rely on industrial chemicals (pesticides for insects, diseases, etc.) or chemical
fertilizers (urea, ammonium sulfate, triple super phosphate, manufactured potash, etc.)?

e Is organic food more nutritionally dense than food that uses genetic engineering or is
produced in non-organic farming? (Research suggests in general it is not, but similar. A
caveat is that any agriculture, organic or conventional, that is lower yielding can be in fact
more nutritionally dense. But to consumers the prospect of chemical residues among
ingredients and foods from conventional agriculture, despite USDA and FDA standards, may
make nutritional concerns secondary .)

One Texas agriculture industry leader voiced skepticism of organic agriculture a few years ago,
noting: “We've said it before; we respect organic production assuming it provides support for
operators, their families, and employees, and if it provides satisfaction for producers. And we
believe people who desire to consume organic food should have choices. However, the facts are
the organic production will never feed the world and every acre taken out of conventional
agricultural practices and converted to organic production decreases the available food supply.”

The latter portion of these comments note major perspectives—and perceptions—organic
agriculture must address. And some already do not agree with. First, no one earnestly believes
organic agriculture alone would ever feed the world. Second, organic agriculture, with the
investment of hundreds of millions of research dollars in the U.S. and Europe is often narrowing
the yield gap vs. conventional agriculture and in some cases surpassing it, especially in Europe.

Countering Organic Skepticism

My view is that the above guote may not encompass environmental concerns. Many advocates
of organic agriculture are very passionate. And organic agriculture in the U.S. is a steadily
growing multi-billion-dollar industry. Organic advocates have concerns about the sustainability
and long-term environmental impact of large commaodity crop agriculture that relies on
synthetic fertilizers, chemicals, etc.

Some Texas A&M field research to date has concluded organic crop production is not
sustainable at productive levels for several reasons. These include lack of ability to provide
sufficient nutrients for crop growth to maintain yields at a high enough level to be economically
viable. (Organic growers look for premium prices to offset lower per-acre production.) Also,
organic crop production systems often require much more labor, for example hoeing weeds,
when the labor supply is insufficient or too expensive.

As noted above, here in the U.S., and worldwide, the yield gap between organic agriculture
production and traditional agriculture seems to be narrowing. Mr. Bob Whitney, Texas A&M
Organic Program coordinator (Organic TAM—AAMM, Part 2), notes that although much organic
agriculture productivity now averages about 80% of conventional, good innovative producers
are often surpassing yields of conventional agriculture and getting better. “l don't think it is a



matter of the production method as much as the producer’s adoption of improved organic
production methods” and their increasing experience, says Bob. | think this is likely especially
true in smaller acre settings for high value crops.

Furthermore, in Texas and especially in some select states there is now a large effort in organic
agriculture research. This research is addressing some of the questions noted above. In time |
think organic agriculture will become more competitive agronomically. People engaged in
organic agriculture often must “figure it out.” This is no different than those who learned how
to make no-till work or use cover crops in areas where it doesn’t rain as much. When those
early potential adopters tried and tried again, | am sure many observers said, “it won’t work,” at
least not well enough to be a viable long-term solution.

dala Sicilia un’osserbazione—An Observation from Sicily
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Italy or elsewhere. (And European organic farming and research is much advanced versus the
U.S.) Sicily farmers—most have 8 to 40 acres—must learn how to farm differently. Fortunately,
these small-acreage farmers primarily grow high value crops—which are most often used as
food ingredients or consumed directly at mealtimes.

From TAM—AAMM one year ago: “Hay Pricing Reference Data for Texas—USDA “Texas Direct
Hay Report.” Bi-weekly reporting of hay prices across Texas regions can guide sellers and
buyers. (Nov. 13, 2023)
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