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Introduction

In recent years the United States has lost most of its export mar-
ket for canned asparagus, the domestic industry's production costs have
increased sharply, imports of asparagus into the United States have in-
creased,.and foreign asparagus production--especially in Taiwan and
Mexico--has expanded. While U.S. asparagus imports have only recently
risen, domestic asparagus growers and processors have expressed fears
that such imports will increase substantially in the future.

On July 25, 1972, the Committee on Ways and Means of the House of
Representatives adopted a resolution directing the Tariff Commission to
investigate the conditions of compétition between domestic and foreign

asparagus. The resolution of the committee reads as follows:

RESOLVED, That the United States Tariff Commission is hereby
directed, pursuant to section 332(g) of the Tariff Act of 1930,
as amended, to:

(1) make an investigation of the conditions of competition
in the United States between asparagus being produced in the
United States and asparagus produced in foreign countries and
imported under items 137.85, 133.00, and 141.81; and

(2) report the results of such investigation to the Committee
on Ways and Means at the earliest practicable date.

The report of the Commission shall include factual informa-
tion on domestic production, foreign production, imports, con-
sumption, channels and methods of distribution, prices, includ-
ing pricing practices, United States exports and other factors
of competition.




Following receipt of the committee's request, the Tariff Commission
instituted the investigation on August L, 1972, Public notice of the in-
stitution of tﬁe investigation was issued on August 7, 1972, and notice of
the public hearing in San Francisco, Calif., was issued on August 2k, 1972. 1/
The hearing, at which all interested parties were afforded an opportunity '
to be present, to produce evidence, and to be heard, was held on
October 31 and November 1, 1972.

The Commission obtained information during this.invéstigatioﬁ at the
public hearing; 2/ from written briefs submitted by interested parties;
through'field visits and interviews by members of the Commission's staff
with growers, processors, importers, and customs officials; from other
Federal agencies; from State agencies; and from responses to question-
naires sent to domestic producers of processed asparagus.

Certain information given in this report has not previously been
available, including the following:

Employment data for 1963 and 1972 for the U.S. asparagus
industry as a whole, as well as for the growing, canning,
and freezing segments of the industry;

Changes that have occurred since 1960 in the rates of pay
received by workers in the growing, canning, and freezing
segments of the industry;

Data on the age of asparagus plantings exiéting in 1972
in each of the five major producing areas in the United

States; and

Annual data for recent years on U.S5. imports of fresh and
frozen asparagus.

1/ Notices of the investigation and the public hearing were posted at
the Commission's offices in Washington, D.C., and New York City, and were
published in the Federal Register (37 F.R. 16139 and 37 F.R. 17520, re~
spectively).

2/ A summary of the allegations made and of the remedies proposed at
the hearing and in written briefs is contained in appendix C.




The report also presents for the first time a comprehensive definitive
examination of the impact of imports on the domestic asparagus industry,
as well as information relating to competition between the several pro-

ducing areas within the United States.

Summary

Asparagus is the edible spears of the asparagus plant, a long-
lived perennial. Imported asparagus is produced from the same varie-
ties of the plant as those grown in the United States, and it is
generally similar in flavor, appearance, and packaging to the like
domestically produced product. In the United States, fresh asparagus
is available in substantial quantities during the period February-June
and in very limited quantities during most other months. Because fresh
asparagus is not available in substantial quantities during much of the
year, a large parf of the U.S. asparagus crop is canned or froien for
later sale. Asparagus is most frequently served as & separate vegetable,
but it is also used in soups, as a garnish for food dishes, and as a

salad vegetable.

Recent developments in the domestic industry

The annual consumption of asparagus im the United States has been
about the same in recent years as it was in the years immediately follow-
ing World War II, but per capita consumption has declined substantially.
In 1970-72, consumption averaged 256 million pounds, compared with 253
million pounds in 1945-49; per capita consumption in 1970-72 averaged

about 1.5 pounds annually, whereas it had averaged 2.2 pounds in 1945-49.




In recent years, more than half of the asparagus consumed in the
United States has been canned, about & third has been fresh, and the
rest, frozen.

U.S. production of asparagus reached an all-time high in the early
1960's. At that time the domestic producers supplied virtually all of
the U.S. market for both fresh and processed asparagus, and they exy
ported a substantial volume of canned asparagus (principally canned
white asparagus, which was shipped mostly to European markets). There-
after, U.S. exports of canned asparagus declined precipitously; Taiwan
now supplies most of the export markets formerly supplied almost exclu-
sively by U.S. producers. With the decline in U.S. exports, U.S. farm
output of asparagus and U.S. production of canned asparagus also‘declined;
most of the decline occurred in the growing and processing of white és—
paragus. Meanwhile, U;S. imports of asparagus have increased in recent
years. |

