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Potatoes  were probably brought t o  Washington by the  earl iest  settlers. 
Among the  earl iest  se t t lers  were representatives o i  the  Hudson's Bay Company. 
They established commercial fa rms  in western W ~ p i n g t o n  at For t  Vancouver and 
on t he  Cowlitz prairie during t he  1820s and 1830s. - 

The earliest  USDA record of potato production in Washington was in 1882. 
In tha t  year, Washington was reported t o  have grown 8,000 acres  with a yield of 88 
cwt. and a tota l  value of $934,000. In t h a t  same year, to ta l  U.S. acreage was 2.21 
million acres. (The 1985 crop for all seasons was 1.36 million acres.) 

The major producing s t a t e s  in 1882 were New York (380,000 ac.), Penn- 
sylvania (1964PO ac.), Ohio (150,000 ac.), Illinois (161,000 ac.), and Michigan 
(156,000 ac.). - None of these s ta tes  is now among the  top five producing states.  

Closer t o  home, Idaho had 2,000 ac r e s  in 1882, while Oregon had 11,000 
acres. In fact ,  in t e rms  of acreage harvested, Washington was not surpassed by 
Idaho until 1921. 

During the  early years of se t t lement  in Washington, potato production was 
located close t o  the centers  of population. Lack of decent  transportation facil i t ies 
made i t  difficult for producers in outlying a reas  t o  deliver potatoes t o  c i t ies  at a 
competit ive price. Further, lack of water  in some a reas  made i t  difficult t o  grow 
potatoes. 

At the  turn of the  century, Spokane, King, and Clark counties were major 
producing areas. Of the  counties currently producing large acres  of potatoes, only 
Adams County had over 100 acres. 

As roads improved and railroads s ta r ted  completing their routes, the re  was a 
decided shift  of production away from metropolitan centers  and into areas  tha t  had 
yield advantages. Because of early irrigation developments, Yakima and Kit t i tas  
counties rapidly expanded potato production shortly a f t e r  t he  turn of the  century. 
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By t h e  mid-1930s, Yakima County dominated t h e  Washington po ta to  industry. 
Clark, King, and Spokane counties were  in a downward trend in production from 
which they have never recovered. 

The Yakima figures a r e  somewhat  misleading because pa r t  of t h e  Yakima 
Valley is in Benton County. Production in Yakima Valley s tayed above 10,000 
a c r e s  until 1960. However, t h e  d a t a  s e e m s  t o  say that ,  over t ime,  production 
slowly moved from t h e  north t o  south. It is likely disease was a key fac to r  in t h ~ s  
shift.  

The next major shi f t  began in t h e  l a t e  1940s and early 1950s. Yield repor ts  
for  some of t h e  ear ly  basin project  po ta to  production were  nearly as good as t h e  
state average today. Grant County po ta to  growers in 1948 were  recording yields 
of 475 cwt.  Meanwhile, yields in Yakima County were  running about 330 cwt.  

In addition t o  low yields, diseases were  a problem in Yakima County. 
Hoobler mentions yt necrosis as a major problem for  both in termedia te  and l a t e  
season production. - 

Russet  Burbank was t h e  leading var ie ty  at t h a t  time. White Rose was 
another  popular variety, particularly for  ear ly  season shipments. Other var ie t ies  
grown included early Pontiacs and Bliss Triumphs. 

Prior t o  t h e  shi f t  into t h e  Columbia Basin, Washington did not  have a 
comparat ive  advantage in yields. Our yields were  comparable t o  most  o ther  
growing areas,  including Idaho, but  were  below those  of Maine and California. 

When Hoobler was writing his bulletin, t h e  Columbia Basin was just beginning 
t o  open up. He recognized the  potential  for  t h e  po ta to  industry, bu t  even his 
wildest d reams  were  inadequate t o  apprec ia te  how t h e  industry would prosper. He  
"guesstimated" t h a t  35-40,000 ac res  would be al located t o  po ta to  production. 
Today, t h e  th ree  major counties in t h e  Columbia Basin (Grant, Adanis, and 
Franklin), combine t o  produce about 80,000 a c r e s  yearly. 

The low point in to ta l  ac reage  in Washington occurred in 1952 (26,000 ac.). 
It  i s  likely t h a t  i t  would have been even lower without the  pota to  price support 
programs during and a f t e r  WWII. Yes, pota toes  had price supports  at one  time. 
During WWII, the re  was concern about having a n  adequate  supply of potatoes. 
Therefore,. t h e  Secre tary  of Agriculture formally asked fa rmers  t o  grow more  
potatoes. According t o  t h e  law at t h a t  t ime,  when t h e  Secre tary  specifically 
requested production of any commodity, h e  was required t o  supgprt t h e  price. The 
pr ice  support program lasted from 1942 through t h e  1950 crop. - 

Since 1952, the re  have been two other  shi f ts  in po ta to  production in 
Washington. First ,  by tracking county a c r e a g e  data ,  w e  can follow t h e  expansion 
of irrigation in t h e  C o l u m b ~ a  Basin. 



