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Sean Swezey 

 
               Photo by Bev Ransom, UC-SAREP 

 

 
Entomologist & 

 Integrated Pest Management Specialist 
 

As an entomologist and integrated pest management specialist, Sean 

Swezey has held a variety of demanding and influential posts.  He has served as 

associate director of the Center for Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems 

(CASFS) at UC Santa Cruz and director of the Davis-based University of 

California Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education Program (UC 

SAREP). He has held research and teaching appointments at UC Berkeley, 

Cornell University, and UC Santa Cruz. He has also worked as a consulting 

entomologist in Central and South America with the Organization of American 

States and with the Food and Agriculture Organization.  

Swezey has helped pioneer organic growing techniques for several 

important California crops, successfully challenging entrenched assumptions 

about the inevitability of chemical-intensive production. He wrote and edited a 
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University of California organic apple production manual—the first such 

manual for any organic commodity. He has advised a series of California 

Secretaries of Agriculture on the implementation and enforcement of the 

California Organic Foods Act of 1990. With UCSC agroecology professor Steve 

Gliessman, he helped establish one of the first organic farm advising services 

based at a university. In 2000, the Organic Farming Research Foundation’s 

(OFRF) Third Biennial National Organic Farmers’ Survey identified Swezey as 

the most frequently cited “Favorite University Researcher for organic 

production information.” 

In this interview, conducted by Sarah Rabkin on November 24, 2008, at 

UCSC’s Program In Community and Agroecology, Sean Swezey discussed his 

training in biological pest control at UC Berkeley; his international advising; 

his research with transitional and organic apple, strawberry, artichoke, and 

cotton crops; his administrative work with UC SAREP; his collaborative work 

with farmers, and his university teaching.  

After the recorded interview had concluded, Swezey shared his view of 

California’s Central Coast as a remarkable seedbed for the development and 

promotion of organic agriculture, saying, “I can’t think of a place that had as 

many thinkers, doers, and dreamers as Santa Cruz County. This was such a 

center.  And [it’s not just] Santa Cruz County; there was Monterey… This is a 

fairly unique confluence. We had markets; we had the most accomplished 

commodity people—super-talented, visionary scientists and growers.” 
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Beginnings 

Rabkin: So it’s November 24, 2008, and I’m at UC Santa Cruz with Sean Swezey. 

This is Sarah Rabkin. And Sean, I’m going to start with some really basic 

background. When and where were you born? 

Swezey: I was born in Pasadena, California, at the end of 1953. I’m fifty-five now. 

My father worked in Southern California [as] an attorney. He was fresh out of 

Stanford Law School, the way I remember it as a child. [Then] he worked as a 

civil servant for many, many years up here in the Bay Area. He was a workmen’s 

compensation appeals commissioner and referee. He went through the 

compensation appeals system.  

So my earliest childhood memories are my folks coming in in the fifties and sort 

of suburbanizing agricultural areas like the almond orchards in south Palo Alto. 

Rabkin: So you grew up on the [San Francisco] Peninsula largely? 

Swezey: Yes, I grew up on the Peninsula, and I remember seeing the wave of 

suburban[ization]. Right down the street were the almond orchards and to the 

west on Charleston Road, apricots. I remember cutting apricots. I remember 

climbing the almond trees. We had almond wars. The farmers really hated us. 
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The fences they built at the edge of these suburban developments—this was right 

on the border with Mountain View—they were no good. You couldn’t keep the 

kids out. This is now the heart of the Silicon Valley. 

But I do remember it as a formative time for me. I remember watching the 

farmers who were slowly going out of business down there, discing. The almond 

trees were all very old by then. I remember going further out as a child, out on 

Charleston Road, further into the hills, and there were still quite a few apricots 

left, and going and cutting and sulfuring with schoolmates. I guess the farmers 

weren’t selling their apricot crops after a while. 

Rabkin: Were you hiring yourself out to do the apricot cutting? 

Swezey: No. The adults did this and brought the kids. I think you went and 

paid, and you’d bring down a big basket. I’m trying to remember. I was pretty 

young. We either picked them, or they were already there. My job was to cut 

them and pit them and lay them on a tray. I remember distinctly the stinky, 

sulfured-up windows of the sulfur houses. The neighbors would give me (I was 

elementary school age) the bag of sulfured apricots from the work. But I 

remember it was in the elementary school, neighborhood people, people who 

were still into that kind of thing taking me out. My folks didn’t take me out 

there. I look upon my folks as different:  [voice of God] “They [my parents] were 

a modernizing, suburbanizing influence there, and before them fell the trees.” So 

I think to a certain extent, these experiences were formative, even though it 

would be very suspicious for a kid in the ‘burbs at the time on the Peninsula to 

relate this way to farming. 
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Rabkin: So that might have been the beginnings of your interest in sustainable 

agriculture. 

Studying Biological Control at UC Berkeley 

Swezey: I know that by the time I got to Berkeley, absolutely, I’d had these 

interesting feelings and strange ideas. I left home at seventeen and really never 

looked back, because Berkeley was a world. This was Berkeley in the early 

seventies. Oh, what a world!  

And the strange thing about it was I fell in with a group of professors who were 

in the College of Agriculture, and you could still take a degree in the college. 

Agricultural science was dying a slow Berkeley death. They were slowly getting 

rid of Cooperative Extension professors, and majors related to agriculture, and 

moving them either to Davis or Riverside. I was only vaguely aware of that 

struggle at the time. 

So the College of Agriculture was still there, and fortunately (I guess I must have 

been eighteen), I ran into the biological control/IPM [integrated pest 

management] group up there. I took classes from Robert van den Bosch, Carl 

Huffaker, Don Dahlsten (my professor eventually), Lou Falcon, and Ken 

Hagen—all very well-known mid-century scientists in bio-control. My memory 

of it was, I was very interested and inspired, but I had to be exposed to them and 

their work. The rest is history. I stayed there. 

Rabkin: What did you major in at Berkeley? 
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Swezey: I majored in natural resources as an undergraduate, and then I got my 

Ph.D. in entomology. At that time, that was the community school, the ecological 

school of biological control. I still pinch myself that I had that opportunity. 

Because it died. After I left [in 1981], the Division of Biological Control was gone. 

I’d come back, and found they completely did away with it. Most everyone’s 

gone. But for an eighteen-year-old, it had been a formative time.  

Now, one thing you have to remember, at that time: “organic”; “sustainability”— 

these were not words in anyone’s vocabulary. But biological control, alternatives 

to pesticides, and van den Bosch’s very radical take on integrated pest 

management were current. I teach many of the same principles I learned in 

Berkeley in the pest management course at Santa Cruz. The Berkeley school of 

biological control is still very, very influential. It was long before any of the 

codification of organic practices.  

Rabkin: Yes. 

Swezey: The upbringing on the edge of agriculture, and then the astounding 

luck I had to drop into Berkeley, with really very different interests initially. 

Rabkin: Initially, what interests? 

Swezey: I took a degree in social science. I took an anthropology degree. But the 

formative years in the College of Agriculture at Berkeley [were] amazing. Seeing 

that science was a social process, seeing one group of scientists having one 

position, which was very much anti-unilateral use of pesticides. All of my 

teachers were very important to me, and they still are to this day. I feel we’re 
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carrying on that work. Now we have new coded terms like “certified organic” 

and new research opportunities.  

At that time, organic agriculture was considered a fringe movement. But van den 

Bosch was open to the possibilities. I remember van den Bosch and J. I. Rodale 

were friends. I don’t know if the Rodale Press actually published his last book. It 

was called Pesticide Conspiracy.1 I think it’s out of print. I was vaguely aware that 

there was something going on, but organic agriculture was more limited, a small 

consideration at the time. It was more an issue of technology: Is this unilateral 

chemical pest control technology correct or not? The IPM paradigm resolved 

that. No, it’s not. But then, the next idea of the “certified organic” marketplace 

technology and products was yet to come. 

Rabkin: What was the focus of your Ph.D. research? 

Swezey: I worked on natural enemies of bark beetles. I worked on beneficial 

insects and key pests. My major professor had a key pest. It was attacking these 

pine trees. My interest was always in the array of natural forces that can be used 

for pest control—how do you manipulate them or manage them? So I did 

research on the predators of the Western pine beetle. It seems rather quaint, 

twenty-five years, thirty years later, but that’s what you did at the Division of 

Biological Control, study beneficial insects. The laboratory was in Albany 

[California]. It was called the Gill Tract.2 It was a big open space there. We had a 

lab; we had a quarantine. My major professor studied naturally occurring 

biological control agents, finding out what their contribution was, conserve 

them, don’t diminish their impact. I published a three-year study with him on 
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natural enemies of the Western pine beetle. It was again very formative for me—

you know, young students out having to go do this kind of stuff. I worked in a 

national forest in Northern California.  

I finished in 1980. So I spent nine years in Berkeley. My brother had been there in 

the late sixties. I had an older brother that went to school there in the sixties. So I 

was familiar with what was going on in Berkeley for over a decade. It was a 

happening place in many ways. For the material of life, very centrally located. 

I’m not sure whether that’s exactly true now, but back then, it was. 

Rabkin: And after you got your Ph.D., where did you go? 

Teaching with the Organization of American States Program in 

Nicaragua 

Swezey: I made a major life transition. I decided to teach. I wanted to stay in 

teaching. I wanted to teach pest management. I wanted to teach IPM [integrated 

pest management]; I wanted to teach biological control. I wanted to teach this 

area of community ecology and pest management. So when I was twenty-seven, 

I contacted people who wanted an IPM program in Central America. It 

happened to be Nicaragua at the time. Now, I didn’t know really that much 

about what was going on in 1978 and 1979 in Nicaragua. I found out quickly. 

Rabkin: Politically. 

Swezey: Politically. So a UC professor of mine [Lou Falcon] said, “Look, we have 

this Organization of American States program that’s starting up in Nicaragua.” 
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“Oh, where’s that?” “Well, you’d better go down and look, and check it out and 

go visit these people.” Lou Falcon had been involved in a United Nations 

Development Program there in the seventies, and they were trying to revive it. 

