
Assessment RepoRt 2012 page 221
Agriculture center of excellence

www.agcenterofexcellence.com

Agriculture center of excellence Assessment report, April 2012 • 500 tAusick WAy, WAllA WAllA, WA 99362 • (509) 527-4635

Future Plans and Vision
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Future Plans and Vision:
In today’s fast paced and ever changing world, what is the definition of Agriculture?  Some define Agriculture as 
the cultivation of animals, plants, fungi, and other life forms to produce food, fiber, and various vital products used 
to sustain life.  As society’s needs and technologies advance, Agriculture encompasses an expanding landscape, 
and thus it becomes a challenge to define.

Though Agriculture was once largely focused on using natural resources to produce food and fiber, we now live in 
a world where agricultural systems must make clear economic sense and simultaneously fulfill critical needs. The 
maturing of Agriculture into a business model became necessary as smaller percentages of people throughout 
the world in the 20th century were involved in production.  As a result, though there are fewer acres available for 
production, we can meet the needs of growing populations through the use of advanced agronomy practices and 
harnessing what would have been called “waste” for conversion into useful biomass energy.  Today, an agriculture 
producer is more akin to an Agricultural Scientist than the bucolic image we may have of farmers.  In the 21st 
century, a producer must be dedicated to generating higher value-added products, from smaller plots of land, 
while extracting a profit within a narrower time frame.  Oddly enough, I can imagine similar challenges faced the 
Agriculture sector at the turn of the 20th century -- thus creating the vision that became the Smith/Hughes Act 
of 1917 where congress envisioned the need for advancements in agriculture and agriculture education as an 
interwoven part to national security and economic success. This bill became a foundation for modern agriculture 
education and a platform that created the innovative American agriculture model that has the ability to feed a 
nation and the world today.

What has caused this change in Agriculture? History indicates that the ability for a community to feed itself is the 
key to survivability. However, as with all things, the demands for Agriculture have evolved and grown. There is 
now a new age for Agriculture – one where a nation’s strength and economic power revolves around its ability to 
feed itself and effectively utilize non-food feedstock to produce energy. In today’s world, collaboration across the 
Agriculture and Energy sectors is critical.

When fuel shortages brought commerce to a near standstill in the 1970’s, economic weakness in the US economy 
was exposed. Suddenly countries that had been overlooked as economic power houses could determine world 
events by wielding the supply of one product -- oil. Less than ten years ago, gasoline and diesel prices were 
driven to what was then record highs. However, an offsetting effect occurred for the first time in history…large 
quantities of corn and soybeans were converted into ethanol and biodiesel respectively. As a result, the world 
discovered that the US had the ability to insert other sources of fuel production into its own market and that 
added supply could, in part, offset influence of large petroleum producers to meet rising demand and stabilize 
prices.  However, from this experience, Agriculture learned that the sudden switch of massive amounts of food 
production to transportation fuel feedstock harmed parts of its own industry.  A successful future demands we 
redefine Agriculture. 

These lessons, as well as the need to feed a growing world, are now leading the Agriculture industry into new 
arenas. Agriculture is now being integrated into the energy market and profitable/sustainable land use is being 
redefined. These examples include:

•	 Large fields now incorporate utility-scale wind turbines.

•	 Low yield/marginal lands are being converted to use for energy crops such as switch grass, short rotation 
woody biomass, and oilseed crops.

•	 Production cycles, equipment guidance, and crop spacing are being changed to generate higher yields per 
acre.

•	 Crop residues such as corn stover and wheat straw are now moving into markets as biomass for conversion into 
transportation fuels or electricity.

•	 Solar energy is being incorporated into every stage of agriculture production to reduce input costs and 
preserve a profitable bottom line.
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•	 Anaerobic digesters are creating energy independent agriculture operations and creating a new market for 
agricultural waste.

•	 Irrigation demands are now being addressed in a more crop specific, prescribed manner -- allowing for more 
growth and less water waste through the use of integrated technology.

•	 Genetic development in crops and livestock continue to produce the most productive disease free products in 
the world.