In 1969, the latest year for which data are available, asparagus was
produced in the United States on some 3,200 farms. In 1972, 38 canners
and 19 freezers processed asparagus in the United States. The production,
harvesting, and processing of asparagus requires a large amount of labor--
far more than is needed for most other vegetables. In 1972, at the peak
of the season, about 34,500 workers were engaged in growiné, harvesting,
and processing asparagus—-representing a decline of about 6,500 from 1963,

when employment in the asparagus industry was at a peak. About two-thirds

of the workers were employed on farms, and the rest were employed in




processing plants. During the 1960's, the ending of the so-called
bracero lébor program ;/ and an exodus of agricultural workers to urban
jobs resulted in a scarcity of workers and higher wages. In 1972 the
average piece rates paid harvesters were from T5 to 146 percent greater
than in 1960, depending on the type of asparagus harvested. Mechanical
asparagus-harvesting devices have not been widely adopted because they
have not significantly reduced harvesting costs and because of the fra-
gile nature of the spears. From 1960 to 1972, wages paid workers in
asparagus processing plants increased 54 to 8T percent, depending on
type of plant and location. These increases have significantly affected
the cost relationship between processed asparagus and other processed
vegetables, inasmuch as at least four times as much labor is required to
process asparagus as to process an equal amount of most other vegetables.
» Asparagus is not a basic everydsy component of the typical
American's diet. It has traditionally been.sold at much higher prices
than most other vegetables, and in recent years this gap has widened.
Data of the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics indicate that during the
period 1967-72 the prices of fresh and canned asparagus increased sub-
étantially more than did those of all fresh and canned fruits and

vegetables.

U.S. imports and their effect on.the domestic industry

Prior to 1969, annual imports of asparagus in all forms accounted
for less than 2 percent of domestic consumption, but since then such

imports have risen rapidly and in 1972 accounted for about 8 percent of

1/ Act of Oct. 3, 1961, Public Law 87-3L5, sec. 6 (75 Stat..76l).
The bracero.lsbor program was the chief U.S. source of foreign supple-
mental farmworkers during the 1960's and early 1960's.




‘total asparagus consumption. In 1972, imports (virtually all from
Mexico) supplied about 9 percent of U.S. consumption of fresh asparagus,
compared with less than 1 percent in 19653 imporﬁs (from Mexico and Taiwan)
supplied about 11 percent of U.S. consumption of frozen asparagus, com-
pared with little or no imports in 1965; and imports (from Taiwan and
Mexico) supplied about 7 percent of U.S. consumption of canned aspara-
gus, compared with little or no imports in 1965.

In spite of the fact that annual imports of all three major forms
of asparagus increased substantially in 1971 and again in 1972, the
domestic output of each of these forms of asparagus was higher in 1972
than in 1971, and while total employment in the asparagus industry in
1972 was substantially below that of 1963, most, if not éll, of this
decline was the result of factors other than imports. Chief of these
other factors has been the decline in the production of U.S. canned
white asparagus because of the loss of the U.S. export market for
ésparagus during the mid 1960's. Despite increased imports, prices
received by domestic asparagus growers and processors were signifi-
cantly higher in 1971 and 19?2 than in earlier years.

Imported fresh asparagus from Mexico is generally purchased by
U.S. distributors at prices below those paid for domestic asparagus
but is sold at wholesale by them at prices equal to those charged for
the domestic product. Frozen asparagus (except soup stoék) and canned
asparagus from Mexico are also gemerally marketed in the United States
at prices equal to those of the domestic product. The frozen and

canned Mexican asparagus sold in the United States is either produced



b& affiliates of domestic producers or for U.S. producers; such products
are marketed under these firms' nationally advertised brand names. The
great bulk of the frozen asparagus imported from Taiwan has been marketed
by one U.S. processor of frozen asparagus at prices comparable to that
firm's prices for frozen domestic asparagus. Lesser quantities of frozen
asparagus have been imported from Taiwan by other U.S. firms that do not
produce frozen asparagus. Trade sources indicate that this asparagus is
gold for 5 to 7 percent less than the like domestic product. Imports of
canned asparagus from Taiwan, which constitute about two-thirds of U.S.
caﬁned asparagus imports, have been offered at prices generally 20 to 30

percent below those for the comparable domestic product.

Prospects for future U.S. imports

The.United States and Taiwan are by far the world's most important
producers of asparagus. Taiwan's asparagus industry, which began about
1963, has expanded rapidly. Since 1966, Taiwan's exports of asparagus
(mostly canned white asparagus) have been greater than U.S. exports.

In 1971, Taiwan's total asparagus production surpassed that of the
United States for the first time. Taiwan can easily supply the world's
requirements for canned white asfaragus, but it is too early to tell
whetherAit can supply a significant part of the world's requirements for
canned green asparagus. Thus far, despite continuing research, Taiwan
has not been able to produce canned green asparagus that satisfies the
quality requirements of the U.S. market.

The production of asparagus in Mexico is small relative to that in

the United States and Taiwan, but it has been growing rapidly in the




-last few years. Total Mexican asparagus production and per acre yields
are expected to increase. Most of the increased production will be des-
tined for export to the United States in either canned or fresh form.
Mexican subsidiaries of U.S. companies account for the bulk of the

Mexican production of canned and frozen asparagus.

Description and Uses

Asparagus is the edible spears (shoots) of the asparagus plant,
a perennial herb which is indigenous to Europe and Asia, where it has
been cultivated for over 2,000 years. In the United States it has
| been cultivated since the earliest European settlements were established.