The loss of the  price support program caused production t o  decline in all 
counties in the  early 1950s. Then acreage s tar ted t o  increase. First, Grant 
County farmers  began planting more potatoes. Then production expanded t o  Adams 
and Franklin counties. Acreage in those t h r ee  counties continued t o  increase until 
t h e  1976 crop. Recent acreage da t a  show the  influence of the  market  with both 
increasing and decreasing acreages from year t o  year. 

Benton County production has not been directly influenced by the  Columbia 
Basin project  and consequently ref lects  somewhat different production trends. 
Benton County continued the  long-term decline in potato acreage until the  
mid-1960s. Total acreage in t ha t  county went from 820 acres  in 1966 t o  24,000 
acres  in 1978. Since t ha t  time, acreages have fluctuated in much the  same way a s  
t he  other counties in response t o  market  conditions. 

Meanwhile, the  old produc~ng a reas  have become in s ign~f~can t .  King County 
production is no longer reported separately. Spokane and Clark counties a r e  down 
t o  about 300 acres  per year. Y a k ~ m a  County production has stabilized a t  about 
1,400-1,500 acres. 

The other major shift t ha t  seems apparent from the  da t a  is the  introduction 
of processing. Processed products were apparently available in t he  l a te  194Os, but 
consumers were not generally acquainted with them. A 1947 consumer survey 
indicated t ha t  only about half of the  U.S. population had ever heard of either 
frozen fries or potato flour. Further, only about 10-12 percent of the  population 
had tr ied them. 

The slow, but steady growth in consumption of frozen fries has had a major 
impact on Washington. Major acreage increases occurred when processing plants 
were  built. The first  such shift  occurred in 1955 and 1956. Grant County was the  
location of this increase in acreage. For the  next ten years, s t a t e  acreage ran 
about 8-10,000 acres  above the level in the  early 1950s. Grant  County acreage 
grew during tha t  time, albeit somewhat erratically. 

The second major increase in acreage occurred in 1965 and 1966. Grant, 
Franklin, and Adams counties all b e n e f ~ t e d  in this shift. Then in 1973 and 1974 
Benton County acreage really jumped. In 1972, acreage in Benton was 7,100 acres. 
By 1974, i t  had increased t o  18,500 acres. 

Since 1976, s t a t e  acreage has probably been more heavily influenced by the  
fresh market. Acreage contracted for processing does not normally expand or 
con t rac t  very rapidly from year t o  year. In fact ,  with consumption per capi ta  
continuing t o  increase, slight increases in contracted acreage might be expected 
from year t o  year. Fresh market prices, then, become a major 
factor  in change in to ta l  acreage from year t o  year. 

WHERE FROM HERE 

Washington's potato industry could be viewed a s  entering a mature  phase. 
Further, major shifts  like those of the  past a r e  unlikely. Since t he  industry and 
t he  supporting infrastructure is solidly in place, only radical changes in costs  o r  
consumption could cause a decline in t he  industry. 



Change will occur, but they will be  slow in coming. The sources of change 
will come from both t h e  market  side and on the  input side. These sources of 
change will operate  in opposite directions. How well they offse t  each other is a 
debatable issue. 

Turning t o  the  input side first.  Energy cos t  increases a r e  beginning t o  hit 
hard. The e f fec t s  of e lect r ica l  r a t e  increases can be  seen in the  low pressure 

, systems being installed today. 

Rising electrical  r a tes  have a differential  e f f e c t  on growers depending on 
their  water  source and soil type. A study was r e c ~ t l y  completed at Washington 
S t a t e  University tha t  shows t h a t  differential  ef fect .  - 

Using research d a t a  on pota to  variet ies provided by Drs. M. W. Martin and 
D. E. Miller, an analysis was made of t h e  e f fec t s  of increasing e lect r ica l  rates. 
The  work included four d i f ferent  experiments by Martin and Miller. Data  were 
evaluated from experiments on the  Roza (1979, 1980) and a t  Paterson,  Washington 
(1979, 1981). The variet ies included in t h e  1979 work were  Nooksack, R. Burbank, 
Lemhi, and Butte. The 1980 exper iment  included Nooksack, R. Burbank, Kennebec, 
and Lemhi. The 1981 experiment included the  same variet ies as 1979 along with 
//148. 