There was tremendous enthusiasm, because it was after the revolution. But what 

do I know about this? So I went down in 1980 to check it out. The country was in 

ruins. But at the National Autonomous University [UNAN] in León [Nicaragua], 

there was a group of IPM movement people. They were enthusiastic about this. 

They wanted to rebuild agriculture in Nicaragua with this idea. I said, “I know 

next to nothing about your crops. I don’t know anything about the country.” 

So I came home and did a real quick eight months of intensive Spanish (because 

everything has to be given in Spanish), an apprenticeship with Falcon to learn 

the export cotton system, to learn the IPM strategies, and other details. I got 

married. And then my wife [Christine Sippi] and I went down to Central 

America. 

I taught and did research in Nicaragua for seven years. It was a master’s degree 

program. You taught at night. The students had to come at night because they all 

worked during the day. It was not a traditional program, but an accelerated 

graduate degree course.  

Rabkin: Were you creating this program as well as teaching in it? 

Swezey: Well, the Organization of American States [OAS] funded them. I came 

in to try to help them do it. They had a curriculum, and then they had some local 

teachers. They had expatriate teachers as well. They had national counterparts, 
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and then they had teachers that the OAS would pay. I was an employee of the 

OAS for those years. 

In the 1970s, the United Nations Development [UNDP] had funded similar 

activities there. I don’t think they ever got UNDP funds after that. I later worked 

with UNDP IPM funds outside of Central America. I went to Argentina several 

years later. The eighties to me were full of international IPM work. There [were] 

several exciting things going on. There was the Nicaraguan revolution, and then 

they kicked the generals out in Argentina. So I got a chance to see these 

remarkable things in the eighties. When I think back on it, it was a remarkable 

time in Latin America. 

Well, at any rate, everyone’s enthusiastic about IPM when things are 

disorganized and when prices are bad. The most pesticide-polluted place I had 

ever seen in my life was Nicaragua at that time. It was just a disaster. 

Rabkin: Where were those pesticides coming from? 

Swezey: It was all imported, and Nicaragua was a cotton export platform. So a 

lot of our work was to reform it. A lot of my publications at that time were of that 

ilk, in the eighties. I hadn’t come here yet [to UC Santa Cruz]. I may have come 

here for a guest lecture occasionally when I was in the country, but— 

Going up against the most abusive, pesticide-dominated agriculture was really 

quite a shock. But as I recall, we threw ourselves into the IPM work. The UNAN 

IPM program still exists, and it now has all national teachers. My former 
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students still do a lot of work in the program at UNAN. Students that I originally 

had in the eighties are now the senior research and extension people there. 

Rabkin: What would you say you learned from those years in Nicaragua and 

Argentina? 

Swezey: Never take no for an answer. Never give up. In other words, the IPM 

paradigm and the organic farming paradigms are valid. I was never shaken by 

the tremendous abuse of pesticide technology. I became absolutely convinced 

that paradigmatically, the new modern community-ecology, applied-ecology 

paradigm of pest management is correct. But you have to train people to do the 

implementation. Paradigms are socially constructed. Yes, paradigms conflict 

with other constructs out there. But IPM and organic agriculture are undeniably 

correct, efficient, work and can successfully work in the future. There’s still a lot 

of speculation ecologically about what we can do. The peer review record I tried 

to put together was: oh—you can reform pest control in a dramatic fashion. 

However, the “O–word” was still a little submerged at the time.3 I’m hearing 

about it here and there. I think the “O-word” in the 1980s was going through a 

legitimacy struggle, whereas IPM didn’t need that. The IPM movement had 

already gone through its legitimacy struggle. Everyone was adopting it. In fact, I 

became a little concerned after a while that everyone was adopting it, but they 

weren’t really defining it correctly. I don’t think organic has that problem 

anymore. 

Rabkin: How were people not defining IPM correctly? 
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Swezey: Well, there’s been an historical struggle between the more bio-intensive 

IPM people like me and the way we teach it here, versus the land grant 

[universities’] “wise use of chemicals and biotechnology” course. We really do 

differentiate ourselves here. We’re very much more bio-intensive, biological 

control sources, and pest suppression, natural control models—the kind of thing 

that really works with the organic growers. We’re very much a product of 

California’s history and the emergence of the organic industry here, and the fact 

that we’re so commodity-specialized here that we’ve been able to make bio-

intensive IPM—the idea that you go to biological sources of mortality, and you 

really restrict chemical sources of control just to the minimum, or none, or 

compliant with the national organic rule. That has emerged here far more 

successfully than in other programs, which is one reason why I like giving the 

course here, because we have developed that over twenty, twenty-five years in 

kind of an independent fashion. We’re not a land grant [university]. Here, the 

Department of Environmental Studies has given us the freedom to do that. 

Rabkin: Is that partly because this institution isn’t as closely tied in with the 

agricultural chemical industry? 

Swezey: Yes, I would say that in a lot of land grants, conflicts of interest seep in, 

or emerge, or are wired in. Yes, I’ve been aware of that. The fact that we don’t 

come from that background has certainly been important to me. I’ve always 

believed in non-proprietary research. We’ve always agreed here that we don’t do 

proprietary research. Whereas, my experience in Davis was almost everyone is 

doing proprietary research one way or another. In entomology, that will 

influence you, because there’s more money in private funding, or getting hooked 
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into the private funding or the industry funding, than there is to stay an 

independent and go to the independent funders, the non-proprietary funders. 

But we’ve stuck with it, and I think we’ve been very successful. We’ve generated 

really literally millions of dollars of research money over the years here for these 

topics. 

Coming to UC Santa Cruz’s Agroecology Program 

Rabkin: Well, let’s talk about how you came to UC Santa Cruz and the Center for 

Agroecology and Sustainable Food Systems in the late eighties. What brought 

you here? 

Swezey: I remember meeting Steve Gliessman in about 1980 or 1981 at [UC] 

Berkeley.4 Steve must have been starting his teaching and research career here. It 

seems to me that it was right around the time that Steve had started in 

environmental studies. I was aware of the fact that Steve had very interesting, 

novel ways of looking at things. I remember at the time, also, Miguel Altieri had 

just gotten to Berkeley. I was the student member of his hiring committee. I had 

voted to hire him. There was a big struggle. “Should we hire someone like 

Miguel, or should we hire a more recognizably mainstream scientist?” I’ll never 

forget, it was about 1979, 1980, that Miguel came. And meeting Steve at around 

the same time, it was very interesting. I was very interested as a student, and 

advocated the hiring of Miguel. Miguel’s been at UC Berkeley for thirty years, I 

think. 

But I remember Steve coming and giving a seminar at Berkeley. [I was] thinking, 

who are these agroecologists? They’re more general community ecologists, yet 
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they’re coming and making a lot of statements about industrial agriculture, for a 

change. So I remember them distinctly. They were both friends of mine. I came 

back and guested to Miguel’s classes in Berkeley when I was back in town. 

Rabkin: After your stint in Central America and South America? 

Swezey: Well, no, actually during. I would come back every once in a while, 

come and visit my family. But Miguel would know I was in town.  

And then I went and taught a semester at Cornell [University]. They needed 

[someone to teach] sustainable ag. It was the first time I was recognizing these 

new terms: “sustainable ag.” So I went there, and it was a lot of fun. I met a lot of 

interesting people at Cornell, some long-term friends of mine. But it was 

temporary. It really wasn’t going to turn into a job. 

And so we moved to the city of Santa Cruz. My wife got a job here in a public 

health agency. So we moved up here, and we lived out at Pleasure Point. I’m still 

an international wanderer. I think one day I said, “I’ll look Steve [Gliessman] up, 

because Steve and I have similar interests.”  My wife said, “Why don’t you go 

find out what’s going on on the campus?” because I was talking about going on 

to another consultancy. [laughs] I think what really broke it was that after the 

UNDP consultancy in Argentina, the UNDP offered me a consultancy in cotton 

IPM in Burma. International consultancy paid really well at that time. It was 

really nice. So, “Okay, yes, I’ll go do this Burma thing.” [Laughs.] I’ll never 

forget, before I signed on the contract dotted line, the coup of the generals, the 

current military who is in power now, still—that coup occurred. So we’ve got to 

close the book on that. I’m sure I was thinking about those kinds of things: 
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Things are kind of unstable. I wonder what I should do about this. And I went to 

talk to Steve. And Steve mentioned, “Well, we need an entomologist for this 

study we’re doing.” That engendered a very long-term relationship with Jim 

Cochran.5 

Organic  Strawberry Research with Jim Cochran of  
Swanton Berry Farm 

 
Rabkin: This was the study on Jim Cochran’s strawberry fields.6 

Swezey: Yes. Again, here is the lesson. Everyone said, “Absolutely impossible. 

You can’t produce strawberries organically”—and all the reasons why this was 

[impossible]. And, of course, I think Steve would probably tell you about all of 

the pressures not to do the research—you can’t get the funding, or you can’t get 

it published.7 You’ve got to do this; you’ve got to do that—the rigors of 

proposing that you were going to do a peer-reviewed comparative study. 

Steve had some research funds. I said, “Okay, I’ll come do the pest management 

part of that study.” That was the beginning of a really very interesting research 

relationship. Steve was central in saying, “If we’re really going to do peer-

reviewed research that we can publish about the performance of organic ag, 

here’s a model. What you do is you look at these systems side-by-side. You do 

side-by-side comparing.” I’ll admit, we’ve worked that “conversion studies” 

model for twenty years. I don’t think I really propose to do conversion studies 

any more, because we’ve evolved into more specialized work. We completed 

that original one. We completed several others—cotton, apples—since then. 

Rabkin: And that original one was the Jim Cochran strawberry study. 
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Swezey: In the late eighties, early nineties. Yes, Swanton Berry Farm. 

Rabkin: And you’re comparing organic production with— 

Swezey: —conventional production, side-by-side for three years. The organic 

techniques were in a developmental stage, but sufficiently interesting, 

sufficiently very interesting for me to go on and propose a similar study for 

organic apples. In 1988, I met Jim Rider, another legendary organic grower here, 

the Riders. I worked with the Riders for ten years.8 

Organic Apple Research with Jim Rider 

Rabkin: How did you originally connect with Jim Rider? 