The asparagus spears grow from the asparagus plant's root crown,
which is covered with a few inches of soil. The depth to which the
crown is covered with soil depends on whether the asparagus is to be
marketed as green or white asparagus. White asparagus, which in the
United States is not usually sold in the fresh market, is produced by
covering or ridging the root crown with considerably more soil than
for producing green asparagus. Inasmuch as the growing asparagus
spear turns green rapidly after emerging from the ground, white aspara-
'gus spears must be cut (considerably below the surface of the ground)
‘as soon as the tips of the spears begin to emerge from the ground. In
contrast, green asparagus spears are generally cut only after the spears
have grown to the desired length (usually 7 to 10 inches) above ground.

White asparagus whose tips have turned green is called green-tipped

white asparagus.




The asparagus plant is a deep-rooted perennial which under ideal
conditions may thrive indefinitely. Depending on the region of the
country, however, most commercial asparagus plantings (beds) are
replaced after being in production for 8 to 15 years. Because a large,
vigorous crown (root system) must be developed before ihe asparagus
plant can produce thick, sturdy spears, in most parts of the Unite&
States the first commercial crop from a new planting is not harvested
until at least the second or the third growing season after planting.
During the first harvest season, the planting is generally harvested
for about 1 month, while in subsequent years it is generally harvested
for more than 2 monthé. Once established, a planting can be harvested
for a number of years. The actual number of years that a planting is
harvested varies substantially from farm td farm and from region to
region, depending on many factors--such as climate, custom, quality
of the planting, and disease and insect problems.

Most of the asparagus produced in the United States is harvestéd
during the period February-June. Fresh asparagus is perishable; it
must be marketed within a few weeks after harvest, even when properly
refrigerated. For tﬁat reason a large part of the U.S. asparagus crop
is processed for later sale. In recent years, more than two-thirds of
the aspéragus grown in the United States has been processed by canning
or freezing; the remainder has been sold through fresh-market outlets.
Of the amount processed, about two-thirds has been canned, and the
rest has been frozen. For most uses, processed asparagus is inter-

changeable with fresh asparagus.
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Green asparagus is most frequently served as a cooked véget#ble,
‘eithér plain or with various sauces. It is also used in soups and as
a garnish for other foods. White asparagus is also frequently served
as a éooked vegetable but is probably more often used as a salad vege-
table or as a garnish for food dishes. Hospitals are by fﬁr the most
important institutional users of cénned and frozen asparagus. Aspara-
gus is included in many therapeutic diets because it is a bland vege-
table containing only a few calories in comparison with most other
vegetables. Fancy restaurants are the next most important institu-
tional market.

Asparagus destined for fresh-market sale is generally graded by
spear diameter, often tied in bunches, trimmed to a uniform spear
length, and then packed'for shipment, generally in a two-compartment,
wooden crate containing twelve 2-1/2-pound bunches (30 pounds net
weight). The bottom of the crate is usually lined with a moisture-
holding material on which the butts of the asparagus spears rest.

The use of this water-holding material, together with refrigeration,
greatly extends the length of time the asparagus remains marketable.
In recent years increased quantities of fresh-market asparagus have
‘been sold packed loose (unbunched) in crates for later sale by the
pound.

 Asparagus destined to be processed is delivered to the processor
in bulk containers. Before the asparagus is processed, it is thoroughly
washed, graded for size and defects, trimmed to a uniform length.to re-.

move most of the fibrous butt-end portion, sometimes cut into l-inch
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pleces, and then blanched. Asparagus that is to be canned is put‘in
containers of metal or glass, covered with a light brine which may in-
clude other ingredients, such as butter, sealed airtight, and pressure-
cooked. Before being frozen, asparagus that is to be processed in that
manner is put into either the container in which it will be sold or
into bulk bins from which it will later be repacked into smaller con-
tainers and sold.

Two main styles of canned and frozen asparagus are marketed--(1)
"spears" and (2) "cuts and tips," which are spears cut into l-inch
lengths. Most domestic and foreign freezers market only one length of
spéar-fa 5-inch length. In contrast, canners commonly market several
lengths of spears, ranging from about 5 to 7 inches. Each individual
canner, however, usually packs only one or occasionally two spearx
lgngths.' Other less frequeptly marketed styles include "tips," which
are the upper portions of the spears, and "pieces," which are l-inch
pleces of tipless spears.

The canned asparagus for the retail market is typically sold in
several sizes of meta1 or glass containers which hold from 4 to 16
ounces (net wéight), and that for the inétitutional mhrket; in two
sizes of metal containers, one of which holds about 4 pounds of spears
and the other, about 6 pounds 5 ounces of cuts and tips. Frozen aspara-
gus destined for the retail market is generally packed in cartons of
several sizes which hold from 8 to 16 ounces; frozen asparagus for the

institutional market is usually packed in cartons holding 2~1/2 pounds.
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Imported fresh, canned, and frozen asparagus is produced from the
same varieties of asparagus that are grown in the Unitéd States; it is
generally similar in flavor and appearance to thé like domestically
produced product and is similarly packaged, Canned asparagus imported
from Mexico has included both white (including green-tipped) and green
asparagus, but canned asparagus imported from Taiwan has consisted
wholly of white asparagus. The imported canned asparagus has consisted
mostly of whole spears rather than cuts and tips;hit has been packed
in both retail- and institutional-size containers. The imported frozen
asparagus from Taiwan has consisted wholly of green asparagus; it has
been packed both in bulk and in retail- and institutional-market cartoms. -
Imported frozen asparagus from Mexico has ﬁlso consisted wholly of
green asparagus; it has been packed in both retail-market cartons and
bulk containers. Some of the bulk entries have consisted of asparagus

pleces and asparagus puree for use as an ingredient in soup.