All replications were  analyzed from t h e  processing point of view. The value 
of each replication was calculated on the  basis of a base price with incentives for 
U.S. #Is ,  specific gravity, and t e n  ounce and larger tubers. Da ta  were not 
available on bruise-free. From the  es t imated per-acre values was deducted charges 
fo r  irrigation, fertilization, and harvest  costs. 

Three different irrigation schemes were  included in t h e  analysis. One system 
represented a center  pivot system using ground water.  The second system was a 
cen te r  pivot using surface  water  (i.e., Columbia Basin project  water). The third 
system was rill irrigation using surface  water.  There a r e  no e lect r ica l  costs 
associated with the  third system. 

All costs and returns were  based on 1981 values. The base e lect r ica l  r a t e  
was .0 l7c  per KWH. 

Differences in Costs 

Cost  differences among the  systems a r e  significant. However, because of 
t h e  uncertainties surrounding available labor supplies, i t  is not likely t h a t  we will 
see a major shift  back t o  rill irrigation. For t h a t  reason, the  focus he re  is on the  
difference between having access t o  project water and using ground water.  

The difference in to ta l  cos ts  per a c r e  due t o  two sources of wa te r  was about 
$150. We recognize tha t  depth  of the  well and s ize  of cen te r  p ~ v o t  system will 
a f f e c t  the  total  cost. For t h e  sake of discussion, w e  will assume this a reasonable 
es t imate  for 1981. (Constant dollars were  used so  valid comparisons can be  made 
among years.) 



In addition t o  the  initial difference in costs, a s  e lect r ical  ra tes  increase, 
ground water  users will be increasingly disadvantaged relative t o  growers with 
access  t o  project  water. Our work indicated that ,  a s  e lect r ical  ra tes  increase, 
irrigation costs using ground water  increased 10 percent more rapidly. 

The shift  t o  low pressure systems is a n  indication of what electrical  ra tes  
a r e  dolng t o  irrigation costs. As t ime  goes on, ra tes  a r e  likely t o  continue 
increasing. The end result 1s going t o  be  a s h ~ f t  away from ground water  usage. 
In other words, in the  longer term,  we will likely see  a higher percentage of 
Washington potato acreage w ~ t h i n  the  boundaries of the  Co lumb~a  Basin project. 

A second, and probably longer t e rm  shif t  will b e  caused by so11 type. Crops 
grown on sandy soil reqpire more water  than crops grown on heavier soils. 

The evidence here  comes from. the  1979 experiments at Paterson and t he  
Roza. At the  originaL electrical .  r a t e  charges. (.017c/KWH) production from the  
sandy s i te  generated higher returns. A. doubling of the  e lect r ical  ra tes  resulted in 
be t te r  returns coming from the  silt loam soil. Of t he  four varieties evaluated, 
only But te  did not generate  be t te r  returns on. the  si l t  loam soil a f t e r  the  r a t e  
increase. 

As production shifts  to- heavier soils, variety becomes more important. Our 
statistical. tests. indicate significant differences among returns. Data  from the  
1979 Roza. plots indicated significant differences at al l  levels of application rates. 
In the  1980. Roza. experiment, t he  differences were significant except  at the  lowest 
application rates. 

The results from the  Paterson plots did not ref lect  s t a t ~ s t ~ c a l l y  significant 
differences among varieties in e i ther  year. 

Over the longer term,  then, we  a r e  likely t o  see  several  changes in potato 
production. Production will. become more heavily concentrated in those areas  of 
t he  Columbia Basin project where soils a r e  heavier. Further,  a wider range of 
varieties will be needed t o  maintain our competit ive advantage. Variety selection 
will need t o  focus on both early and. l a t e  season production. 

Soil type needs t o  be considered a s  well. The best income generator on 
sandy soils may be a poor producer on heavier soils; or, require substantially 
different production practices. 

SOURCES OF GROWTH 

Since the Washington potato industry is already well established, i t  is 
unlikely t o  decline in importance, ei ther locally o r  nationally. At  t he  same time, 
t he r e  does not appear t o  be any major changes in t he  near future. The key t o  
Washington's current position in potato production has been processing. It took 
nearly 30 years for processing usage t o  stabilize. There does not appear t o  be 
anything. on the horizon t h a t  has the  potential impact of processed products. 



Sources of growth for the  industry a r e  likely t o  come from th ree  different 
directions. The export  m a r k e t i s  one such source. The Pacific Rim countries a r e  
developing a taste for processed potato products. Markets currently exist  in 
major metropolitan c i t ies  throughout the  area.  However, sustained long-term 
growth will be  tied closely t o  growth in income. The economic health of these  
countries indicates t h a t  exports will continue expanding. The increased voiume 
each year, however, will probably be  measured in t e rms  of 10s of acres. If t h e  
dollar continues t o  weaken, additional growth can  be  expected. 