Swezey: Well, this is an interesting story. Steve and I had worked with Jim 

Cochran for a while, and he suggested to me that the next step was to create a 

formal organic outreach program. The difficulties were at that time, the organic 

industry was miniscule, so small, and so seat of the pants. The astonishing 

comparison with today [2009], the comparability is just—I don’t know how I can 

explain it to you except to say the organic industry has grown tremendously.  

The offices of Environmental Studies were at Kerr Hall at the time. Steve was 

directing the Agroecology Program and he had an office on the Farm as well. We 

felt that no one was taking the organic methods from the Farm and going down 

into the Pajaro Valley farming community. This is how I met the Riders. They 

were a multi-generational apple growing family, community leaders, and 

excellent horticulturalists. It just couldn’t have been a better match.  
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We proposed, funded, and published a long-term study of organic apple 

production with Jim Rider. And then we kept working on codling moth 

pheromones. This was one little bit of proprietary research I did. It was so 

important to get pheromones registered as a pesticide in California. And they 

have, to this day, been allowed by the national organic program rule, so I don’t 

think we went down a bad road. There are very few synthetics allowed in 

organic pest management. But the pheromones are compliant. We just wouldn’t 

have good organic fruit without the mating disruption system. So I thought it 

was a really good road to go down to make sure pheromones would be allowed. 

We now have apple orchards that are twenty years organic under the mating 

disruption system.  

Rabkin: What was the timing of this in relation to the Alar debacle? 

Swezey: Right after. I remember that Alar was before the [October, 1989 Loma 

Prieta] earthquake [in 1988 or 1989], and I remember in my first research plots 

with Jim was, I was trying to find out which apples had been shaken off by the 

earthquake. That’s the way I would date it. So it was right on the heels of the ’89 

earthquake. In 1989, for unsorted organic tonnage for fresh market or juice, the 

prices were really high, and Jim became interested. 

Now the good thing about the two Jims [Cochran and Rider]—these were the 

two people who were our anchor organic farmers in the community for research. 

Rabkin: Jim Cochran and Jim Rider. 
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Swezey: Jim Cochran and Jim Rider—neither one of them was skeptical, but they 

were open to setting up my plots. In other words, I didn’t find either of them 

very skeptical about the eventual ability to do organic production at the time, 

which was very progressive for the time [the late 1980s]. Jim Cochran was doing 

organic strawberries, and maybe a few other people. And then there was Jim 

Rider and a few farmers in Browns Valley [in the Santa Cruz Mountains] doing 

organic apples. There was nobody else. 

Well, when you meet farmers like that, you look at their production records over 

the last twenty years. They’re very successful entrepreneurs. We were very lucky 

to work with them. In both cases, we published peer-reviewed results. Although 

we wanted to publish in the scientific literature, I spent ten years in Rider’s 

orchards on research projects. We had yearly extension meetings—the “Moth 

Madness” meetings. We publicized our results to the farmers each year. 

Both of these commodities have to be [among the most] cosmetically perfect 

organic commodities we produce in the county, emblems of our county. Now 

both are produced on thousands of acres here. I don’t have the exact numbers, 

but, for example, organic strawberries went from maybe ten acres in 1988, to two 

thousand acres now in the state. There are over a thousand acres of organic 

strawberries close by here. And organic apples went from fifty acres, to four or 

five thousand statewide. Now, unfortunately, the apple industry is declining, so 

you can’t say that any more. But we still have thousands of acres of each 

commodity in organic production.  

Rabkin: What is the source of that decline in the apple industry in California? 
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Swezey: It’s because the value of real estate and other crops is greater. Grapes 

are taking over in Sonoma County, and strawberries are taking over here—more 

high-value crops. However, we do have the distinction that by the end of the 

[twentieth] century, we had published this. This is the first one ever done in the 

UC system. 

Rabkin: You’re holding the Organic Apple Production Manual that you produced.9 

Swezey: We were awarded USDA-SARE [Sustainable Agriculture Research and 

Education] money for this. This was really quite a breakthrough for the time.  

Rabkin: Is this still the only organic production manual? 

Swezey: There’s one other one, on olives, written by someone who helped me 

write this one—Paul Vossen, farm advisor in Sonoma County, who’s also seeing 

the changes. He works on olives and other crops.10 

So now to make a long story short: the organic movement was very formative in 

the eighties, and is now in full production with accepted methods. But these 

methods were all things we worked on first. They were seminal kinds of 

technologies that were not in practice, but are now commonplace. It’s another 

lesson: you can’t imagine what organic technologies will be successful until you 

begin the pair-wise comparison of them and their efficiency.  

In the case of strawberries here, the first breakthrough was with the beneficial 

mites. We started that with Jim, and he became very skilled with them. Since 

2000, it’s been trap crops. Our newer research [is on] inter-planting alfalfa with 

strawberries. And in the case of apples, it was mating disruption, without a 
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doubt. However, none of those technologies was acceptable at the time of the first 

local research efforts. Now they are cornerstone organic technologies. 

Rabkin: What was your experience in trying to get these studies published? 

Publishing Organic Farming Research 

Swezey: Oh, I think we had some difficulties in the beginning. I think the way 

that we thought was, anything with the “O-word” is going to have a tough time 

with peer review. That may have been in the early nineties a little bit of a 

problem. For example, I advocated to Steve that we publish in California 

Agriculture, which is the mainstream magazine for the Division of Agriculture in 

the UC system. I think that created some difficulties in the beginning (laughs), 

where the reviewers just weren’t used to having an “O-word” in a publication. I 

believe it was the first time that anything serious with the “O-word” appeared in 

that publication. There may have been some other things, but this was really a 

challenge. It was, “[Here is] an extremely chemically dependent crop. A UC 

production system bundle has been created for it. And we’re saying, here is 

another way.” I think that that was initially pretty complicated, because UC 

reviewers looked at it and said, “Well, what does this mean about our technical 

[chemical] bundle if these people are saying, ‘Well, this organic technical bundle 

could be successful, too’?”  

Slowly, during the nineties, we had more success with publishing in California 

Agriculture. I sent [an article] on organic apples; I sent one on organic cotton. I 

haven’t sent one in a while, because the peer-reviewed literature is now getting 

so much bigger, you can send them to other mainstream scientific journals now. I 
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send them to formal scientific journals now with the “O-word” on it. I think 

initially there were some complicated reviews, and we had to redo something, or 

they’d delay. But that was more emblematic of the late eighties and early 

nineties. Then we crossed a threshold with the [organic] rule, in the late nineties 

or early in this century, we crossed a threshold where the legitimacy struggle 

was won, and now the task is creating a body of scientific literature to 

substantiate the claims of organic farming.  

Developing an Organic Agriculture Extension Service 

Rabkin: Tell me how a more formalized organic agricultural extension service 

evolved from the work that you did with the two Jims. 

Swezey: Well, I think Steve [Gliessman] was still the director of the Agroecology 

Program here at the time. This was in the early nineties, maybe around 1990-91. 

It was not called CASFS at that time. It was still called the Agroecology Program. 

So Steve said, “We’re going to formalize this.” So he got donors interested in it, 

and then we began the long, ten-year relationship we had with some family 

foundations, some philanthropic foundations [Heller, Wallace, Columbia]. Then 

my job was going to be to be the organic extension specialist to work with 

farmers. So we would take this organic research down [off the campus and onto 

farms]. Steve put that whole idea together. We talked about it. We said, “Well, 

look, if we can do this peer reviewing, why don’t we just keep going, and we’ll 

expand to other crops?”  

So as I recall, when Steve was still my boss, he let me begin the work in apples. 

We had a major artichoke program, which was also very interesting. The apple 
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program was very successful. It had a very good, successful conclusion. I wish I 

could say the same thing about the artichoke program. However, the artichoke 

system had to be changed fundamentally beyond what we could offer—seed 

artichokes, especially in rotations. But there is a modest organic artichoke 

[industry] now, too. But I can’t say that that worked as well. 

So we were very busy in perennials. That was the other thing. The perennial 

crops that have very high cosmetic standards, like a strawberry—like an apple, 

like an artichoke—they just can’t have any key insect pest damage on them. If an 

organic commodity is going to compete, you’re going to have to compete for the 

same cosmetic standards. We used to think, “Well, organic will differentiate 

itself, because the consumer will learn to tolerate cosmetic damage, insect 

damage, all those—we can argue it’s superficial.” That never panned out. It 

turned out you had to have the same or better quality. You had to have the same 

supply. You had to be able to look at the organic product and look at the 

conventional product and really think organic/superior. I have noticed that none 

of that “Oh, you can cut the worms out of apples” ever panned out.  You can’t. 

You can’t sell damaged fruit. 

Now, when we originally started our research with the industry, yes, they were 

trying to sell damaged fruit. They were trying to juice it. [Laughs.] They were 

trying to cut it out. They were processing the artichoke hearts and throwing 

away everything else— But we’ve gone far beyond that now. You just can’t do 

that, because the industry’s grown so much. There’re so many new consumers 

coming in. We have learned how to finish them to a very high-quality standard.  
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Rabkin: We’re looking at the cover of the Organic Apple Production Manual. 

Swezey: Those are Jonagolds on the cover. This was a variety that the Riders 

originally made famous organically. These apples are so flavorful. They’re [only] 

packed for a couple of months out of the year. You can’t really buy them now 

[during the season when the interview was conducted.]  

The organic extension program at the Agroecology Program was formally soft-

money funded in the early nineties. We bought a vehicle. I had a truck. Steve 

helped me keep the foundation funds. We really never had any formal state 

[19900] money until quite a bit later. So there were no hard funds for organic 

extension until quite a bit later, until Margaret Fitzsimmons came as the interim 

director. Steve was gone as the director. So we had a new director. I’m not sure 

about how the state funding finally worked out there in the mid-nineties. We 

may have had some other state money with it. I was certainly busy. 

Organic Cotton Research 

I ran into these people somewhere, from Patagonia, this clothing company. They 

led me to believe that the next big organic commodity was not going to be 

anything that you ate. It was going to be fiber. And I can’t remember how all of 

these things happened, but that led to eight years [of field research] with organic 

cotton farmers, a group of farmers near Chowchilla. This was kind of on the 

border of Madera and Merced County [in the Central Valley], so we could drive 

straight out there from Watsonville.  
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Pesticide-dependent, a very problematic crop—can you produce cotton 

organically? The farmer that I met who was really doing it, and really believed in 

it, was Claude Sheppard (and Linda, his wife), the Sheppard family, just outside 

of Chowchilla. They were leading this group. So we put together a study group. 