U.S. Tariff Treatment
Imported fresh, frozen, or canned asparagus is classified for

tariff purposes under parts 8A and 8C of schedule 1 of the Tariff

Schedules of the United States (TSUS). The rates of duty currently
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applicable to such imports are shown in the table below:

Asparagus, fresh, frozen, or canned: U.S. rates of duty,
March 1973

TSUS : : Trade-agreement : Statutory
item : : rate : rate

: Vegetables, fresh, chilled, or :
frozen (but not reduced in size :

¢ nor otherwise prepared or pre- : :

served): : :

: Other: : :

137.85 : Other [fresh (pt.), frozem : :
: (pt.)] 1/ : 25% ad val. -+ 50% ad val.

138.00 : Vegetables, fresh, chilled, or : :

frozen, and cut, sliced, or

¢ otherwise reduced in size (but : :
¢ not otherwise prepared or pre- : :
: served)[fresh (pt.), frozen : :
: (pt.)] 2/ ¢ 17.5% ad val. : 35% ad val.
: Vegetables (whether or not re- : :

¢ duced in size), packed in salt, :
¢ in brine, pickled, or otherwise :
prepared or preserved (except
¢ vegetables that have been dried,
: desiccated, or dehydrated):
o Other:
141.81 : Other [than packed in salt,
in brine, or pickled]:
Other [than palm hearts]
(frozen (pt.), canned

(pt.)) 2/3/

1/ Effective Jan. 1, 1973, a statistical suffix (item 137 8520) was
established for asparagus under the Tariff Schedules of the United States
Annotated (TSUSA).

2/ The U.S. Treasury Department has ruled that imports of fresh, chilled,
or frozen asparagus that has been cut into 5-inch or shorter lengths are
classifiable under TSUS item 138.00 if the asparagus has not been other-
wise prepared or preserved, and under item 141.81 if it has been other-
wise prepared (e.g., frozen asparagus packed in butter sauce).

3/ Effective Jan. 1, 1969, a statistical suffix (item 141.8140) was
established for asparagus under the TSUSA.

17.5% ad val. : 35% ad val.
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The rates shown above in the column headed "Trade-agreement rate' re-
flect concessions granted by the United States in the General Agreement
on Tariffs and Trade (GATT); sugh rates are applicab1e>to all products

' except Philippiné arficles, which receive preferential treatment, and
products of most Communist-controlled countries, which are subjéct to
the statutory rates shown.

Before August 31, 1963, the effective date of the TSUS, the fresh
and frozen asparagus now dutiable under TSUS item 137.85 was provided
for under paragraph 774 of the Tariff Act of 1930. The rate originally
provided by that act, 50 percent ad valorem, was first modified in a |
trade agreement with Argentina which becameieffective November 15, 1941.
As a resulf of that agreement, the rate was reduced to 25 percent ad
valorem on imports entered during the period November 16 in any year
to the following February 15, inclusive. Effective May 22, 1948, as a
result of a trade-agreement concession granted at the initial GATT nego-
tiations, the rate of duty on imports of asparagus entered at any other
time of the year was made 25 perceﬁt ad valorem. Therefore, since that
time, all imports'of fresh and frozen‘asparagus that are ndw classified
under item 137.85 have been dutiable at 25 percent ad valoreﬁ regard-
less of the season of importation.

Prior to August 31, 1963, the fresh and frozen aspar;gus now ciassi-
fied under TSUS item.138.00 (feduced in size but not otherwise prepared
or preserved) and canned asparagus, which is now classified under TSUS
item 141.81, were provided for under paragraph 775 of the Tariff Act of

1930. The original rate of 35 percent ad valorem provided by that act
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was reduced to 17.5 percent ad valorem, effective May 22, 1948, as the
result of a trade agreement initially negotiated with China in the
GATT. Effective December 11, 1950, the rate reverted to 35 percent

ad valorem after China ceased to be a contracting party to the GATT.
Later the Uniﬁed States again granted a concession in the GATT which
reduced the rate, effective September 10, 1955, to 17.5 percent ad'

valorem, which is the current rate. 1/

U.S. Producers

Growers

The U.S. Census of Agriculture reported that in 1969 asparagus was
harvested on 3,210 commercial farms, 2/ located primcipally in five
regions. The regions are Central California, Southern California,
South-Central Washington, Lake Michigan (southwest Michigan and north-
east Illinois), and a region east and south of Wilminéton, Del., in the
States of New Jersey, Delaware, and Maryland (see figs 1l on p. 16).