Another source of growth will be  the  domestic market.  Population growth, 
as slow as i t  is, will increase to ta l  consumption of potatoes. Feeding t h a t  growth 
will be  difficult because of competition from other  producing areas. 

The thing t h a t  will help Washington share  in the  domestic growth is the  third 
source--quality. The ability t o  produce and marke t  quality potatoes will help 
Washington maintain and even improve i ts  position in the  market.  

The fresh market  currently says t h a t  we a r e  selling potatoes as good as 
t anyone. The price differential  between Washington and Idaho, fo r  example, is now 

nearly nonexistent. This is probably partly weather related.  But the  opportunity 
t o  compete  head-on with Idaho gives marketers  t h e  opportunity t o  show the  quality 
of Washington potatoes. 

Another factor  in Washington's favor is the  ability t o  provide t h e  desired 
size of potato. As t i m e  goes on, increasing emphasis will be  placed on count 
cartons. Besides the  institutional trade, changes in the  household in t e r m s  of both 
size and t ime  will generate  greater  interest  in uniformity. Volume sales (i.e., bags) 
will become less important  because of the  low v o l ~ ~ m e  consumed fresh at home. If 
w e  assumed t h a t  al l  fresh consumption occurred in t h e  home, the  average 
household would need one 10 lb. bag per month. 

The more likely response by food buyers will be t o  se lect  the  number of 
potatoes needed for the  meal or meals. Tha t  selection will be  based on external  
appearance and uniformity of size. Microwave cooking requires uniformity of s ize  
and t h a t  will influence purchase patterns. 

The bottom line is producing and marketing quality potatoes. Factors  t h a t  
a r e  obviously important include meeting t h e  8 1  grade standard,  have t h e  
appropriate size, and have a high specific gravity. 

Washington already grows potatoes with those q u a l ~ t ~ e s .  The fu tu re  growth 
of the  industry will depend on two factors. One is  continued production of high 
quality potatoes. The second is  continued emphasis on marketing--both 
domestically and in the  export  arena. Some people argue t h a t  quality sells itself 
and some of the  t ime  i t  probably does. But, not  everybody recognizes quality. 
Some customers need t o  be  educated and promotion does that .  



SUMMARY 

Like every dynamic industry, the  Washington potato  industry has covered a 
lot  of ground since i ts  beginnings a t  For t  Vancouver. Transportation and irrigation 
brought t he  industry t o  central  Washington -and i ts  current  importance. Changes 
will continue t o  occur. The geographic shifts  will not be a s  dramatic, but they will 
continue. 

Because of expanding markets and t h e  ability t o  produce quality potatoes, 
Washington will remain a key player in the  potato  game. 

Footnotes: 
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CONTINUED ........................................................................ 
Acreage Yield per seasonal Production Value of 

year Harvested acre (cwt.) Average (1,000 cwt.) Production 
(1,000) Price ($1,000) ...................................................................... 

1920 53.0 99 1.78 5247 9357 



CONTINUED 

Acreage Yield Der Seasonal Production Value of 
year ~arvesfed acre (cbt. ) Average (1,000 cwt. ) Production 

(1.000) Price ($1,000) 

1980 87.0 505 4.40 43935 193314 
1981 108.0 490 3.95 52920 209034 
1982 110.0 480 3.75 52800 198000 
1983 104.0 520 4.25 54080 229840 
1984 115.0 495 4.65 56925 264701 ........................................................................ 

Source: Crop Reporting Board AMS, USDA, Potatoes, Stat. Bul. #251, Wash- 
ington, D.C. June, 1959 and Washington Agricultural Statistics, 
various issues. 



POTATO ACREAGE FOR SELECTED WASHINGTON COUNTIES ........................................................................ 
ADAMS BENTON FRANKLIN GRANT KITTITAS ........................................................................ 

year acres acres acres acres acres 
1899 401 --* 6 -- 618 
1909 840 505 179 428 1331 



CONTINUED ........................................................................ 
SPOKANE WALLA WALLA YAKIMA CLARK KING ........................................................................ 

year acres acres acres acres acres 
1x99 3479 607 -- 2071 1874 

1983 200 5800 1400 200 -- 
1984 300 5600 1400 300 -- ........................................................................ 

* Not reported or included with other counties. 
Source: U.S. Census of Agriculture, various issues. Washington Agricul- 
tural Statistics, various issues. 