Can you do it? Can’t you do it? And for about six or seven years, they sold 

organic cotton to—Patagonia bought most of it, or Esprit, and some of these 

apparel companies. 

So we were also going over to the Patagonia retail store in Santa Cruz. We had a 

yearly Friends of the Farm and Garden’s lecture about organic cotton over at 

Patagonia, where everyone who was interested in organic garments would come 

and listen to this talk. I think we’re blessed with environmental conditions here 

on the coast, but then again this northern San Joaquin Valley cotton area was 

really pretty remarkable. What Claude introduced was pesticide-free cotton, but 

then he got certified to produce organic cotton. And my biggest question was: 

Why in the northern San Joaquin Valley can you produce cotton without 

pesticides? And we found out. It was a fascinating story because of the mixture 

in with other surrounding crops, but alfalfa was probably the big player. It was a 

hay [alfalfa]-growing area with cotton, and I’ll explain to you later the 

progression of our scientific thinking after that. 

We worked with the Sheppards from 1994 until 2001. We published some early 

research in the mid-nineties with the Sheppards in California Agriculture, but then 

we got interested in: What’s the long-term viability of this crop? So we looked at 

yields; we looked at insect control. We looked at costs. And it turns out that in all 

of these cases, there are some premiums necessary in the beginning. You do need 
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to demand a premium for the organic cotton effort. We don’t want those 

premiums to disappear. All the farmers say, “We’ve done all of this work. We 

just don’t want to bulk up and be like the conventional industry (and see prices 

drop).” So our studies were formally: What are the yields? What is the insect 

damage? What is the cost of control? And it turns out organic cotton is 

competitive if you get a price premium, and organic cotton has fascinating 

environmental dividends. No pesticides. People buy the crop because it isn’t 

associated with pesticide residues.  

Organic cotton really took us by surprise. There was a marketplace for it. There’s 

an enormous worldwide marketplace for it right now, but you have to 

remember, this was back when it appeared that the apparel companies were 

going to buy from Texas and California and Missouri. There were national 

research meetings of the National Cotton Council. We would always go and 

meet the other people who were doing it—the Texas group and the Missouri 

farmer and us; we’d have a little seminar. This lasted for four or five years, 

where we went all around the country, having this meeting every year at the big 

cotton meeting, the big national cotton meeting, and talk about our findings. You 

had to have a price premium. You had to be paid a premium for it. It was 

between a fifty- and a one-hundred-percent premium in the beginning, but that 

was because the garments were sold as organic garments. 

Rabkin: And at that time, what kinds of alternatives to pesticides were being 

used in the organic cotton process? 
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Swezey: We weren’t using anything but sulfur. What we found out is that the 

key pests—as long as you did mite control, that you kept on top of the mites, the 

only other thing was lygus bugs, and they were in this special relationship with 

the surrounding alfalfa fields. It’s a fascinating story. We were only vaguely 

familiar with this kind of ecological situation. But Claude Sheppard’s 

grandfather and father had told him, “This is true.” Claude knew it. In fact, most 

of the growers, the conventional growers we compared him with, also were very 

low insecticide users. They all agreed: “You can really do cotton without 

insecticides around here.”  

So we formed a grower’s group called BASIC, Biological Agricultural Systems in 

Cotton. It was a large project started by Will Allen. The EPA awarded us funds. 

The California Energy Commission awarded us research money. And we 

published. Organic cotton yields were about ten percent lower than 

conventional. Conventional cotton is now all becoming genetically modified 

anyway, so we were slowly surrounded by GMOs. That was an interesting thing 

that happened in the 2000s; everybody started planting these Roundup Ready 

cotton varieties, and we were the only ones sitting out there with this organic 

idea. So basically we did this research with them all around us. 

Well, organic cotton prices collapsed. You learn, when you start to expand 

organic production, that cotton is traded in the international marketplace. We 

have gone through these cycles of lower prices, very low. So it wasn’t viable for 

the organic cotton growers any more. They couldn’t really command a premium. 

They couldn’t double the price.  
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Now there’s no organic cotton in California, so there is no place [for us] to work. 

And we’re aware that the international producers like India and China—it’s 

India and China, mostly (I think it must be India)—are putting organic cotton on 

the world market at a price we really absolutely are not competitive with. So we 

became aware of the fact that the Sheppards and that whole group was having 

economic problems. And the rest is history. You just can’t do it. You can’t do it 

for our production prices here. And in fact, world prices cotton in general are 

going down. In that Chowchilla area, cotton is being replaced by almonds and 

dairy. Dairy, pastures, alfalfa.  

We had a nice run. It was very interesting. Organic cotton is here as a commodity 

now.  But I go into Walmart, and I see the prices of the baby clothes. I can see all 

the commodities that are made with organic cotton, and that’s not California 

cotton. It is imported organic cotton. 

There’s a farmer in Texas that works in the High Plains that I think has it pretty 

good there. These are called the Texas Organic Cotton Cooperative. So there’re 

some organic cotton groups still out there. But the California production was 

dead by about 2002. So we published our research and said, “Well, if it ever 

comes back, we’ll work more on the production practices.” I’ve had a few calls 

from farmers and marketers every once in a while, “Can we do this?” Not at our 

prices. I just don’t think it’s competitive. 

So, I did run into a crop where we can produce it, but under the world price and 

cost of production conditions of that commodity it isn’t viable. Fortunately, that 

hasn’t happened for strawberries and apples—although apples, because of the 
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land values around here, it’s a dying local industry. The Riders still 

independently pack and are profitable. But the cotton problem was an eye-

opener. After ten years of working on it, we got world prices in the face. 

I would say that was the last kind of crop expansion of our extension program. 

We worked with the Sheppards. He sold to Patagonia. We got good prices at 

first, went to his gin. We got all of the gin data and everything. We were out 

there scouting. We had a lot of students who worked there. Taking students to 

the San Joaquin Valley from here was the most fascinating thing I ever did. They 

did internships out there, a senior thesis. We hired some of them, because there 

were a lot of fields to manage and monitor. 

Rabkin: Undergraduate students. 

Swezey: Yes, it was mostly undergrads. I’m trying to think if there was ever a 

grad out there. No, it was mostly undergraduates, environmental studies 

students. So 105 [degrees], out there at 11 o’clock in the morning, versus the 

conditions here. [Laughs.] We warned them. That’s where I met and hired both 

of my current SRAs [staff research associates], Diego Nieto and Janet Bryer. They 

both cut their teeth on that cotton system out there. If you can do that work with 

me out there, you can do anything.  

Director of UC Sustainable Agriculture and Research and 

Education Program 

Because of uneasy finances at UC Santa Cruz, I went up to Oakland in 1998 to 

interview for the job directing the UC Sustainable Agriculture and Research and 
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Education Program [SAREP]. Statewide programs have a long history of very 

problematic funding, very problematic support. It’s almost like the university is 

doing them because there were public advocates pressuring them, but they are 

not committed to them. 

Here on the Central Coast we are entrepreneurial enough, and we have such a 

successful entrepreneurial community, that we came to live with the fact that the 

success of these farmers would generate a lot of what we believe in here 

(including research funds). But when I went to Davis, my eyes were really 

opened as to lack of funding, budget cuts, routine reorganizations, etc. 

interfering with the development of organic research. 

I was at SAREP for six years, and raised money to have the organic farming 

identity of SAREP raised quite a bit. I believe that was fairly successful. We had 

several organic programs. We funded organic outreach by farm advisors. I raised 

funds to give to the counties for organic outreach. I don’t think those programs 

exist any more, but they did at the turn of the century. Plus, we had multi-

million-dollar grants programs. It was the last period that SAREP gave research 

grants. That has all disappeared now. Again, the organic industry was coming 

into its own in California, so I could do all that. But I got the distinct impression 

that the vice presidents for agriculture [at UC systemwide] did not like our work 

in bringing organic to the fore, bringing the sustainability issue way more 

beyond just some words.  

I think it was a very interesting time, too, because organic—the national 

legislation and the final rule writing was going on. It was a very exciting time. I 
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think there was paranoia and weird, strange things going on in the vice 

president’s office. I reported directly to a vice president. I didn’t report to anyone 

on that campus. It was a special program. I found them to be not unsupportive at 

all. Then we went through a series of budget cuts where I lost three or four 

hundred thousand dollars in the space of two years from the SAREP budget.  

Rabkin: You were director at SAREP from 1999 to 2004. 

Swezey: My contract was not renewed and I left. I think the feelings were 

mutual; they led me to believe they wanted to do something else. So I came back 

here to try to rebuild the organic extension program,  and go work with farmers’ 

ideas in the field.  

We’re up to the middle of this decade now.  

California Organic Foods Advisory Board 

Rabkin: Yes, and along the way, you made some contributions to the 

implementation and enforcement of the California certification process for 

organics. 

Swezey: Yes, Mark Lipson11 called me and said, “There’s this opening on the 

California Organic Foods Advisory Board.” California had an [organic] rule 

before the national rule, and Mark made me aware of the fact that they needed 

people to serve on the board to enforce it, so that California’s rule was 

enforceable. This was long before the national rule was enforced [ten years]. 
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So I’ve been on that committee for about fifteen years. [We are] now going 

through an implementation phase of organic regulations. I think Mark was still 

there when we were delivering testimony on the rule in the late 1990s. Well, 

there was a very laughable rule written first, I think in ‘98, the first rule was 

promulgated. It had so many bad aspects. We had to go through about three or 

four years of delay for testimony and new rule writing. We didn’t get 

enforcement until 2002.  

I remember distinctly being involved with rule enforcement on the California 

Organic Foods Advisory Board; Mark [Lipson] was the chair, in the rule-

rewriting phase. We had public meetings for testimony where we wrote down 

everyone’s testimony, and then the California Organic Foods Advisory Board 

sent that testimony up to the national level. We were trying to defend 

California’s interests. It took quite a long time. It took two or three years. 

I think then Mark came over to the Organic Farming Research Foundation here. 