Other less important but still significant asparagus-producing areas

1/ The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) regularly inspects im-
ports of asparagus to assure that all entries are free of adulteration
and are properly labeled. Shipments failing to meet FDA standards are
not permitted entry unless the defect is corrected. In recent years,
detentions of asparagus for failing to meet the standards have been
negligible. Under the provisions of the Plant Quarantine Act of 1912,
as amended, fresh and frozen fruits, vegetables, and certain edible
nuts entering the United States from all countries except Canada must
be inspected for harmful insects and diseases. This act is adminis-
tered by the Plant Protection and Quarantine Programs of the U.S. De-
partment of Agriculture through inspectors at some 76 ports of entry.
There is no evidence to indicate that these regulations have had any
restrictive effect on the importation of fresh or frozen asparagus.

2/ Farms reporting sales of $2,500 or more (includes all farms fall-
ing within 1969 U.S. Census of Agriculture economic classes 1-5).
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situated outside of the five major regions were in Massachusetts,
Pennsylvania, Virginia, Ohio, Indiana, Iowa, and Arkansas.

The Central California region, which produces by far the largest
amount of.asparagus of all the regions in the United States, had about
140 farms on which asparagus was produced in 1969. The amount of land
devoted to asparagus on these farms was generally large--averaging
about 300 acres. However, there does not appear to be a close rela-
tionship between the number of acres devoted to asparagus production
per farm and the farm's location in the United States. Table 1 lists
the 22 counties in the United States in which asparagus was harvested
from 1,000 acres or more in 1969. Large asparagus farms averaging 100
acres or more per farm are situated in some of the major producing
couﬁties in Washington, Illinois, and Maryland, as well as in California;
however,.producing farms in major producing counties in New Jersey and
Michigan and in one county in Washington averaged only 8 to 40 acres of
asparagus. In 1969 the number of farms on which asparagus was harvested
in each of the major producing States was as follows: Michigan, 880;
New Jersey, 532; Washington, 480; California, 200; Illinois, 117; and
Maryland-Delaware, 60. In the 3 years 1970-72, asparagus was harvested
from an average of 115,000 acres in the United States. The share of

this acreage accounted for by the various States was as follows:

State Percent
California 38
Washington/Oregon 18
New Jersey 13
Michigan—— 12
Illinois 8
All other 11

Total 100
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/
Industry sources indicate that in Central California (where about

.half of the U.S. asparagus is produced) and in New Jersey the growers

in récent years have generally harvested a planting of asparagus for
about 10 years. In Washington and Michigan, the second and third most
important asparagus-producing areas in the United States, growers
usually expect to harvest a planting for substantially more years than
in Central California--sometimes for more than 20 years. The bulk of
the existing plantings in Southern California have been in the ground
for only 5 years or less, but growers in that area anticipate harvest-
ing those plantings for 8 to 10 years. The data obtained by the Com-
mission concerning the ages of the plantings in the major producing
areas in 1972 generally confirm the foregoing observations. New plant-
ings in Central and Southern California in the years 1971 and 1972
were somewhat in excess of the amount needed to maintain total acreage
in those areas at 1972 levels. In Michigan, new plantings in 1971 and
1972 were at a level substantially above that needed to maintain the
1972 acreage in that State, Sut new plantings in 1971 and 1972 in
Washington and New Jersey were substantially below the levels needed
to maintain the 1972 acreages in those States (table 2).

The reduced new plantings in 1971 and 1972 in Washington were
'probably smaller than necessary to maintain acreage because they fol-
lowed a period of 6 years (1965-70) of heavy new plantings which had
substantially increased the total plantings in that State. Acreage
and production have dropped significantly in New Jersey in recent

years—--primarily as a result of serious plant disease problems that
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have eliminated or severely damaged many plantings, but also because of
decreased supplies of labor, increased labor costs, and increased valu-
ation of agricultural land for nonfarm uses.

Many'asparagus growers derive a substantial part of their income
from asparagus; they obtain much of the remainder from producing fruits
and other vegetables for processing (e.g., tomatoes and peppers) and
for fresh-market sale (e.g., melons) as well as from field crops such
as corn, cotton, and alfalfa. Most growers sell their asparagus crop
either directly or indirectly to independent fresh-market distributors
or independent processors, but in California a number of growers belong
to one of two grower-owned cooperative canneries. These cooperatives,
which process and market most of the asparagus grown by their members,
accounted for 5 percent of the asparagus canned in the United States

in 1972.

Processors
In 1972, asparagus was processed by 38 canners and 19 freezers
in the United States. At least two of the processors both canned and
froze asparagus,.but such duai operations are not common. In general,
asparagus was one of a number of products processed by these concerns,
and it was usually one of the legs important ones. For one of the
major asparagus freezeré, however, it was the only product produced. 1/
For most processors, asparagus is the first commodity processed

during the season. The processing of asparagus generally extends a

1/ The California Asparagus Exchange of the California Asparagus
Growers' Association.
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firm's processing season by 1 to 2 months inasmuch as asparagus 1is
available for .processing much earlier than most of the other commodi-
ties they process. Even so, most of these firms carry on processing
operations during only 9 months or less of each year, and some operate
only a few months of each year.

Canners.--The total number of firms canning asparagus declined
from about 60 in the mid-1960's tc 38 in 1972. Few of the canners -
that no longer process asparagus have ended all canning operatioms, but
some through mergers have become affiliated with one of the 38 remain-
ing canners. Industry sources indicate that the others have ended
their asparagus-canning operations for various reasons, such as an in-
ability to procure sufficient supplies of asparagus.

