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Organic farmers get respect seek investment

Legislators are finally
sitting up and taking
notice of a growing field.

By Michael Doyle
Bee Washington Bureau

WASHINGTON — Lawmakers are
ziving organic farmers more respect
these days.

Manuel Vieira hopes that translates
nto more tangible help, as well.

Vieira grows yams and sweet pota-
oes organically near the Merced Coun-
y town of Livingston.

He speaks English with the-accent of
1is native Azores Islands. He wants
songress to seriously step up its organ-
¢ investments.

“I would like to see more [attention]
rom the Congress, from the govern-

ment, paid to the people like myself

' who are trying to have better food, and

a better life,” Vieira said Wednesday

And then he made history. .

Vieira joined other farmers in what
was billed as the first-ever House hear-
ing solely devoted to the subject of or-
ganic agriculture.

For the first time, a congressional
subcommittee has the words “organic
agriculture” in its name, and lawmak-
ers are recognizing that the $14.5 bil-
lion-a-year industry is not simply a
fringe player. ‘

“This broad acceptance and percep-
tion of quality is a far cry from where
organic food was 20 years ago,” said
Rep. Dennis Cardoza, D-Merced.

“It once was the domain of ugly broc-
coli, dried-up apples and wormy toma-
toes.”

Cardoza chairs the House subcom-
mittee on horticulture and organic ag-
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and
perception of
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— Rep. Dennis Cardoza, D-Verced

riculture. That gives him a potentially
big say in writing this year’s farm bill.
. Still, a multibillion-dollar, 121-page
specialty crop bill Cardoza introduced
along with 86 co-sponsors in March

only mcluded only one, mmor refer-
ence to organic farming.

On Wednesday, Cardoza called for suf-
ficient staffing to ensure the “contin-
ued integrity” of federal organic stan-
dards.

He cited concerns about impure for-
eign imports and said organic food pro-
grams should “better integrated” with-
in the Agriculture Department.

With organic foods claiming about

2.5% of total U.S. food sales, industry
leaders are calling for even more specif-
ic boosts. Some proposals won’t be
cheap, and some pose potential politi-
cal challenges for the nation’s 10,000
certified organic farmers.
* “The lack of research and education
in organic agriculture is inhibiting
growth,” contended Mark Lipson, poli-
¢y program director of the Santa Cruz-
based Organic Farming Research Foun-
dation.

The federal government spends less
than $20 million a year on organic farm-
ing research. Organic farmmg advo-
cates want this increased in the new
farm bill to $120 million annually. With-
in this big number, individual farmers
have their own priorities.

“There is a tremendous need for or-
ganic research with sweet potato variet-
ies,” Vieira testified, citing some ongo-
ing work at the University of California
at Davis. (

Cardoza’s specialty crop bill calls for
additional research spending but does
not specify that some of the increase
must go to organic farming.

Even some House Agriculture Com-
mittee members, moreover, question
how much more the deficit-spending
federal government can afford.

P The reporter can be reached at
mdoyle@mcclatchydc. com or i
(202) 383-0006. :
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