They started OFRF during that time too. So then we had distinct chairs on the 

COFAB [California Organic Food Advisory Board]. Now it’s called COPAC 

[California Organic Products Advisory Committee]. Here now we have a 

California [State] organic program. The enforcement is done here in the state. 

We’re one of very few states that do that. 

I’ve stayed on that board through four different [California] secretaries of 

agriculture. The secretary of agriculture needs to know that the organic industry 

is represented by these board volunteers. We have quarterly meetings. If a 

critical issue comes up, we can write a letter to the secretary to make sure that 
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they’re aware of it. So we nominally advise the secretary, as the industry 

changes.  

On the subject of sustainability—organic agriculture was my entire introduction 

to the broader movement, besides teaching a class about the sustainability 

movement in environmental studies. I taught that for ten years. We taught it as a 

social movement class.  

If the agricultural sustainability movement, one wing of it, is represented by the 

organic industry having this type of legitimacy, I would say the COFAB 

[California Organic Food Advisory Board] and COPAC [California Organic 

Products Advisory Committee] work that I did after Mark introduced me to the 

importance of being a representative at the state level. 

Rabkin: You said in an earlier conversation with me that you think Mark Lipson 

taught you everything you know about that work with organic standards. 

Swezey: Well, certainly as social movement work, how the organic movement 

protects its political power and advocates. Yes, Mark was pretty influential, 

because he had had long-term experience with the old days of certification, 

CCOF [California  Certified Organic Farmers]. He was an organic farmer himself. 

I always found him to be pretty politically astute. He could explain to me 

structural issues, the power and politics of the movement. 

I became more interested, like he is, in the “O-word” itself. I think we both felt 

that the sustainability movement was maybe a stealth organic movement, or it 

had this stealthy generality to it. We wanted to legitimize organic farming as a 
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big piece of the sustainability symbolism demands or claims. Like any social 

movement, you have different tendencies or wings. Some people in the 

sustainability movement could care less about the viability of organic farms. But 

we felt that attitude would be historically inaccurate. The organic movement was 

really a big player. And whether or not sustainability was adopted as a stealth 

word, or an alternative word that everyone could agree to so the paradigm 

group could be really big and it wouldn’t “only be organic,” isn’t really 

debatable in my mind. I think substantially, we believe that’s true. You can trace 

that back to people saying, “Well, we’re in the organic movement, but no one 

understands this in the eighties, so we have to call it something else.” 

Mark showed me how the organic movement was going to take its place 

politically. Since then, of course, his work has been advocacy. I’ve done scientific 

work. Mark’s an expert at that, but he certainly induced me to stay on the 

COPAC and the COFAB [committees]. He introduced me to the fact that it’s 

important work to do. It’s important work, political work. 

Mark would be an example of someone who I think is very astute about how 

organic now is going to develop its political power, its advocacy power, its 

ability to go negotiate in the halls of power. I’m far more satisfied now to see a 

scientific literature emerging, and to have done peer-reviewed work that has 

obvious continuity. It’s getting much more specialized now, the scientific work 

on organic. 

Rabkin: How so? 

Alfalfa-Strawberry Polycultures 
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Swezey: Well, if you look now at what we’re doing, we’re asking very precise 

questions on how pest control works in organic, rather than maybe these more 

general conversion studies. Since I’ve come back from SAREP especially, we’ve 

been more focused on peer-reviewed science with the participation of [organic] 

strawberry growers. I have a long-term project to work with strawberry growers 

who want to plant alfalfa-strawberry polycultures. What we learned in the cotton 

system was that lygus bug [a key pest] flies all over the place. It damages cotton 

buds, and it damages strawberry fruit, really fundamentally displaying the same 

ecology. Now, it’s warmer out there, and the host plants are different. We just 

started talking about it one day, Diego and Janet and I. Why couldn’t we do 

research on lygus bug for a major strawberry grower [who was] the collaborator 

on that [project]? So we brought the alfalfa-strawberry polycultural system in. 

Rabkin: Who is this grower? 

Swezey: Larry Eddings at Pacific Gold [Farms], and his PCA [pest control 

adviser], Joe Valdez. When we first started this work, I think people thought we 

were crazy, because we tested different plants on what effect they’d have on 

lygus bug. We knew the lygus bug was a major problem everywhere in Central 

Coast strawberries. It doesn’t make a difference whether you’re organic or 

conventional. It’s a native insect. It flies in from the surrounding vegetation, and 

around July it will damage the crop. Have you ever seen a summer strawberry 

that looks seedy—all twisted and looks funny? Have you ever wondered what 

does that? It’s lygus bug. It feeds on the face of the berry when the berry’s really 

immature. Then the berry develops as a deformed fruit. It doesn’t develop into 

the size or shape that the consumer will buy. The consumer expects an organic 
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strawberry pack that is full, well-shaped fruit. You can’t put twisted, seedy fruit 

in the pack. You might have a little leeway in some markets, like CSAs 

[community supported agriculture] or something like that, for smaller fruit, but 

not in retail commerce. Strawberry growers are getting pretty big. We’ve got a 

national organic strawberry marketplace now. 

I think that Larry Eddings and Joe Valdez deserve a lot of credit for sticking with 

us on this, because just about everyone else told us, “this is a crazy idea.” So we 

worked with a farmer who would set up this polyculture for our research. Early 

on we were testing many plants to see what effect they’ll have on a lygus bug as 

a trap crop. 

Rabkin: Was this based on what you had observed in the cotton fields? 

Swezey: Yes, we had observed that you could put a far more attractive host plant 

out in the fields and trap them [lygus bugs]. This is called a trap crop. Again, 

Claude and Linda Shepard, they had explained this to us. The data showed this 

was very interesting, and we knew that lygus bugs spend time in the hay fields, 

and it’s only when you really disturb the hay field that they would come over to 

the cotton field, if they have a choice. 

Rabkin: And the farmers knew this anecdotally before you started doing 

research? 

Swezey: I think I could show you in the literature that it’s been known for fifty 

years. Claude’s parents knew. I had to go back and be reintroduced to it. I had to 

see it for myself. I had to think about it. But then we decided, okay, we’re going 
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to try this and set up these arrays in strawberry fields. We started in the late 

nineties. Here’s ten years we’ve been doing this work, and we finally came up 

with a system that really works. Most people think: mix flowers with your crops, 

that’s good. But we really want to know which one’s the best one and how you 

manage it. And without a doubt, alfalfa is best in the strawberry system. We 

have peer-reviewed work published on it. I was just at the Entomological Society 

of America meeting, the national meeting in Reno. We’re routinely putting up 

posters and giving talks about it.  

So the eventual outcome of all of the work we did with Larry Eddings is: he 

devotes about two percent of his fields to alfalfa. So you’ll see forty or fifty 

strawberry rows; then you’ll see a row of alfalfa. He’s learned how to manage it. 

He’s learned how to do everything with it. What he still does, but he does less of 

it now, is run a tractor-mounted vacuum machine over it. You have a tractor 

with a vacuum in the front of it, a series of fans. A fan runs the air upward so 

that you can run it over the alfalfa and remove the lygus bugs. 

Rabkin: So it pulls them upward. 

Swezey: Yes, kills them in the fan housing. They’re called bug vacs. The 

technology is kind of variable. So we used an old technology, these vacuums that 

came in in the eighties, but that had been largely abandoned. Well, some people 

are still using them. Well, we really now have good ones that really work well 

with this particular alfalfa-strawberry bundle.  

A farming company has adopted this technique, and several farmers are doing it. 

We’re slowly getting information out to the community. Well, does this fit? Does 
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this technical bundle of the vacuum and the alfalfa and the drip irrigation and 

manage the alfalfa and clip it; the alfalfa strawberry polyculture— I talk to 

people all the time about it, and go out and look at their farms. So I’m doing 

extension work as well as research, which is kind of problematic these days. 

Rabkin: Why is that? 

Swezey: Well, for the time that’s involved. Because there is another feature of my 

research that is just being published. I ran into a friend of mine, a colleague, who 

works for the California Department of Food and Agriculture. He works in their 

biological control program. So it’s back to my original research roots at Berkeley. 

Charlie Pickett, Dr. Pickett, he studied at Texas A&M. So we discussed what the 

difference was between Texas A&M and Berkeley at the same time we were 

students. But his program also has the quarantine in Sacramento. That’s a very 

valuable colleague to have, because what he did was, he and some colleagues 

went to Spain. The lygus bug there has a sister species—very similar, similar 

behavior in Spain—and it has a parasite that is very efficient, that doesn’t exist 

here. So he imported and quarantined that parasitoid. He got the legal permit for 

importation. We released it here. We have a biological control program success 

on lygus bug in the trap crop. So the trap crops now are anchoring the 

parasitoids. 

Rabkin: So this parasite is not just specific to the Spanish bug. It will also attack 

the California lygus bug? 

Swezey: We released two species, and one of them survived. One of them was 

adapted. The other one, we’re not really sure what happened to it. But that’s the 
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way you do these things. You screen them, make sure they’re not going to attack 

anything else. You get the permit and out we go. The successful parasatoid is 

spreading everywhere. So the management of the alfalfa trap crops now has 

another purpose, which is you’re retaining a very specific parasite there. 

We are documenting its spread all around through Watsonville and Salinas. So 

we hope that there’ll actually be a bigger dividend for everybody. Because these 

classical bio-control parasitoids work on their own. That’s the idea. It’s out there. 

We’re not going to release it again. It’s doing its thing. It’s adapted. 

So from one idea of the polyculture, which was considered extremely exotic, to a 

very normal, conventional way of thinking about it, which is you put an adapted 

natural enemy into it. And alfalfa anchors the system. I think we have just 

published data that shows sixty or seventy percent of all the lygus bugs in the 

alfalfa are parasitized. The parasites are very successful. 

Now Larry says, “Well, what’s next? You’ve got the double whammy here. 

You’ve made lygus bug a very low priority for us. We want to move on.” So 

we’re doing things evaluating the vacuum machines, how to run them more 

efficiently, how to use them less. We don’t want to use the vacuum machines, if 

we can help it, because they’re expensive. Tractors, they use diesel. They disturb 

things. You have to remember, air flow over a crop is like a pesticide, too. It’s not 

selective. We want to be very precise with the use of all of these technologies. It’s 

a bundle. You accept an organic bundle. 

