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A slumping export market could be offset by strong domestic 
sales, according to a grass seed market outlook report at the 76th 
annual convention of the Oregon Seed League.

In his report, Mike Baker of Pennington Seed said the slump in 
export sales is occurring for a variety of reasons, including a strong 
U.S. dollar, some geopolitical instability and competition from 
other production areas.

“While our production and our acreage has dropped, European 
production has been pretty steady,” Baker said, “and they are 
formidable folks right now because of the exchange rate and 
available supply.”

Baker said to expect export sales to stay slow for a year or possibly 
two.

On a positive note, Baker said summer-fall weather across the 
major use areas for cool-season grass seed was more conducive to 
seed use in 2016 than in either 2014 or 2015.

“In California and the West, we had better water,” he said, “and in 
the East, we had more drought, and that was a combination we 
really needed. We saw that, particularly, in sales opportunities for 
tall fescue.”

He added, “I think tall fescue usage is likely to remain stable, and 
perhaps even increase in the near term. And I think that is coming 
at the expense of perennial ryegrass, in particular, as we sell more 
tall fescue in a broader part of the country.”

Baker noted that perennial ryegrass usage has dropped 
considerably in recent years. “We have been cutting back on 
production significantly, but it has not kept pace with the decline 
in demand,” he said.

He added, “I think we should also be aware that Minnesota and 
Canada will continue to be very competitive as producers of 
perennial ryegrass in this current economic climate.”

Oregon production of fine fescue, as well as the market for that 
species, has remained stable, Baker said, although Canadian 
production has dropped by greater than fifty percent.

As for Kentucky bluegrass, its production is starting to increase 
after many years of decreasing, Baker said. “I think the (low) grains 
price is contributing to that, making Kentucky bluegrass look 

more attractive, and I think usage will rebound as prices moderate 
just a little after three-year highs,” he said.

As for forages, Baker said orchardgrass is strong, and that he 
expects that to continue.

And, he said, crimson clover supply and demand seem in 
balance. “It is a crop that is fairly limited in usage, and it is easy to 
oversupply it and undersupply it,” he said. “We haven’t figured out 
how to stabilize that market very well.”

As for white clover, Baker said supply has finally caught up with 
demand, and prices are moderating after two- to three-year highs.

“And finally, annual ryegrass supply, I believe, will continue to be 
at very low levels,” Baker said, “until after the 2017 harvest.”
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At the Oregon Seed League’s annual convention in December, 
Katie Fast, executive director of Oregonians for Food and Shelter, 
said to expect “a big focus around groundwater uses” in the 2017 
Legislative Session.

Fast said the session largely will be focused on budget issues, 
given the defeat of Measure 97, a $1.7 billion budget shortfall and 
Governor Kate Brown’s proposed budget, which relies on more 
than $900 million in tax increases to balance.

But, she said, lawmakers also are expected to dig into groundwater 
issues.

Eight days after Fast’s presentation, Rep. Ken Helm, D-Beaverton, 
chair of the House Energy and Environment Committee, filed 
three legislative concepts, or proposed bills, that would charge 
agricultural groundwater users a $100 annual fee for permits, and 
require certain users to measure their use each year.

Revenue generated from the fees, which would be capped at 
$1,000 for an individual operation, would be used to study the 
state’s groundwater supplies, according to the concept.

In addition, Governor Brown has proposed to double the state’s 
capacity for groundwater studies in her budget, Fast said.

The pressure on lawmakers to focus on groundwater stems in part 
from articles on groundwater in The Oregonian last year, Fast said.

“The Oregonian did a four-part series on declining groundwater 
resources,” she said. “So I think we will see a lot of discussion on 

increasing the capacity of Water Resources to do groundwater 
studies, and to get a better sense of what is going on in the 
groundwater world.

“And I think we also will see discussions about restrictions on how 
groundwater is permitted at Water Resources,” Fast said.

Fast said she also expects to encounter several bills around 
pesticide use this session, including a bill requiring applicators to 
notify people ahead of when they are spraying, and one requiring 
farmers and foresters to report all pesticide use.

“We are also hearing a lot of discussion around buffers, both in 
aerial and in ground applications,” she said.

“There also will be a neonic (neonicotinoid) restriction bill – either 
a ban or requiring taking away that general use and making it a 
restricted use product.

“That puts us in a place right now where we really have no room 
for error,” she said. “My request to all of you is to follow the label 
… because we are at a point right now that one mistake can drive 
public opinion and the legislative body.

“Also,” she said, “make sure your employees are trained on the 
products.”

The 2017 session of the Oregon Legislature will officially begin on 
February 1, following an organizational session, which convenes 
January 9.

