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. POTATO I N ~ ~ U S T R Y  - WHAT'S GOING ON? 

Dr.  Richard W. Chase, Potato ~ k t e n s i o n  Specialist 
Michigan State ~ n i v e r s i t y  

Introduction. 
. . 

~ , .  Michigan's potato industry has  passed through a very dramatic 
transition which has progressed from a few-acres  o n  many farms to B 1 a,highly specialized business on fewer and l a rge r  fa rms .  Along with 
this transition has been a major  reduction in acreage.' Michigan's 
total potato acreage reached a high of over 350,000 a c r e s  in the ear ly  
1920's. Since then, due to  inadequate yields, increased mechanization 
and technology, and the t rend to  m o r e  specialized farming,  the total 
potato ac reage  hasdecl ined to  approximately 45, 000 ac re s ,  a level 
which has been maintained since the ear ly  1960's. Thus, -Michigan 

. which was once a leading exporter  of. potatoes. has become a deficit 
state,  partially dependent upon other a r e a s  for supplies. Michigan 
ddes  possess ,  however, the production capacity, the nearby markets ,  
and t he  transportation facilities to  aliow its potato industry to  remain 
competitive in certain markets .  

. . 
. . 

The Michigan potato industry is a dynamic one and certain sig- 
nificant changes in technology and production pract ices  have taken I 
place which a r e  worthy of fur ther  consideration. 

. . 

Variety and Market Transition : 

., ,I Michigan was traditionally categorized a s  a round white1' f resh 
market  s ta te  and t h e f r e s h  market  still is important. Processing and 
seed, however, have increased  significa.ntly since the ear ly  1960's. . . 
The,,seed acreage has more  than doubled since 1963 with approximately 
4500 a c r e s  now being entered f o r  certification inspection. In 1965 
the f i r s t  major  frozen processing plant was built in Michigan an6 
currently contracts about 7000 a c r e s  almost entirely of the Russet 
~ u r b a n k  variety. Within the immediate a r ea  there  a r e  several  chip 
processing plants and in recent y e a r s  many growers have modified 
the i r  production program to  accomodate this market.  It is estimated 
that approximately one-third of the Michigan crop now goes to 
processing. 

. . 

. . . ,  . 
. - P r i o r  to  1965 the major  variety was Sebago followed very closely 
by  Onaway, an ear ly  f resh  market  variety - the Russet Burbank 
.accounted for l e s s  than 5% of the tota l  acreage.  Since 1965 a ra ther  
r.apid t r ans i t i c .~  has taken place and the Russet Burbank is now the 
-most popular variety with slightly over 30% of the total acreage.  



T h e  Onaway is still the  second m o s t  popular  var ie ty  followed by 
Sebago and Katahdin. A fu r the r  t r ans i t ion  is now taking p lace  with 
a t r end  toward va r i e t i e s  m o r e  adaptable f o r  potato chip process ing .  

Cul tura l  P r a c t i c e s  

I r r iga t ion  has  become increas ingly  important  t o  profi table potato 
production. Although Michigan's  to ta l  precipitation a v e r a g e s  ahout 
30 inches p e r  year ,  t ime l iness  of adequate mois tu re  supply i s  essent ia l .  
Although accura te  f igures  a r e  not rearlily a v a i l a \ ~ l e ,  i t  is es t imated  
that  approximate ly50-60% of the total  a c r e a x e  employs s o m e  means ,  
of supplemental  i r r iga t ion .  Overhear1 sp r ink le r  s y s t e m s  a r e  used and 
the  u s e  of cen t ra l  pivot, s i d e  roll o r  solid s e t  s y s t e m s  to minimize 
l a b o r  c o s t s  is increas ing .  

. . 

Most of the  a c r e a g e  i s  t r ea t ed  with a hcrliici(le e i the r  pre-plant  
o r  p re -emergence .  Sys temic  insc(.tic.i(les a r e  aliplictl in the  f e r t i l i ze r  
band a t  planting t i m e  on mos t  of t i l l .  a ( , r c a c e .  :\lthouqh the  majori ty 
of t h e  a c r e a g e  i s  sprayed with .'roun(l c:(licil)rnent ictilizinr! e i the r  the  
a i r  b las t  o r  the boom nozzle sprayer , ,  (lur.intr r e ren t  - e a r s  the  use  
of a e r i a l  application has  t,ecome rlctitc: (.onirnon. I3otli hel icopter  and 
fixed winged a i r c r a f t  a r e  used and t o  clatr r e su l t s  have been s a t i s -  
factory.  