So I can take you now to these areas where you’d walk onto the ranch (it’s out 

near Salinas) and you would see, really literally about two percent of the rows, 
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every fortieth or fiftieth row, you’ll see alfalfa growing off to the horizon, a very 

long hedgerow of alfalfa. And this has been a very successful implementation. 

People come from all over the world to visit us. We’ve had people from Italy, 

Spain, China, Canada, Sweden. People who want to adopt this strawberry-alfalfa 

system are very interested. There’s a group from Ontario that’s coming out this 

winter. I think the Canadians are the next people who are really going to adopt 

it, based on what we’ve done, and more. They have some people up there who 

are brilliant, who can do it as well. There are people who became interested in it 

from the literature; then they visited us. So what we do is we host several 

meetings or tours a year, just to show them this, to show scientists our work. The 

International Lygus Bug conference meeting was here a year ago. Believe it or 

not, you can fill a room with about fifty or sixty world scientists who are 

specialized in lygus bug. We happened to have them here for a week in the 

United States at Asilomar. We took them out on the tour. 

I made a very interesting contact with another scientist, James Hagler, who is a 

very well-known entomologist. He’s at the USDA in Arizona. If you have the 

trap crop marked, you can tell that the lygus bug was there. You do it with egg 

and milk powder and lab antigens, an enzyme-linked, antigen-based system. 

Now we can actually go out and find out where lygus bugs have been in the 

system by spraying milk and egg powder that we have antigens for. Then you 

bring the lygus bugs into the laboratory, and if this one fluoresces, then that one 

was in your trap crop. 

So now we’re doing flight-distance studies: how far do they fly? So you see how 

the research has changed—from legitimacy struggle on how to do organic, or 
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side-by-side [studies], to now really trying to work out mechanisms. I think the 

literature is going to be more and more of that, less and less: can you do it or not? 

Maybe even less and less: is yield exactly the same? Because as we get better and 

better, yields come up and prices fall. I’m seriously concerned about oversupply 

of organic markets. If we want [to take] the next leap forward, we need another 

ten to twenty percent of the consumers to start consuming organic product, 

rather than worry about trying to convince them you can do it. There’s plenty of 

product out there now. 

Rabkin: I want to ask you about that scale issue in a moment—but before we 

leave the trap crops, that subject brings up for me the controversy about 

hedgerows in general, especially diversified hedgerows on organic farms. 

Swezey: Your question is pretty sophisticated, because that’s come along with 

the problem with E. coli. We have not encountered anyone worried about that. 

The trap crops are in the fields. They’re not margin hedges. Well, you may start 

on the edge, but you move in. We have not confronted that issue yet. It has not 

been an issue in strawberries. It’s been an issue in leafy greens, certainly. And we 

are poised to start working a bit on lettuces and other vegetables with this same 

idea, but not with alfalfa, with alyssum, with another kind of a polyculture. So 

we’re convinced that the insectary polyculture has a future for a lot of crops 

around here. These growers have broken through with alfalfa. Now there’s a lot 

of buzz and interest. I’m talking to new farmers every day. How do you do it? 

It’s a bit of a learning curve, because, remember, this is counterintuitive. You’re 

going to put a plant that actually attracts the key pest into your field? Yes, you 
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want a residue of that pest that’s manageable right there for the parasite and for 

the vacuum machines.  

But you have to remember here, and think about the leafy greens agreement, this 

kind of scorched-earth idea now that decides: ”No mixing of anything. All the 

sides [of the farm fields] will be controlled. No diversity. No biodiversity, 

because the animals [that carry food-borne pathogens] could cross in there.” This 

is a little distinct. So we’ll see. I don’t see that there’s a food quality issue 

associated with alfalfa. 

Rabkin: Do you have a sense that this food quality concern is legitimate, when 

you’re talking about leafy greens and diversified hedgerows? 

Swezey: Ah. I think it’s very complicated. I would not like to see it extended to 

its logical conclusion, which is scorched-earth, hundred-foot buffers around 

everything. However, clearly the more management time you have to think 

about how you’re going to do things in riparian corridors and in natural areas, 

the more expensive it is to think about doing it. I don’t do my own research in 

vegetables, but I’m aware enough of this issue that, yes, this could become 

problematic for organic agriculture, that organic agriculture is going to have to 

have a cordon sanitaire around it, too, to avoid the downstream costs. 

I’d really rather just not have the livestock system, and not have the animal 

system so full of potentially infectious agents. But maybe that’s a bigger idea 

down the road: why are these unique pathogenic things associated with our 

animal system? Because there’s only one particular strain of E. coli that’s  really 

the bad one. E. coli’s everywhere, otherwise. It’s on all of our hands in here. It’s 
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on all of these chairs in here. But this particular issue—unfortunately, the organic 

industry has to adhere to the agreement. But how that’s actually accomplished, I 

don’t know whether that’s going to have implications for us. 

Rabkin: It has to adhere to which agreement? 

Swezey: This leafy greens agreement. I think what you were talking about was 

there’s this tendency to not like any diversity on field edges and things. But you 

have to remember that trap crops go on in the field. The trap crops are 

distributed into the middle of the field as well.  

It is the attitude of the organic industry that what’s going on in the edges of your 

field is just as important for pest control as what’s going on in the middle of the 

field. So when you look at one of these trap-crop strawberry ranches, you also 

notice wildland flowers, weeds, all these things. They, at their time, are playing a 

role in making it work. So I am not enamored of scorching the edges of any 

cropping system, because it doesn’t make ecological sense. But in this case, 

politically— I’ve heard about this issue. I don’t really work in those places, but 

I’ve heard about this, that organic biodiversity might be harder and harder to 

achieve. 

Collaborative Research with Farmers 

Rabkin: Before we leave this subject, I want to ask you a more general question 

about working with farmers. I read that in 2000, the Organic Farming Research 

Foundation’s third biennial National Organic Farmers’ survey listed you as the 
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most frequently cited “favorite university researcher for organic production 

information.”  

Swezey: I think my star’s dipped a little bit since then. [Laughs.]  

Rabkin: I was just curious—as a consulting researcher, what you see as keys to 

serving organic farmers effectively. 

Swezey: Well, I think that the issue historically here has been this is where we 

felt we could make our contribution. We would go directly to the farmers for 

research questions. This was Steve Gliessman’s original vision for what we called 

the farm extension program. I was, and I still am, really the only permanent staff 

member. My laboratory now has highly trained research associates, Diego Nieto 

and Janet Bryer. These are people who have scientific training. They’ve been with 

me for ten years. They can help me do this. We all believe that initial research 

questions should emanate from a discussion with the farmers, that you should 

formally have the farmer help you put the experiment on the farm, that farm 

realism—on the farm and the constraints of the farm—is much more realistic for 

results than very isolated small plots on experiment stations that are highly 

artificial. And then finally, when the results are in—back to the farmer, 

explanation, discussion, downloading (we have all of these terms for it), and peer 

review with the farmers acknowledged that they helped. Jim Rider was a co-

author with me on a paper once years ago. We haven’t demanded that since. The 

farmers are too busy to do that kind of stuff. But [we’ve had] farmer co-authors, 

but certainly their contribution, their in-kind contribution is the central point of 

our existence. 
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Our model is distinct from most of mainstream agricultural research. It’s not that 

novel any more, and certainly on-farm research has been an  historical construct. 

But we elevate the farmers, the organic farmers’ field, and the organic farmers’ 

interest, and the organic farmers’ commitment. That’s what’s made us unique. I 

can see in the broad sweep that’s made us very unique. There are very few 

people who do that. There are very few people who can make it all the way to 

peer review, because it makes a lot of the science much more difficult to analyze. 

So sometimes we have great results, but it’s not quite publishable. Or, usually the 

farmers tell us they’re five years ahead of us by the time the paper’s published. 

Now there’s a very gratifying statement that the farmers routinely make to me, 

“Sean, by the time you got that through peer review, we’re five years ahead in 

our thinking about where we’re going next.” To me, that’s the way it should be. 

Rather than the other way around, which is, “I’m not going to divulge it until it’s 

reviewed,” or, “You won’t get anything until you have to read it in a scientific 

journal.” We’ve never been that way. We’ve been quite the opposite. It’s a 

service. The farmers we work with know we will substantiate results 

immediately for them. If they have an absolute question, a statistical question, 

where the collaborating farmer who’s working on a large funded project 

(obviously we have research funds to do this) comes to us with an immediate 

question, we’ll look at very mundane things very quickly.  

Rabkin: Is the system of interaction that you’re modeling akin to what they’re 

now calling “participatory action research”? 

Swezey: It is. But I think we’re more oriented with single farmers, or groups of 

farmers, or we recruit one farmer, and then he recruits more. A lot of the 
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participatory research in the past in Latin America that I participated in, 

everyone was sitting around the room in formal meetings. We haven’t really had 

the funds to do that kind of thing. What we do is we recruit the farmers, and 

then they help us recruit others. For example, some conventional research has to 

be done on a conventional farm. It can’t be done on the same organic farm. So we 

count on that farmer to link us with a conventional farmer who’s interested in 

our ideas. An issue that arises is: Is it legitimate, when you’re doing organic 

research, to do it on a non-organic farm and then say, “Well, we did organic 

techniques out there.” Absolutely not. I think Mark Lipson and Bob Scowcroft12, 

they’ve been fundamental in saying, “The research should be done on certified 

organic farms, that are selling certified organic crops under the rules and rigors 

of our marketplace.”  

So I’d say it is participatory research because we get these kind of recruitment 

clusters: here’s another group. Some of the students in my classes have located 

other farmers. They’ve said, “I know some.” So it’s a cluster of people. 

Rabkin: Do you have favorite memories of collaborations with farmers? 

Swezey: Over the years, I would say Jim Cochran. I can remember when Jim had 

less than two acres of production. That was a very formative relationship, where 

I certainly learned that you can work directly with the farmer, discuss all of these 

issues directly with the farmer, say, “This is what we’re going to do. What do 

you think? Is this working?” Jim always hosted my students. I’ve routinely had 

my class laboratories, the IPM lab, do their field work there. He would always 

host us. He always let us work on his fields. There’s an interaction that you just 
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can’t recreate. Jim Cochran, that was a very formative time for me, to realize, yes, 

you can do this with a farmer. The farmer would be directly engaged. The farmer 

really wanted the engagement. And then you could deliver some results. 