The three largest asparagus canners. accounted for 45 percent of
the canned asparagus produced in 1972, and the eight largest asparagus
canners accounted for nearly 60 percent of the total. The three largest
canners operated five plants in which asparagus was canned--tno plants
in California; two in Washington,\andtone in Delaﬁare. With few ex-
ceptions, the other 35 firms each operated only one plant in which
asparagus was canned. These plants were located mainly in California,
‘Delaware, Illinois, Michigan, New Jersey, and Washington.

Freezers.-—In 1972, 19 U S firms froze asparagus--only two fewer
than during the mid-1960's. Since the mid-l960's, however, there have
been some substantial changes in the structure and location of the

asparagus-freezing industry. The number of firms freezing asparagus

in the western United States declined from 12 to seven--largely for
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the same reasons that the number of asparagus canners has declined.
In the midwestern United States, the number of freezers increased from
four in the mid-1960's to eight in 1972--reflecting increased supplies
of asparagus available in that area fof freezing, the desire of freezers
in the ar;a to add asparagus to their product line in order to make
better use of their plant capacities and to extend their processing
season, and the tranmsportation advantage that these midwestern freezers
have over western freezers in supplying the major midwestern markets.
The five largest freezers of asparagus produced about 65 percent
of the total output of frozen asparagus in 1972, and the nine largest
prdduced more than 90 percent of the total. Of the nine major freezers,
only one operated two plants in which asparagus was frozen. 1/ All
others operated one plant each in which asparagus was frozen. Of the
plants oberated by the nine largest freezers, five are in California,

three in Washington, and two in New Jersey.

Employment by producers

Some 34,500 workers were employed by U.S. asparagus growers and
processors at the peak of the 1972 asparagus harvesting and processing
season. In comparison, some 41,000 workers are estimated to have been
so employed in 1963. 1In both yeérs, more than 90 percent of these
workers'were employed in the four major U.S. asparagus-producing States--
California, Washington, Michigan, and New Jersey. In 1972, two-thirds

of these workers were employed in growing, harvesting, and packing

1/ That freezer announced in late 1972 that-it would not freeze
asparagus in its New Jersey plant in 1973.
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‘the asparagus for market. The other third were engaged in canning and
freezing the crop.

Employment by growers.-—In 1972, at the peak of the U.S. asparagus

harvest season, which varies by geographic producing area, about 23,000
workers were employed in growing, harvesting, and packing the'asparagus
crop for market. The bulk of these workers were engaged iﬁ harvesting
the crop, but many were involved iﬁ hauling the harvested asparagus

to the packing shed and in packing the asparagus for shipment to the
fresh market and to processors. Some of the workers were engaged in
operations to maintain the plantings. Actual peak employment in grow-
ing, harvesting, and packing the crop has declined since 1963, when it
totaled about 28,000. Among the more important reasons evident for
this decline have been a reduction in acreage, especially in California
and New Jersey, and the use of mechanical harvesting equipment, espe-
cially in New Jersey and Michigan.

Workers who harvest asparagus by hand must be able to walk miles
each day in a stooped position, often under extremely hot and dusty
conditions. About half of the workers harvesting asparagus in the
United States are local residents of the area in which they are working,
and the remainder are migrants. Asparagus is often the first crop
harvested in a growing area.

In 1964, the so—calle& Sracero labor program was allowed to

lapse. 1/ Under this program large numbers of Mexican citizens were

1/ See footnote on page 5.
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allowed to enter the United States for seasonal employment in producing
and harvesting agricultural crops. Many of these migrant workers were
used in harvesting asparagus, especially the white type, which is grown
almost exclusively in California. The ending of the bracero program
occurred at a time when many U.S. agricultural workers were leaving
rural areas to take higher paying industrial jobs in urban areas. The
ending of the bracero program and the substantial exodus of local agri-
cultural workers resulted in a scarcity of agricultural workers and
higher wages for those remaining.

- Most U.S. asparagus-harvest workers and many asparagus-packing-
shed workers are paid on a piece rate rather than on an hourly basis.
The piece rates paid in the various U.S. producing areas have increased
significaptly in recent years and have been major factors in the overall
increased cost of producing asparagus. For example, in the most impor-
tant aéparagus-prodUcing area in the United States--Central California--
the average piece rates paid in 1972 for cutting and sledding asparagus
to the packing shed were from 75 to 146 percent greater than in 1960
(table 3). The most notable increases occurred in the rates paid for
harvesting and sledding white cannery asparagus--the type of canned
asparagus that had accounted for Virtually all of U.S. canned asparagus
exports in the early 1960's and the type of asparagus for which the
Mexican braceros were used most extensively. The rate for workers har-
vesting white asparagus in the years 1964, 1965, and 1966 was 26, 51,
and 89 percent greater, respectively, than in 1960, and in 1971 and 1972

the rate such workers received was 146 percent more than in 1960.
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In addition to direct labor costs, growers have certain indirect
labor costs, such as those involved in furnishing housing for migrant
workers, providing sanitary facilities, and meeting Federal and State
safety and health iegulations. Such indirect costs are reported to have
become substantial factors in the growers' total cost of producing
asparagus in recent years.

