A corporate approach is
malking the Columbia Basin
an apple factory 0[blat Wan-Werk

By RICK STEIGMEYER
World spricutture wriier

Columbia Basin is distinctly differeal from that in
ather parts of Washington state,

The vast Columbia Basin Project — comprising
parts of Granl. Adams and Franklin counties — with its
relatively cheap, jrrigaled land offers oppartunities for a
aew kind of farming It's one thal may have an impact on
how apples are grown elsewhere.

Capital, computers and advanced communication have
spurred a dramatic increase in apple planting on a big
scale. Dozens of orchards 2%0 acres in size and larger
bave been planted jn the last two years by some of the
state's largest fruit packing companies. Even some Or-

L.00D acrex in size have been planted in s single
swooplng renovation of desert soil

For the most part, the archards can grow apples — par-
Ucularly Red Delicious — both betler and cheaper than
archards in other parts of the state, certainly betler than
io other parts of the country.

The new orchards are in stark contrast Lo the genera-
tions-old 40-acre family-owned orchards that are still
prevalent in North Central Washingtoo. The sweel aroma
of fresh apples squished beneath the (at wheels of a trac-
tor still blend with the foul stmell of diesel fuel at harvest

The fruit may taste the same, bul orcharding in the
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away hom hit time, but much else has changed in Washinglon's newest
computer, take on commercial orcharding.
These new orchards are ralrely '!:.m by an owner-
World phawe/ operalor in pinstriped overalls who may serve on the
Aick Staigmeye’ local school board. Instead. they are controlled by 4

board of directors. firms of attorneys and accountants
and corporate-employed managers and fieldmen
‘ ‘ It's a different kind of agnculture called agn-business.
Some people compare it to large scale manufacturing.

Decisians are made with the help of computers, satel-
lite dishes and Internet communications that connect
shippers with global markets. Fieldmen like Brooke
Peterson literally live in their trucks during harvest tbne
A cell phone is their constant companion

Pelerson works for Blue Bird Inc., but was formerly a
Washington State Umiversity cooperalive extension agent
for Yakima County. Before thatl he was a banker. He grew
up on a (amily orchard in Manson.

“There's a lol of pecple who know the Wenatchee ares,
some who know the Yakima ares and a (ew thal koow Lhe
Columbia Basin. But by God, [ think I'm one of the few
that know them afl.” said Pelerson as he gassed up his
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Average tsn’t good enough.

— Brooke Petecson. Blue Bird fieldman responsible lor

vast tracks of the co-op's Columbia Basin orehards.