Considerable r e s e a r c h  work h a s  been (lone I)? o u r  Department  
of P lant  Pathology on low volume applicat ions and most  a e r i a l  
applicat ions use  from 3 t o  10 gallons p e r  a c r e .  The  low volume 
c c  ~ c e p t  is a l s o  being applied t o  the  ground applicat ions and qallonages 
of 25 and 50 g a l l o n s a r e  frequently being used instead of the  previously 
recommended high gallonages of 80-150 gallons p e r  acre. T h i s  
reduction in the w a t e r  requi rement  h a s  done much to reduce  the  
sp ray ing  t i m e  and cos t .  

Harves t ing  

Considerable  modification in harves t ing  p rocedures  and equipment 
have  taken p lace  in recent  y e a r s  and m o s t  o f  th is  initiative h a s  c o m e  
f r o m  the  g rowers  themselves .  T h e  p r a c t i c a l  and field application 
of the  air separa t ion  pr inc ip le  originated in  t h e  Montcalm County 
a r e a  about five y e a r s  ago  and now th i s  is a s tandard  harves t ing  method 
in Michigan and even o the r  a r e a s  w h e r e  s tones  are a problem.  

Multirow harves t ing .has  a l s o  become m o r e  popular  in recent  
y e a r s  and windrowers  are quite  common. During the  l a s t  two y e a r s  
we have  s e e n  the  introduction of a new pickup-type h a r v e s t e r  which is 
designed with the  a i r  separa t ion  a t tachment  and a minimum of drops .  



This  h a r v e s t  operat ion employs the  use  of windrowers  t o  dig the  
potatoes and put fou r  rows together  on the  ground. The  pick-up 
h a r v e s t e r  then e levates  the  potatoes into the t ruck .  

One of the  m a j o r  r e a s o n s  f o r  these  innovations in ha rves t  oper-  
at ions h a s  been t o  reduce  the  incidence of  bruising.  Star t ing with 
the  1 9 6 7  crop ,  Michigan g rowers  who have grown potatoes under 
cont rac t  with the  Ore-Ida Company have received an  incentive 
payment f o r  potatoes with a low incidence of bru is ing  a s  determined 
by  t h e i r  sampl ing  procedure .  Th i s  h a s  done much t o  c r e a t e  an  
a w a r e n e s s  of the  bru is ing  problem and the industry h a s  looked f o r  
improved harves t ing  and handling techniques t o  minimize  bruising.  
As  a consequence ce r t a in  harves t  operat ions have been a l t e red  t o  
reduce  bruis ing  damage.  The  a i r  separa t ion  at tachment has  reduced 
the  in jury  f rom s tones .  Multirow harves t ing  h a s  allowed harves t  
machines  t o  b e  operat ing c l o s e r  to full capacity and thereby reduce  
rol l-back and jostling a s  the  potatoes p a s s  o v e r  the  chains.  The  
pickup-type h a r v e s t e r  h a s  reduced the  number  of d rops  a potato 
m a k e s  f r o m  field t o  t ruck .  When cool so i l  t e m p e r a t u r e s  prevai l ,  
ha rves t  is delayed until m o r e  favorable conditions occur .  The  b ru i se  
f ac to r  wil l  play a n  even m o r e  important  ro le  in the  future quality 
potato production whether  it  be f o r  fresh,  processing,  o r  seed .  

Summary  

In s u m m a r y  l e t  m e  s a y  that the  Michiqan potato industry h a s  been 
one of d r a m a t i c  t rans i t ions .  We have seen  a decline in out total  potato 
ac reage ,  but the  production r e c o r d s  show that the  inc reased  production 
p e r  unit h a s  inc reased  significantly s o  that o u r  to ta l  production h a s  
not declined at the  s a m e  ra t e .  P r o c e s s i n g  will continue t o  play a 
m o r e  impor tant  ro le  in  the  future of the  Michigan potato industry, 
just a s  it h a s  in the  o the r  leading potato s t a t e s .  