•	 The development of digital tagging that can trace any agriculture product from origination to end use is being 
integrated into the production cycle.

•	 The need for biochemical security that arose from renewed terrorist threats has created additional needs for 
training in the industry.

•	 Specific, prescribed, and documented use of pesticides and insecticides have created a need for additional 
understanding and implementation of GPS and GIS technologies in the application process.

•	 The incorporation of electronic yield, soil, planting, growth, and equipment data into a prescribed growth 
plan for agriculture products has become a requirement for successful and profitable agriculture industry 
operations.

•	 Integrated, low-input, low-cost methods for building soil nutrients and controlling erosion have achieved 
higher reverence. 

The integration of new skill sets and technologies to established best practices has led to recent advances and 
successes in Agriculture. As a result, these new standards of practice have created challenges for all levels of 
Agriculture Education.  Agriculture Education and Extension are beginning to be re-envisioned and re-tooled.  

To keep pace with current and future demands, every agricultural curriculum must be reevaluated and adjusted.  
To this point, in order for post-secondary education to be effective, Agriculture Education at the secondary (high 
school) level must evolve. Student knowledge must be measurable so that Agriculture Education programs that 
differ based on location, economics, and instructor training/experience can be compared. The articulation and 
determination of transferable credits, and the related definition of what constitutes a preparatory class, must 
be based on a student’s ability to achieve a passing score on an independently administered test.  This test 
should include hands-on skill components and be crafted with input from industry – and secondary, as well as, 
post-secondary educators. The development of a universal baseline from which to determine knowledge levels 
enables students to reach the post-secondary level prepared to understand and master the latest agricultural 
approaches and technologies in use and in demand.

The Agriculture Center of Excellence has a growing and enhanced purpose due to the recent advancements 
in Agriculture.  In fact, industry demands we prepare well educated and “work ready” employee candidates 
through our secondary and post-secondary Agriculture Education programs.  In a 2012 speech, Alex McGregor 
best summed up many of the demands of the Agriculture Industry by telling a group of several hundred high 
school students that his generation managed to double per acre agriculture production over the last fifty years. 
However, he went on to state that due to the increasing use of agricultural products and “wastes” to generate 
heat, electricity, and fuel, coupled by the world’s rising population and consumption rates, this generation needs 
to double agricultural production in the next ten years. 

The Agriculture Center of Excellence is firmly positioned as the Pacific Northwest’s regional vehicle to drive 
the development and facilitation of industry, academic, and government relationships.  Our reach ranges 
from conventional to organic agriculture, rural economic development, urban renewal, bio-energy and bio-
fuels, geospatial information and communication technologies, integrated sciences, precision equipment and 
machinery, regulations, agro-forestry, natural resource management, soil conservation, adaptive and holistic 
grazing, forestry, watershed ecology, integrated pest management, water and air quality, climate change, national 
security, sustainability, safety, labor relations, health, waste management, nutrition, sanitation, renewable energy, 
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and regeneration. Relationships across these activities and themes must be developed with an eye toward the 
emerging areas that drive demand for value added agricultural products, a skilled and formally trained workforce, 
and well-informed community allies. The Agriculture Center of Excellence sees these industry demands as an 
outline for the development of future relationships and education opportunities along with the added demands 
of agriculture trade in a world market for products produced in Washington State.

During the first quarter of 2012, a well known Seattle-based business journal headlined that Agriculture in the 
State of Washington had survived the economic downturn while other business sectors had fallen by the wayside. 
This can be attributed in large part to the ability of modern agriculture to swiftly respond and adapt to economic 
forces that affect demand and steer expansion of new and existing markets. The Agriculture Center of Excellence 
must continue to lead by serving as a hub to link the assets of business with the vibrancy of our communities 
while sharing and promoting the wisdoms located in our educational resources. In summary, our purpose at 
the Agriculture Center of Excellence is to turn today’s fields of dreams into tomorrow’s reality -- by cultivating 
the vision, innovation, and leadership required to bring productive and effective cooperative agreements and 
planning to fruition with tangible results.

Tony Dunnagan
Director, Agriculture Center of Excellence

 
 


