LOOKING AHEAD WITH AGRICULTURE

Address
by
Chester C. Davis
President, Federal Rcserve Bank of St. Louis

Before the
"Belenced Farm Dinner®
St. Joseéph, Missouril
Tuesdey Evening, October 30, 1945



LOOKING AHEAD WITH AGRICULTURE

Tonight the St. Joseph business community pays
tribute to the surrounding agriculturec to which it owses
its existence, and on which its future prosperity depends.
I em gled to have a smell part in the occcasion. This coming
together, this touching of shoulders, is a symbol of our
complete, mutual interdependence--the grect central fact of

our present growth and future development.

Some economists argue stoutly that high level
employment and prosperity in city occupations must have
their roots in high farm income and rurel purchasing power.
They meke a good casc. QOthers contend just as firmly that
you cennot have heclthy sagriculture unless non-farm consumers’
are made prosperous by full employment at high weges. I
can't quarrel with that view either. The argument between
these points of visw is like the quarrel of the two knights
who epproached the Crusader's statue, one from the front,
the other from the recar. One claimed that the shield weas
gold, while the other contended it was silver, They drow
their swords to settle the matter, snd no telling how it
would have ended if they hadn't switched sided in the heat

of battle, so that cach one sew that the other was right.

It is & good deel like arguing whether your right
leg or your left leg is responsible for getting you there

when you walk.
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Ve need both legs to go anywhere, and we need them healthy.
Business menegement and labor must gear their efforts toward
c¢xpending production and meximum employment to match the
full production of Americen farms. Conversely, industry and
labor are largely dependent on & healthy sgriculture for the
purchasing power required to maintain sxpanding production

end full employment.

let us take a moment to survey the field. We heve
reached the time to translate postwar plans into action.
It is o time of ecute unrest ond adjustment, of jockeying
for edventage between great economic groups while our
industrial plant withdrews from war and goes back to the
production of peacetime goods. The coming deys are packe
with the most explosive elements with which this country's
economy has over been confronted. To look shead with
agriculture in the light of farm experience between the two
world wars is a sobering exercise even for the most cptimistic.

the most confident.

Farm production hes expanded during the war. For
the last three ycars we have been producing annuelly about
a third more food than in the immediete prewsr years. The
smellest farm lebor force in recent history turned out this
greatly expanded farm production, and they hod less then
the normel supply of new machines snd replacement parts to

work with.
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The nation's agriculture has demonstreted its
capacity to produce more than we have ever, in peacetime,
consumed at home and sold abroad. To be sure, the farmers
did it by working long hours and by drswing on stored-up
soil fertility and other reserves; they hed the help of old
peopls who would normally hove retired, and of women end

children in the fields.

We may expect the intensity of effort to abate
somewhat now that the war has ended. But on the whole the
tendency will be to meintein ths new hich levels of productior.
This has genevrally been true in the past, and forces cre at
work today that will ensble one pair of hands on the farm
to operate more land, and produce more goods than ever before.
We are cbout to see the greatest advence in the mechanization
of agriculture in history, snd the rnte of technclogicsl

improvement will continue.

During the war many farmers suffered from e shortage
of farm labor, but as more new cnd improved machinery becomes
available relatively fewer workers will be needed in agriculti
a steady expansion in non-ggricultural occupations and industy
will be necessary to provide job opportunitiecs for those worke.
who leave the farms. Bear in mind, too, that the population
of our cities does not rencw itsclf; it is refreshed and

meintained by the higher birth rate out in the country.
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Such an expanding cccnomy would provide better houses and
better living for sall. If reasonsble balance cen be atteined,
those who remain on the farm--and I hope they will be the
best of each generetion--will ccnstently incresse their
efficiency, the output per farm worker will rise, and they
should be sdble to enjoy incomes per farm werker conparsble

to average incomes in the nonfarm pursuits.

As a member of the financial community, I am
interested in the prespeet that improvemsnt in the sfficiency
of farm workers will require the use of much new capital
in sgriculture. I am nct thinking of capital that goes to
purchese land in inflated prices, but rather capital thet
will eneble farmers to balence their systems of ferming,
to conserve the scil and maintein its preductivity, and to
have adapted new power machinery and cquipment to work with.
This meuns capital for scil-seving improvements such as
terrscas and waterwsys, for fences to cdjust the layout of
the farm to the topography of the land, for new or modernized
buildings to bring convenience and comfort into farm living
and livestock production, capitel for farm ponds and water
systems, for electrificotion, ond for many other things thet
make for better living and more efficient production, Capitel
for these purposes is productive; it will continue to pay
high returns. On the other hand, capital that is spent to
bid up prices on farm real estete and other capital gouds
above the level that can be sustained by normal income is

