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Olson et al (1982) used a model of the U.S. agricultural economy to 

estimate the economic consequences of using alternative agricultural systems 

to meet late 1970s levels of demand for farm output. No inorganic.  

fertilizers or pesticides were permitted in the alternative system. The 

results indicated that production would be much less than in the 1970s 

because sharply higher production costs and supply prices would greatly 

reduce amounts demanded, both domestically and for export, especially the 

latter. Net farm income, however, would rise because of the inelastic demand 

for farm output. American society as a whole would be economically worse 

off, but farmers would benefit from the shift. Foreigners likely would 

suffer short-run economic losses, but in the long run foreign agriculture 

would expand to replace the higher cost American output. Olson et al do not 

address the issue, but one can infer from their results that American 

consumers would seek to import more lower cost agricultural commodities from 

abroad. American farmers no doubt would seek trade legislation to block 

this.  

The results (?f the Olson et al (1982) modeling exercise are largely 

determined by their assumption that the wholesale shift to alternative 

farming would exa, a large yield penalty. We already have indicated (p. 14, 

above) that we think the procedures by which the penalty was estimated are 

dubious. And the amount of the penalty--50 percent for corn, wheat and 

soybeans, 70 percent for other feed grains--is much larger than that found in 

the studies by Lockeretz et al (1984), Helmers et al (1986) and others in the 

literature we have reviewed. If the penalty were less than Olson et al 

assumed--say on thle order of 10-15 percent rather than 50 percent--then the 

cost, price and production consequences would be less unfavorable for 

alternative agriculture than the Olson et al results indicated.  
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