The substantial increase in the cost of producing asparagus and
other agricultural products that occurred during the 1960's was an
impetus to fruit and vegetable growers to seek means of better utiliz-
ing the smaller amount of higher priced labor they were still able to
obtain or of eliminating their need for some of this labor. Growers

:of some crops for processing, such as tomatoes, cucumbers, aﬁd tarf
cherries, were within a few years able to switch almost ehtirely from’
uéing hand harvest labor to the use of mechanical harvesting devices.
The change enabled them to reduce costs and substantially reduced the
number of workers they needed for their operations. While much time
and money have been spent in attempting to develoé mechanical asparagus-
harvesting devices, such devices have thus far not been widely adopted,
principally because they have not significantly reduced harvesting
costs. While these devices have been tested in all major producing
areas, they have been used extensively only in Michigan and New Jersey
and then generally not because they were economically superior io hand
harvesting but because harvest labor was in extremely short'supply énd

much of the crop would have remained unharvested if not mechanically

harvested. Because of the manner in which the asparagus plant grows
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and the fact that the crop is often harvested over a period of several
months, Government and industry research workers do not foresee any
‘major breakthrough in the design of mechanical asparagus-harvesting
devices ghat would give them a substantial economic superiority over
hand harvesters. It is expected, however, that more of the harvesting
will gradually be done by machine because of the difficulty of obtain-
ing harvest labor.

Employment by processors.--The processing of asparagus also re-

quires a large amount of hand labor. This is especially true of aspara-
gus frocessed as whole spears. As it comes from the grower, asparagus
varies considerably in quality, length, and thickness and thus requires
a considerable amount of sorting and grading before processing. While
processors have attempted to mechanize these operations as much as
possible, most processing still largely involves hand labor, inasmuch
as the spears are extremely fragile and must be handled with great

care to avoid excessive loss. Trade sources indicate that becaqse of
these factors at least four times as much labor is required to process
a can of asparagus as a can of peas or tomatoes. In 1972, at the peak
- of the processing season, about 11,400 workers were engaged in aspara-
gus canning and freezing operations--down about 1,600 from the number
engaged in such operations in 1963. All of the decline was attribut-
able to the loss of workers engaged in canning asparagus. The number
of workers engaged in canning asparagus declined from more than 10,300
in 1963 to about 8,200 in 1972. The employment of workers engaged in

freezing asparagus increased from about 2,650 in 1963 to more than.
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.3,200 in 1972. As noted‘elsewhere in this report, output of frozen
asparagus was about 15 percent higher in 1972 than in 1963.

Because more labor is needed to process asparagus than to process
the same quantity of most other fruits and vegetables, an increase in
labor costs has a far greater effect on the cost of processing a cer-
tain size container of canned or frozen asparagus than on that of
processing the same size container of most other fruits or vegetables.
In recent years, hourly wages paid to workers producing canned or frozen
asparagus have increased substantially.in the major U.S. asparagus-—
processing areas. Tables 4 and 5 present basic hourly wage data which
are applicable to a substantial portion of the workers engaged in proc-
essing asparagus in the United States. The data indicate that the
hourly wages paid these workers in 1972 were, depending on certain
factors, 54 to 87 percent more than in 1960. In addition to the basic
hourly wages paid these workers, they also received so-called fringe
benefits, such as social security, pension, health and welfare
benefits, and sick leave, holidays, and vacations. The cost of these
fringe benefits is reported by industry sources to have ranged, depend-
ing on the firm and the area of the country, from about 15 to 30 per-
cent of the basic hourly wage paid in 1972. The cost of the fringe
benefits being provided in 1960 is reported to have ranged from less

than 10 percent to about 20 percent of the basic hourly wage paid at

that time.
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U.S. Consumption

Trends

Annual U.S. consumption of asparagus generally increased from 1950
to 1965, but has since declined. The combined annual U.S. consumption
of fresh, frozen, and canned asparagus increased from an average of 253
million pounds during 1945-49 to an average of 278 million pounds during
1960-64 (table 6). During the 5-year period 1965-69, the annual con-
sumption of asparagus averaged 262 million pounds, representing a de-
cline of 6 percent from the preceding 5 years. The average annual con-
sumption of asparagus during 1965-69 was only 3 percent more than it
had been in the 5 years immediately following the Second'Wbrld War,
but the #verage annual per capita consumption of asparagus during the
same period declined from. 2.2 to 1.6 pouﬁds (table 7) because the U.S.
population increased by more than a third. During 1970-72, anﬁual
consumption averaged 256 million pounds and annual per capita'consump—

tion a§eraged about 1.5 pounds.

During the past two decades, the shares of total asparagus consump-
tion accounted for by fresh, frozen, and canned asparagus have changed
During 1950-54, canned asparagus accounted for 47 percent of the com-
bined consumption; fresh asparagﬁs, for 43 percent; and frozen asparagus,
for 10 percent. By the period 1965-69, the portion of the combined con-
sumption accounted for by canned asparagus had increased to 56 percent,

while that accounted for by fresh asparagus had declined to 32 percent,

and that by frozen asparagus had increased to 12 percent.
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Fresh asparagus.--After averaging 121 million pounds in the 5-year

period immediately following World War II, the annual U.S. consumptibn
of fresh asparagus declined to an average of 106 million pounds in
1950-54 (table 8). It then increased to an average of 116 million
pounds during 1955-59. The annual consumption of fresh asﬁaragus has
been declining irregularly since fhat time and averaged 85 million
pounds during the 1965-69 period--27 percent less than in 1955-59.