And then, the Riders. I would say the Riders were also excellent. You could 

always count on Jim Rider to perform the work, keep the plots managed. All of 

them risked harvest when we were doing experiments. They risked losses. 

Maybe this isn’t going to work. 

The Sheppards, Claude and Linda Sheppard, absolutely opened their home to us. 

It was a very interesting story. [laughs] I think they thought people from the 

coast were pretty crazy. They turned out to be the best friends.  

And this recent work with Larry Eddings is remarkable. Pacific Gold [Farms] is 

an independent strawberry company. I would say those are the farmers that I 

really remember. I’m sure I’m leaving people out that were really important. If I 

can think of farmers who really have given so much in-kind to me personally, I 

can point to those people.  

There’s a funny quality. Most farmers have it actually. And in farm communities, 

people are pretty nice. They’re pretty willing; they’re pretty open people. We’ve 

neglected this whole issue of how much we need rural people. We really need 

them. Rural people who have the rural talents and the production talents we 

study are like an endangered species. I sometimes go to the farm community and 

go, “Look, I don’t want to put you under the microscope, but you’re pretty 

important. You’re a minority person in our economy, but your activities are so 

important. We need to promote you, show you some respect.” I think the general 
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social tendency in this society is: farmers are bumpkins. They’re not modern. 

Well, most farmers that I encountered over the past twenty years were open, 

progressive. They believed in generating research information. They believed in 

taking the risks. That kind of interaction for a scientist is good. There’s value to 

understanding what’s going on on our farms. Because the rhetoric is empty 

without some results about alternatives. Without legitimizing the alternatives, all 

the rhetoric of sustainability is just not legitimate. I think we sometimes forget 

that, that we need to have these legitimizing results. All these farmers in their 

own ways played an essential role. 

And three out of the four that I’ve mentioned were conventional before they 

were organic, and then all of them transitioned to one hundred percent organic 

during my research experience with them. No, they didn’t leave any 

conventional acres. So I thought, “Well, this is interesting. You guys were 

completely conventional. Now you’re completely organic.” They taught me 

about persistence. You’ve got to persist. Every season is different. Persistence in 

rural areas. Persistence in production, persistence in agriculture. Staying power. I 

always try to teach that to students, too. This isn’t a casual thing. You’ve got to 

go back out. You’ve got to go back out. The farmers believe in you if you show 

up and keep working. Keep working, and don’t abandon an idea too 

prematurely. Keep working on an idea. Keep working; keep working.  

So I would say those were pleasurable times, because in the broad sweep of the 

many years spent with each one of them, I could see that we changed things. I 

think most everyone’s been successful in one way or another. 



Sean Swezey   
 

   

48 

The Future of Organic Food Production 

Rabkin: Let’s pick up on that success, because of course, as you mentioned 

earlier, the organic market has exploded since the early days when you were 

involved with it. 

Swezey: It has really grown, yes. The retailing of all of these organic 

commodities. The acres planted of them, yes. They’ve become common 

commodities now. 

Rabkin: You wrote some eight or nine years ago, or you predicted that—and I’m 

quoting something from California Agriculture in 2000—“Alternative farming 

systems could comprise at least twenty percent, and perhaps as much as sixty 

percent, of all California cropland in production in 2025.” I’m wondering, eight 

years later: what’s your perspective on that prediction? 

Swezey: I would still stick with that. I think that there’ll be a pretty big organic 

component. But, you know, it is difficult to predict economics, the marketplace, 

and the future of genetically modified organisms. I think there’s another 

technical bundle that’s coming in. There’s a lot of pressure, trans-gene pressure. 

But I’m convinced that organic production’s going to grow. You’ll probably have 

to ask me in 2025 whether it’s twenty percent. What we did is we took the 

simplest linear model that we could from the trends back in the turn of the 

century. You just have to remember it’s turn-of-the-century talk about the first 

two decades. What I can’t predict is what’s going to happen with the seed 

companies and the trans-gene varietal thing. Grain and cotton will be dominated 

by genetically modified seed sources. So it depends. But for a California 
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statement, I would say the fresh market commodities, the fresh market things—I 

think there will be quite a bit more organic production.  

There’s always a problem of oversupplying. We’re victims of our own success. 

We’re highly technical. Even in organic, our technical bundles are getting much 

more sophisticated. So there’s oversupply in some markets. Again, to predict, 

this next generation of organic consumers, I think is going to be bigger. So we 

need an increase in consumption as well. I’m not an economist, so I don’t know 

how those work to feed each other. Organic production of most California 

commodities is pretty commonplace, where they’re not traded on the world 

market like cotton is. I think some of the hay for organic milk, alfalfa hay, is 

imported as well. But most of the fresh market commodities now have an 

established an organic production profile in California. 

The big commodities, money-wise, that would be indicators of where we’re 

going are grapes—all the kinds of grapes, wine grapes, fresh grapes. 

Strawberries. Milk and all its derivatives. Organic dairying is getting bigger. 

Broccoli. Lettuce. Almonds. There’s an organic almond group, organic apples, 

organic walnuts, things like that are here. Those are things that only California 

produces, when it really comes down to it. So it’s difficult for me to believe that 

we are not in the center of the world for organic commodities. The field crops 

belong to another calculation, like corn, soy beans wheat, etc., that are extraneous 

to California. You have to remember that my predictions would be for our 

California organic commodities. 
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Rabkin: From your perspective, what are the benefits and the pitfalls when 

organic farming systems increase in scale? 

Swezey: I think the issues are always going to be integrity and transparency, the 

bigger we get. This century is going to be characterized by new people entering, 

people entering from conventional backgrounds. That’s distinct from the era that 

I grew up in, which is you were not from a conventional background when you 

got involved in organic. Now I think in the food industry in general, everyone 

understands that you have to have organic, or you have to pay some attention to 

this. So growing pains are going to be ferreting out illegal, noncompliant things. 

That’s very important. Enforcement is going to be very important. I think 

enforcement will grow. The industry will grow. The economic model of 

maintaining integrity—in commodities while we could have a rush to the bottom 

of low quality product. I haven’t seen that yet.  

The organic industry in the United States is very unique, because it has a codified 

rule. That’s unique for any production system that I know of. Mark Lipson could 

probably explain this a little bit better. But it’s quite rare to have a production 

system codified even to the extent, the prescriptive extent, that it is in the 

national rules. So I think there’s been this tendency—I don’t know, somewhere in 

the movement, let’s not throw that baby out with the bathwater. Let’s maintain 

the integrity and transparency of that system at all costs. I think that will be the 

number-one issue. 

And then number two, the nascent science and teaching programs. Now land 

grant [universities] [like] Washington State have an organic farming major. Santa 
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Cruz has always been a very big area of generating lots of students interested in 

organic agriculture. The most formal thing, undergraduate-wise, has been an 

environmental studies degree with an agroecology emphasis, or the less 

traditional extension certificate [for completing the Apprenticeship in Ecological 

Horticulture] here on the Farm. Now most junior colleges that have horticulture 

programs are getting into organic. So that will be the next thing, the growing 

pains, training enough people to take places in the 21st century industry. 

This century is a much more codified era. The legitimacy struggle is less 

important. It’s a much more codified era now, of curricula, training, and then 

business acumen. I like to look at the undergraduates now and say, “The 

undergraduates now are the ones that are really going to be the farmers and 

business people of the future.” We need good peer-reviewed organic science, but 

I’m not going to be the entrepreneur of the future. It’s going to be a new twenty-

first-century competence.  

I don’t think organic food is going to be immune from the price instabilities of 

overproduction, underproduction, overproduction, underproduction that are the 

fate of modern industrial agriculture. I can’t see it. I see already the signs that we 

have overproduced. There are price problems and gluts in the organic world, 

too. But is it going to be a “Can we do it or not?” issue? Maybe twenty years ago, 

we would have been asking that question. We don’t ask that question anymore. 
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Working with the Next Generation of Students 

Rabkin: You work with a fair number of undergraduate students still, and I’m 

wondering what your impressions are of the current level of student interest and 

involvement in sustainable food systems, organic agriculture. 

Swezey: I don’t think it’s ever been higher. It’s pretty remarkable. Except for the 

facts of the history, and the ins and outs of modern regulation, most of the 

students are fairly knowledgeable about organic agriculture. They’ve been 

exposed to it. I’ll always say, “Which among you in the last week consumed a 

labeled organic product?” and most of the hands shoot up. When we started 

with freshmen twenty, twenty-five years ago—it was only a few people.  

The students are very much more interested in career advancement in 

agriculture. We weren’t originally considered much of a ladder into the organic 

industry per se. So the interest is getting a lot more serious. “Yes, I can see, I’m 

going to work on food systems issues,” students say. A lot of the letters of 

recommendation I write now are for students who are applying to do some work 

at a land grant [university] on a food systems issue or a research issue. So that 

would be distinct. I’m noticing more and more of the recommendations I’m 

writing are very topical. 

I don’t think there’s any dearth of interest. You know what I’ve noticed also 

lately? The farm-to-school programs; farm-to-institution is a big link for the 

undergraduates. They become aware of this because of their investigation of the 

food system on the campus. That leads to a certain amount of interest and 

activism. It’s quite the new generation. These students now are the age of my 
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kids. So I’ve come from being the age of the students—essentially the first 

students in the eighties that I had, literally, I wasn’t that much older than they 

were—to now they’re the age of the next generation. And the courses are still 

full. Students are still as intellectually engaged. I think we’ve gotten a lot more 

crowded, which is not a good thing. I think the institution [UCSC] has problems 

with crowding, trying to grow its way out of its crowding problems. But I’ve not 

noticed any let-up in the interest. It’s our children’s generation now. I feel pretty 

confident. It’s a pretty talented, open group. I’m not into this thing of, “This next 

generation’s no good.” In this matter, they’re going to be fine players.  

Twenty-two years ago, there were just fewer students [at UC Santa Cruz]. It was 

a lot easier to see how superior the intellect of the students who came here was. 