not productive,
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A good example cf & way inecreased capital can be
used to step up the efficiency of farm production has been
developed right here in this community. As 2 part of the
St. Joseph long term farm program, the Buchanan County
extension egent, the St. Joseph Chamber of Commerce and
its agricultural division, and the St. Joseph banks all
working together have developed & realistic and intercsting
plen that is attrecting wide attention. This is a plen for
advancing credit to dependeble and competent farmers for a
complete scil conservation progrem--to stop ercsion, to
re-fence fields so they can be farmed on the contour, snd
to rebuild the productivity of the soil through extensive
application of lime and fertilizer, It is an excellent
illustration of how the increased use of capital on ferms
cen contribute to greater production, lower costs, snd higher

incores on the farm.

The program for saving the soil, for belanccd
forming, of which this plen is a pasrt, can mean much to the
St. Joseph trede area. As it moves forward, living standsrds
of farmers will be sdvanced, end the higher incumes on local
ferms will be reflected in greater business activity and
petter living in the city of St. Joseph--ond the farms you
are safeguarding will be here to produce wealth for ycour
children, your children's children, esnd the generations

that follows them.
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I want to congratulete Weob Emorey, Henry Baker,
Russell Wales, Béb Maxwell and the many others who have
worked so hard toc meke an cld dream a practical reality.
The credit feature of your plen is new and in some respects
revelutionary. Some folks may consider it radical end even
question its merits, but its principles are sound, it is
constructive, and I think it will help set the pattern for
much farm mortgage credit in the yeers ahead. One thing is
certain--a community like this, with rolling, sloping land,
will not always bc prosperous and secure unless we take better

care of the soil in the fubture then we have done in the past.

I must not leave the impression that the farm
improvements shead of us cen only be peid for by the use of
credit. American farmers heve come ocut of the war in the
strongest financial position of their history. Total farm
assets rose from $54 billion on Jsnuary 1, 1640 tc $91 billion
on January 1, 1945, end its net worth increased from $44 bills
to $82 billion. During that period farmers' debts decreased
frcm $10 billion to $9 billion. Thus s $1 billicn decrease
in debt has been asccompunied by en increase of $37 billion
in total assets and $38 billion in net worth. Much of the
dollar gain in sgriculture has bsen due to higher inventory
prices for real estate and personel property, but on the other
hand & considerable smount has been due to en actusl increese

in asset volume.



Pulling upon these enormous finsnciel reserves
is the pent up demand for many goods that have bsen scarce
during the war. The situstion presents 2 tremendous force
for inflation. The most effective brake on price inflation
would be an abundent end inervasing supply of goods and
services people want to buy. But we cannot suddenly increase
the number of good {arms. For that reeson, from the viewpoint
of inflation dangers, farm real estste is probebly the number
onc problem in agriculture. Teo date the over-all increase
in land prices has not been slarming. In most creas the
nunber of transfers has not been unusually high, and in
general the use of credit in connection with farm sales has
been reasonable. But meny factors sre at work which tend
to push up the price of land. Lower interest rstes, longer-to.
farm mortgages, the desire to hedge sagainst infletion, price
support prograns, veterans who wish to become farmers, and
the enormous volume of money sre all forces in a market in
which the supply of desirable farms is limited. These
inflationary forces ere not peculiar to reel estate. They
can exert a disastrous influcnce on the price of such items

as farm machinery ond houschold sppliances if cveryone tries

to buy at once, vefore the manufecturers hit their stride.

Farmers can use their financisl power for investment
in better living on the farm, for increasinz net returns and
cutting production cests through better fearming prectices and

the use of ncw labor-saving ferm moachinery.



On the other hand, the liquid assets in szriculture can be
used to bid up the price of land, srd of srticles which are
still in shert supply. If egriculturnl resources ars used

in the latter direction, the result will be hardship on

farms for at least a generution to come. The decision rests
with the fermers, themselves, and the choice thsy mcke during
the next several months will influence their stendard of

living and their security for a good many yeurs.,

There are other problems incident to the over-2ll
picture of what's shead in sgriculture. Time prevents their
full discussion here, but price policies, preduction pstterns,
the export cutlook, and many other aspects will challenze
attention. The note I particularly went to scund in closing
my telk on the air is the interdependence of town and sountry.
It is futile for city people ond farmers to sttempt to
achieve domestic peace and prosperity by pulling in cpposite
directions. The welfare of both groups is inextricably
bound together. For bettsr living in the years shead esch
will need far-sighted leadsrship, snd o lat of understending

snd tolerance where the welfare of the other is concerned.
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