Growers Turn Out for Organic Grains Workshop 

Maurice Robinette

On January 30, nearly eighty people including dozens of growers from Eastern Washington, Idaho and Oregon attended an informational workshop in Spokane, hosted by WSU Extension under the direction of Diana Roberts and co-sponsored by the Network. The Network’s interest in co-sponsoring the workshop was to get information out to growers and others about alternative methods of wheat production and marketing. Other co-sponsors included the WSU Center for Sustaining Agriculture and Natural Resources, Washington Wheat Commission, natural foods store Huckleberry’s, and the Total Health Center. The large turnout demonstrates the growing interest in organic grains among wheat producers.

“Our goal for the workshop was to enable farmers to explore whether organic production on a portion of their farm would help them add value to part of their crop,” said Roberts. “We were delighted with the participation and discussion throughout the day.”

David Granatstein, WSU, presented information about the incorporation of organic production into conventional systems and how the premium price and lower input costs make organic attractive. Jeff Collins, WSDA, talked about the certification process and national organic standards. Steve Lyon, WSU, gave a brief presentation of the work WSU is doing to develop organic and perennial wheat varieties to meet future needs of the industry.

Representatives from three organic food companies spoke about the amazing growth rate in the organic business. Perry Anderson, from Grain Millers in Eugene, Oregon, Dag Falck, Nature’s Path from Vancouver, B.C., and Bruce Peterson with Mountain People’s Warehouse in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho, gave details of their growing operations. These buyers get their product from the Midwestern states and even as far away as Sweden.  They are very interested in developing business relations with growers in the Pacific Northwest and looking for opportunities to source organic white wheat locally. Though Washington State is the largest producer of soft white wheat, there is no acreage in transition to organic. During the question and answer session, Dag expressed concern about genetically-modified (GM) foods and about the loss of all wheat markets, including conventionally-grown wheat, if GM wheat is grown anywhere in North America.

Three organic growers also gave presentations about the pros and cons of organic wheat production. All of these producers had been growing organic for several years and had a good feel for the realities of the business. Some of the benefits of organic grain are premium prices and lower input costs, primarily resulting from not using petrochemical-based fertilizers. On the down side were lower than conventional yields and more problems with weeds. They were extensively questioned about all aspects of organic grains and their wealth of information was well received by the crowd.  

John Brugger, USDA Rural Development, concluded the day with a presentation on the support available from USDA for forming a farmer cooperative to meet market needs. Diana Roberts’ closing remarks included a proposal to form a working group for people interested in organic grain production in the Pacific Northwest. “We will establish an e-mail listserv to communicate about events, answer questions, and connect grain buyers with producers,” she concluded.  