Groundwater, Pesticide Bills Loom in Legislature
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Repercussions from the West Coast port crisis of 2014 and 2015 
still linger, and will continue to do so until West Coast ports can 
show trans-Pacific shippers they are reliable.

That is the opinion expressed by Shelly Boshart Davis of BOSSCO 
Trading at the 76th annual meeting of the Oregon Seed Growers 
League in Salem on December 12.

Davis said that supply-chain managers today view West Coast 
ports as unreliable, and many are rerouting ships to avoid the 
ports.

“What we are going to have to prove to everybody in the world is 
that we are reliable, that we are productive and that we are open 
for business,” Davis said.

Davis added that Oregon’s reputation as a quality supplier of seed 
and straw is meaningless if it can’t get product to market.

“We can produce the best, but we have to be able to get it to 
market,” she said. “We have to be able to compete with the rest of 
the world, and get it to market in a timeline that is expected.”

Davis’ comments were part of a morning session focused on 
port issues. Bill Wyatt, executive director of the Port of Portland, 
followed her presentation by noting that port officials are working 
daily to attract a new carrier to the Port of Portland.

All three container shipping lines that called on the port in recent 
years have abandoned it over the past two years, but Wyatt said he 
is confident the port can attract a new carrier.

“We have pretty good business in Portland,” he said. “We have 
reasonable cargo available at a reasonable price.

“I feel good, actually, about the quality of business that is available 
here, but we have to work our way through these labor challenges,” 
Wyatt said. “This labor thing has got to be resolved.”

The recent round of labor issues at the Port of Portland started in 
2012, according to Davis, as longshoremen and electrical workers 
began disputing which union’s workers would be responsible for 
plugging and unplugging refrigerator containers, or reefers, at 
Terminal Six.

Shortly after the dispute began, the number of containers 
moving in and out of the port dropped dramatically, Davis said, 

as longshoremen waged what many believe was an operations 
slowdown.

Labor issues came to a head in November 2014 when a labor 
contract dispute between the International Longshore and 
Warehouse Union and Pacific Maritime Association resulted in a 
five-month West Coast port slowdown, the effects of which linger 
still today.

The contract, agreed upon in March of 2015, is set to expire in 
2020, and shipping lines and other stakeholders have expressed 
concerns over the possibilities that service disruptions could 
recur beginning in 2019.

That possibility, has resulted in some supply-chain managers 
shifting cargo from West Coast ports to East Coast and Gulf Coast 
ports, Davis said, and raised concerns among some that Portland 
may not recapture that business.

“Once people make those big changes, odds are, they won’t come 
back,” Davis said, adding, “If that happens, we will have to ship 
out of somewhere else. That will add costs, and we can’t compete 
with added costs.

“That is why everybody in this room should be concerned,” Davis 
told meeting participants, “because we deal so much with exports. 
Our agricultural economy, in general, deals so much with exports.”

Effects of Port Labor Dispute Linger
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Participants at the Oregon Seed League’s 76th Annual Convention 
were provided insight on the importance of talking to legislators 
in a panel discussion on December 13.

The panel, moderated by grass seed farmer Marie Bowers, 
included Sen. Betsy Johnson, D-Scappoose; Rep. Greg Barreto, 
R-Cove; Jenny Dressler, director of state public policy for the 
Oregon Farm Bureau Federation; and seed farmer Kathy Hadley.

Bowers opened the discussion by asking Johnson how important 
it is to hear from farmers.

“It is absolutely critical,” Johnson said. “I think one of the mistakes 
that a lot of organizations make is they think they can make their 
case in the Legislature using their professional paid lobby staff.

“And that is not to say that you in agribusiness don’t have good 
representatives. You have some very seasoned folks,” Johnson 
said. “You’ve got (Oregonians for Food and Shelter Executive 
Director) Katie Fast, you’ve got former Senator (Oregon Seed 
Council Executive Director) Roger Beyer, Jenny Dressler and 
Mary Anne Nash (Oregon Farm Bureau Public Policy Counsel).

“But human connections are the most important thing,” she said. 
“Nothing beats an Oregonian at the witness table telling their 
story, telling us this is why this bill matters to me. This is why it 
matters to my land. This is how it matters to my animals that I am 
trying to take good care of.

“That is the most compelling testimony that can occur in the 
Legislature,” Johnson said.

Barreto added that in addition to learning how a bill affects an 
individual, farmer testimony can provide insight.

“We don’t see things from all the angles,” he said. “You have a 
better insight in how things affect you than what we see from our 
desks.”

Johnson said it also is important for farmers to build personal 
relationships with legislators.

