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18,000 in 1972). The price of processed 
tomatoes rose during this period for a va- 
riety of reasons. What is not agreed is 
whether these changes were beneficial or 
harmful. 

Al Meyerhoff, an attorney at the Cali- 
fornia Rural Legal Assistance (CRLA) 
project, argues that high-technology ag- 
riculture of this kind is closing down jobs 
and driving small farmers off the land. A 
way of life is being destroyed, Meyerhoff 
says, and the bounty produced in this 
revolution is being distributed not so 
much to consumers as to the increasingly 
concentrated farm industry, in profits. 

The CRLA has sued the University of 
California to prevent tax dollars from 
being used to support research which al- 
legedly benefits private rather than pub- 
lic interests. It is too late to stop the to- 
mato picker. And researchers at a USDA 
laboratory and at UC-Davis have already 
developed a prototype lettuce picker. 
But the CRLA would like to stall work 
on melon harvesters, grape tending 
and harvesting machines, citrus fruit tree 
shakers, and other mechanical devices 
still in development. 

The CRLA suit attacking this research 
was trimmed in scope recently by the su- 
perior court judge in Alameda County 
trying the case. He declined to rule on 
the broad question of whether or not this 
kind of research benefits the public. But 
he agreed to rule on some narrower 
points, including (i) charges that univer- 
sity officials with holdings in agribusi- 
ness firms have a conflict of interest, (ii) 
a charge that cooperative extension of- 
fices are being used as research rather 
than education centers, in contravention 
of federal law, and (iii) charges that pri- 
vate industry exerts an unhealthy influ- 
ence over the university's research pri- 
orities. 

The USDA is just beginning to exam- 
ine some of the social conflicts created 
by high-technology farming, and it is not 
at all clear how the department will pro- 
ceed. Will it heed the advice it gets from 
the new committee on mechanization? 
At this writing, the committee seems to 
be dormant. While panel members have 
been selected, they have not been offi- 
cially appointed. No funding has been 
set aside. And it is not known how often 
the group will meet, if at all. One depart- 
ment official suggested that the panel be 
convened once, perhaps in midsummer, 
and then sent home. USDA staffers as- 
signed to the committee are reluctant to 
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