When I first came here, this was a pretty preferred destination for this [studying 

agroecology]. But now we have three times as many students. So the time that 

we have for all of the academic nurturing is restricted. But they’re still as good as 

they were. 

I realize this is an aside, but you do remember when we had six thousand 

students here, or five thousand. I remember teaching at night. In the eighties, I 

was distinctly aware of how superior the undergraduate population was here. 

We’ve just become much more crowded. So it’s a quicker [pace]. Sometimes the 

students even say it’s hard to acquire depth. So environmental studies just has to 

be sure—my department, where I teach, has to be sure—to keep the offerings in 

agroecology strong and consistent, and that the students can navigate their way 

through and make a program. We have the coursework on the books. We just 

need to be sure it’s supported and thought of as a coherent core. That’s going to 
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be a challenge in the future, I imagine, with budget cuts. I don’t know who’s 

going to go first, but it could be that courses get cut. 

We have been challenged to get the agroecology core classes taught to the 

students the past few years. I think it’s because we have such a large 

undergraduate population now. What do we have, sixteen thousand now?  

Rabkin: That growth in young people’s interest in sustainable agriculture, of 

course, is concomitant with a phenomenon you’ve written about, the growth of 

population and the pressure on land values in California.  

Population Growth and Resource Limitations 

Swezey: Correct. 

Rabkin: What are your thoughts about that problem? 

Swezey: Well, when I was born, I think the state had ten million people or eleven 

million people. The state’s got thirty-five million people now. So that 

undergraduate population has grown; the state has grown; and from what I have 

seen even in my own community we’re quite pressed cost-wise, resource-

abundance-wise, and marketwise to make the system work the same way that it 

worked when we had the relative luxuries of not having to worry about the 

supply of water, or the supply of energy, or fuel prices. I grew up in an era 

where yes, they were concerns, because they were costs of production, but 

nothing like what we’re encountering now and what we’re going to have to plan 

for.  
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So yes, I see organic agriculture as being a component of this day of reckoning in 

the state, when we’re going to have a catalytic crisis. We’ve already had the 

collapse of commodity prices. That happens with farmers. They have cast-iron 

stomachs for this kind of stuff. They can go through commodity drops and 

booms and busts. But I think we’re entering an era where some environmental 

limits are really going to show. I believe it will either be water or climate. I’m 

concerned about that. 

Organic is one piece of the resource conservation puzzle. I don’t think it’s at all 

the final one. And I don’t think it’s sufficient in and of itself, because there are a 

lot of issues with the organic rules that don’t touch on these longer-term 

sustainability questions. But it’s one piece, that consciousness about resource 

conservative farming, about closed loops, about no, or little embodied fossil fuel, 

in terms of pest control and fertilizing. Those are extremely important ideas. I 

think without organic production making its little percentage points of impact, 

we might be further behind in our thinking about our eventual planning for 

resource-conservation agriculture.  

Consumer protectiveness, too. I think the organic industry was the first one that 

said, “Well, we’re going to codify our precautions and protection of you vis-à-vis 

pesticide residues on your food, for example. You will read an organic label, and 

you will have a reasonable familiarity with the fact that we don’t use toxic 

substances that wind up as residues on your food.” And now we have peer-

reviewed science that says, yes, a diet of organic food reduces the pesticide load 

on children dramatically, or if you actually look at what’s on organic food, it is 

highly unlikely, with a few exceptions, that it has pesticide residues on it. It does 



Sean Swezey   
 

   

56 

have organochlorine stuff on it from the past. But do you see what I mean? 

We’ve codified some of those things, and it will be a lot easier to make those 

arguments. “Well, look. The organic industry already did that. Here, we’re going 

to make the next step.”  

Biologically Integrated Farming Systems Program [BIFS] 

Rabkin: You’ve written about the emergence of new partnerships among 

growers and consumers, researchers and other groups, and the power of those 

kinds of coalitions to sustain California agriculture. Can you give an example? 

Swezey: This was the work of my associate director, Dr. Jenny Broome, at 

SAREP for many years. She really worked on these issues of farmer-scientist 

teams. We didn’t [support] advancing resource conservation and consumer 

protectiveness with the scientific model of the single scientist working alone and 

finally coming through with the breakthrough. Our model was quite different. It 

was collective. 

So she helped form the Central Coast vineyard team, and many more BIFS teams 

that Jenny worked to get funds for—we funded these things formally at SAREP. 

They made great resource-conserving breakthroughs in commodities like 

walnuts, dairy forage, grapes, etc. 

Rabkin: Tell me about the vineyard teams. 

Swezey: The Central Coast vineyard team, for example, has won a lot of awards. 

It has its own sustainability events. It’s down here in Southern Monterey County 

and Northern San Luis Obipso County. These are groups of growers who meet 
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independently. They have an independent identity. I think they even have a 

sustainability label now. It’s distinct from organic labeling. These sustainability 

labels are being created by commodity groups that work together. A farmer-

researcher partnership is a very productive way of overcoming a lot of these 

problems. 

But this really had a public identity with the BIFS program, the Biologically 

Integrated Farming Systems program. It was actually funded by the state 

legislature. Jenny Broome ran that program at SAREP for many years. We gave 

millions of dollars of grants to form the teams and to convince people that these 

teams were important. If you really want to make ecological improvements in 

your industry, these teams are very productive. The results are quicker. We had 

our organic cotton group [BASIC] for many years. It made the research 

landscape much more interesting. You could do the research out in broad 

comparative areas. So I worked with the team in organic cotton. We had a 

strawberry team out here that directly led to a lot of the things we do now. And 

then there were the walnut team, the almond team—these famous BIFS teams.  

Well, unfortunately, BIFS has no dedicated funding any more. All of the funding 

was cut. We weren’t agile enough politically to keep things going. But I 

remember at the time, we invested a lot of time to the success of BIFS projects. 

When we funded those BIFS teams, the Biologically Integrated Farming Systems 

teams, they were fundamentally what you would call participatory research 

teams. In fact, by definition, to receive BIFS funding from the competitive grants 

program, they had to have a participation component, where the farmers met 
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with researchers. They had formal meetings; they had formal presentations. So 

we have a nice history, a turn-of-the-century history of the teamwork model. A 

graduate student in UCSC Environmental Studies wrote and published a book in 

2007 on the BIFS experience. 13  

The Future 

Rabkin: What’s most exciting to you now when you look ahead to the future of 

the kind of work that you do? 

Swezey: Well, I like the idea of younger people being hired for these formally 

described organic research positions. It was quite gratifying to find out that Matt 

Grieshop, a student of mine, now has a formal organic farming associate 

professor job at the University of Minnesota. They wanted a letter from me. They 

wanted to hear what he had done with me as an undergraduate. Now the next 

generation is assuming these described positions that we, in our time, struggled, 

tried to codify and solidify. Students of mine are starting to occupy those 

positions. I see these students at my professional meetings. They are the 

generation of my kids, but nonetheless, now I think the newer generation is 

going to formally occupy these positions, and there are formal curricula now in 

organic agriculture, five or six majors around the country. 

So in this century you will see by the degree that the student holds, yes, you’re 

now academically prepared in this subject. I think that’s pretty pleasurable, to 

see my students take this on. Now they’re the ones responsible for building 

organic research at a land grant or at another university. Or maybe they’re just in 
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their graduate career, but it’s pretty obvious they’re basically adhering to the 

organic paradigm in what they’re to studying, what their thesis research is. 

My TAs in my classes up here, I can see the change now. You don’t have to give 

them much training. They’re ready to TA your bio-intensive IPM course, or 

they’re ready to TA your sustainable agriculture organic unit. This is a gratifying 

change. Slowly, but surely, I think this material can be handed to our students 

now without too much trepidation. There’re certain institutions that still are 

quite behind the organic curve for one reason or another and I don’t understand 

why. Now, this is a 21st century academic subject. This is a syllabus subject. This 

is curriculum subject. It’s not claim/counter-claim too much anymore. We’re 

now going to teach the scientific results, the academic results. The academic 

legitimacy struggle over organic is pretty much on the downslide. 

Rabkin: Is there anything that we haven’t touched on that you’d like to address, 

Sean? 

Swezey: I’ve been back from SAREP for about four or five years now. One thing 

that I really did try to do when I was SAREP director is elevate the organic 

farming research funding and support in the UC system. And that’s one area 

where I feel that, even since I’ve been back, has really fallen. Organic farming 

systems research support for the specialists and the people who could do organic 

farming research has really, in the UC system, not been [given] anywhere near 

the support that it merits, given the fact that we’re the largest state for organic 

production. We have half a million acres in organic production now. We have 
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several thousand organic farmers. The University system is still not funding it 

properly. 

One platform that I believed would legitimize it would be SAREP. I’m happy 

and proud of what we did. We did raise quite a bit of money and distributed the 

money. But follow-through on this issue in the UC system has been particularly 

lacking. I’m very happy with what our farmers have accomplished in the organic 

industry, Santa Cruz and Monterey County. I do remind the students that this is 

a very unique agricultural area. But that should be replicated. It’s time to have 

the organic farming majors, the organic farming production methods and 

curricula start to have currency. I do see them in the community colleges, and 

some of the state colleges as well. For some reason, the UC system is probably 

going to be the last to do it. 

We’re from a particularly blessed area. Maybe this is in hindsight after twenty-

five years of work here at UC Santa Cruz in establishing this curricula: now we 

need to see progress in these other institutions. 

One of the particular disappointments that I did have at SAREP was the budget 

cuts and the inability of the vice president’s office to really fund this program 

properly. I believe we could have made a lot more progress. 

Rabkin: On the university curricula? 

Swezey: No, on grants programs, on support for our cooperative extension 

personnel to help organic farmers. These were all visions that I funded. I funded 

them modestly while I was there. But there still was a phobia amongst 
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administrators, and even among some of the employees of the program, that the 

“organic word” was still something that you should not invest time in. I felt that 

was very shortsighted. And I think the progress in the industry and the growth 

of the industry is bearing this out. So I would say that that was the one 

disappointment that I had, that I couldn’t do more with that structure, with that 

budget structure, with that administrative structure.  

So we’ll do it from here. [Laughs.]  

Rabkin: Well, thank you very much, Sean. 
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