The annual per capita consumption of fresh asparagus, which averaged
about 1 pound in the 5 years following World War II, amounted to less
than half that much in the late 1960's (table 7).

Frozen asparagus.--The average annual U.S. consumption of frozen as-

paragus increased from 19 million pounds im the 5-year period immediately
following World War II to 34 million pounds in 1960-64--or by 77 per-
cent (table 9). Since that time annual consumption has declined; it
averaged only 31 million pounds during 1965-69 and about 29 million
pounds in 1970-72. The annual per capita consumption of frozen aspara-
gus, which had been very small prior to the Second World War, averaged
0.3 pound in 1945-49 and has remained at about that level (table 7).

Canned asparagus.-—Annual U.S. consumption of canned asparagus

"increased from an average of 113 million pounds during 1945-49 to 146
million pounds during 1965-69 (table 10). Such consumption dropped

to 138 million pounds in 1970-72. 1In recent years about 5 million
pounds of the canned asparagus consumed in the United States is believed
to have been of the white type. During 1970-72, imports supplied

about half of the canned white asparagus consumed in the United States.
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While for many years the U.S. annual consumption of canned asparagus
slowly increased, the U.S. per capita consumption of such asparagus

declined (table 7).

Factors affecting consumption

Among the more important factors that affect the domestic consump-
tion of fresh, frozen, and canned asparagus are population, price,
consumer income, availability of supplies, and extent of distribution.
While the U.S. population has grown substantially during the last quar-
ter century, the annual per capita consumption of asparagus, especially
in the fresh form but also in the canned form, has declined. Asparagus
is usually substantially higher priced than most other vegetables avail-
able to the consumer in the market place. The factor of high prices
has probably been one of the major reasons for the decline in per
capita consumption, even though annual per capita disposable income
increased significantly during those years.

In recent years there has been a substantial decrease in the
availability of fresh asparagus in all major producing areas and this
has been especially true in New Jersey, where a number of factors have
taken their toll, including a serious disease problem, labor shortages,
increased labor costs, and increased valuation of asparagus lands for
nonfarm uses. Because of reduced supplies, fresh asparagus is not
being as widely distributed geographically as in the past. As a re-

sult, the per capita consumption of such asparagus has declined.
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U.S. Production and Inveatories

Fresh asparagus

Annual U.S. production of asparagus was at én all-time high dur-
ing the early 1960's, when it averaged 369 million pounds. This cul-
minated a trend which began in the early 1950's, when such production
averaged only 312 million pounds (table 11). After the peak in the
early 1960's, annual production declined sharply to an average of 313
million pounds during the 5-year period 1965-69 and declined further
to an average of 281 million pounds during the three most recent years--
1970-72.

Most of the decrease in the U.S. production of asparagus has oc-
curred in California (tables 12 and 13). During the early 1960's
California's annual production of asparagus averaged 195 ﬁillion
pounds--accounting for 53 percent of the U.S. production. But during
the late 1960's California's share of annual U.S. production declined
to 47 percent and its share of annual production averaged only 147 mil-
lion pounds. Average annual production also declined sharply in New
Jersey during the 1960's--from 70 million pounds during 1960-64 to
54 million pounds during 1965-69. During the same two, 5-year periods,

the production of asparagus in the other important producing areas of
the United States either increased or remained largely unchanged. The
largest increase in these other areas occurred in the State of Wash-
ington, where annual production averaged more than 5 million pounds
more during the last half of the decade than during the first. 1In

the 3 years, 1970-72, the shares of U.S. asparagus production
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accounted for by the various States were as follows:

State Percent
California 51
Washington/Oregon: 21
New Jersey 9
Michigan 7
Illinois-- 5
All other 17

Total 100

In recent years about two-thirds of the U.S. production of aspara-
gus has been sold to processors and the remainder to fresh-market out-
lets (table 11). In most major producing areas much of the asparagus
is harvested for the fresh market during the early part of the season.
As the season advances the fresh market generally becomes over sup-
plied relative to demand and prices decline substantiallﬁ. At that
time many growers begin to divert most, if not all, of the remainder
of their crop to processors. The only major exception to this general
pattern is the Southern California producing area where most of the

crop is sold in the fresh market.

Fresh market use.--In California, the volume of asparagus harvested
for fresh market bécomes quite heavy in February, reaches a peak in
March or April and declines sharply in May and June; however, much
smaller quantities are harvested in California in nearly all other
months (figure 2). In New Jersey and Washington, harvesting begins in
April and continues into June and July. In the other States harvest-
ing of asparagus for fresh market is almost entirely restricted to the

months of May and June.
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Fresh-market asparagus must be utilized by the consumer within a
few weeks after harvest even though properly refrigerated. For that
reason supplies of fresh asparagus are available only during the harvest
season a<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>