“Become your go-to-guy for your legislator,” Johnson said. 
“Make yourself known to your legislator. If you become the 
knowledgeable friendly face on your issues to your legislator, you 
will be doing your legislator an enormous service, and you will be 
doing your industry an enormous service.”

Legislators are a lot like the general population, Hadley said, 
in that many are far removed from production agriculture. She 
added, “Information on our industry is going to spread one way 
or another, and if we aren’t participating in educating people, 
they are going to make their decisions and form their opinions 
without the facts, and that is something that we can’t afford.”

In closing the session, Johnson shared a quote she once heard, “If 
you’re not at the table,” she said, “you’re on the menu.”

The 2017 session of the Oregon Legislature will officially begin on 
February 1, following an organizational session, which convenes 
January 9.

The Importance of Talking to Legislators

From left, Sen. Betsy Johnson, Jenny Dressler of the Oregon Farm 
Bureau, Rep. Greg Barreto and seed farmer Kathy Hadley at the Oregon 
Seed League’s annual convention in Salem December 13 discuss the 
importance of talking to legislators.
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In what has become a trend, Oregon lawmakers could have several 
initiative petitions hanging over their heads as they negotiate 
legislation in 2017, including petitions calling for aerial pesticide 
application bans in Lincoln and Lane counties.

In a presentation at the Oregon Seed League’s annual convention 
in December, Katie Fast, executive director of Oregonians for 
Food and Shelter, provided participants a look at the legislative 
landscape in 2017, including insight into the influence initiative 
petitions could have on legislation.

The Lincoln County petition, which would apply to farm, forestry 
and municipal applications, has qualified for the May 2017 ballot.

“It could have quite a bit of implication on discussions during the 
Legislature,” she said.

The Lane County aerial application petition, meanwhile, is among 
three initiatives approved for signatures there, Fast said. A second 
would ban the production of genetically engineered crops and a 
third is what is known as a community-rights initiative.

“We’re seeing the community-rights initiatives pop up in quite 
a few places,” Fast said. “It really is trying to push the county 
commission not to recognize statewide preemption, because all 
of these initiatives, if passed, are preempted by state law.”

Currently, local governments are prohibited from regulating use of 
seed or pesticides under what is known as statewide preemption. 
Only state and federal governments can regulate those uses. Fast 
added that a case in Hawaii confirmed states’ rights to preempt 
local governments from restricting use of pesticides and seed.

The tactic of using initiative petitions to influence legislation – a 
tactic that Oregon Seed Council Executive Director Roger Beyer 
has termed “political blackmail” – has become a popular means of 
distorting the political playing field.

“People are continually threatening with draconian initiatives, 
unless the Legislature takes action on something not quite so 
draconian,” Beyer said.

Several examples of this have occurred in recent years, including 
last year’s threat of a statewide ballot measure to increase Oregon’s 
minimum wage to $15 an hour if lawmakers didn’t increase it in 
the February session, and the threat of a draconian increase in 
corporate taxes if lawmakers didn’t do so in the session.

As most readers know, lawmakers did increase the state’s minimum 
wage in the 2016 Legislature, but did not increase corporate taxes 
enough to fend off the filing of Measure 97, the corporate tax 
increase measure that failed in the November General Election.

Initiative Petitions Mirror Legislation

CALENDAR
January 10  OSU Extension Seed Crop and Cereal Production Meeting, 8:30 a.m., Roth’s Hospitality Center, 1130 Wallace Road, West Salem

January 10  OSU Extension Seed Crop and Cereal Production Meeting, 1:30 p.m., Linn County Fair and Expo Center, 3700 Knox Butte Road, Albany

January 11  OSU Extension Seed Crop and Cereal Production Meeting, 8:30 a.m., Forest Grove Elks Lodge, 2810 Pacific Avenue, Forest Grove

January 18  Oregon Ryegrass Growers Association 56th Annual Meeting, 7:45 a.m. registration, 8:30 a.m. welcome and introduction;  
 Linn County Fair and Expo Center, Albany

January 19  Tall Fescue Commission Meeting, 6 p.m., Cascade Grill Restaurant, 110 Opal St. N.E., Albany

January 24  Oregon Seed Council Meeting, 6:30 p.m., Cascade Grill Restaurant, 110 Opal St. N.E., Albany

February 8  Clover Growers Annual Meeting, 9 a.m., Wilsonville Holiday Inn, 25425 S.W. 95th Avenue, Wilsonville

February 13 Fine Fescue Commission Meeting, 7 a.m., Elmer’s Restaurant, Market St. Salem

February 21  Ryegrass Commission Meeting, 6 p.m., Cascade Grill Restaurant, 110 Opal Street NE, Albany
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