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Abstract
Organic farming can be a challenge anywhere, but the obstacles encountered 
by Inland Pacific Northwest organic small grain farmers are unique. Their 
options for managing weeds and soil nutrients are few, and the limitations of 
the regional climate don’t make things much easier. Nonetheless, organic 
small grain farmers are out there, and a few are sharing their experience. This 
publication investigates the farming philosophies and practices of 12 organic 
small grain producers across Washington, Oregon, and Idaho.
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Organic Small Grain Production in the Inland Pacific 
Northwest: A Collection of Case Studies

Introduction

Organic small grain farmers in the Inland Pacific Northwest 
face unique challenges. Their options for weed management 
and soil nutrient management, two common challenges for 
organic operations, are limited by low precipitation levels, 
high soil erodibility and few sources of available manure 
compared to other areas of the country. The region has a 
“Mediterranean climate” typified by wet winters and dry 
summers; rainfall events after mid-June are rare. Dryland 
farmers are limited, therefore, in the diversity of crops 
(especially warm-season species) that they can include 
profitably in their rotations.

These case studies were conducted to investigate practices of 
12 organic small grain producers in the tri-state region of 
Washington, Oregon, and Idaho. Annual precipitation in the 
region was classified as low (less than 12 in.), intermediate (12 
to 16 in.), and high (more than 16 in.).

There are representatives from dryland and irrigated 
production, plus large- and small-scale farms. Some operations 
were entirely organic while others were mainly conventional 
with a smaller certified organic acreage. For the farmers who 
had access to irrigation, some were limited by their water 
rights so only used it to provide supplementary water. Others 
used irrigation to boost the economics of their organic fields, 
but did not irrigate all their ground.

All featured farms included small grains in their cropping 
system; wheat was the most commonly produced crop, but 
some farmers also raised barley, triticale, and ancient grains 
such as emmer and kamut. Small grains were not always the 
primary cash crop of the farm. In some cases, grain was a 
rotational crop on farms mostly devoted to hay or vegetable 
production.

Figure i.1. The 12 producers featured in the case study operate farms with varying available moisture.
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The farmers responded to questions on their philosophy of 
farming, their reasons to try organic production, crop rotation 
systems, seedbed preparation, soil fertility management, weed 
and pest management, and marketing. Each grower also 
offered key pointers to others considering organic grain 
production. While some elements of the farming system were 
common to several case studies, all farmers discussed their 
unique philosophies on organic farming and what had worked 
well (or not) on their farms.

The featured growers are:

Eric Nelson, Pendleton, Oregon;
Owen and Alan Jorgensen, Coulee City, Washington;
Wade Troutman and Jane Whiddon, Bridgeport, 
Washington;
Nathan Stelzer, Dufur, Oregon;
Seth Williams, Edwall, Washington;
David Ostheller, Fairfield, Washington;
Ted Lacy, Worley, Idaho;
Sam and Brooke Lucy, Winthrop, Washington;
Lou and Teresa Anderson, Fairfield, Idaho;
Brad Bailie, Connell, Washington;
John Saili and Bryan Wood, Carey, Idaho; and
William Simon and Matt McLam, Fairfield, Idaho.

Disclaimer

The goal of this publication is to present a first-hand 
account of grower experiences with organic production 
of small grains. Information and testimonies presented 
are based on growers’ experience and not on controlled 
experiments. They should not be considered university 
recommendations.

The university recommends that growers test their soil 
routinely to determine the type and amount of nutrients 
needed. For soil nutrient management under certified 
organic farming practices, refer to PNW 646, Soil 
Fertility in Organic Systems: A Guide for Gardeners and 
Small Acreage Farmers.

Always check with your organic certification agency 
before adopting new practices or using new materials.

This case study was funded by an Organic Agriculture Research and Extension (OREI) grant 2009-51300-05578 and by a Hatch 
Project WNP00753.

The views and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the interviewed growers. They reflect the experiences of the 
interviewed growers and do not constitute recommendations from Washington State University.
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1. Eric Nelson, Nelson Grade Organics, Pendleton, Oregon

Location: Umatilla County, Oregon

Annual precipitation: 10 to 12 in.

Irrigation: None

Dominant soil type: Walla Walla Silt Loam

Crop rotation: Alfalfa–winter wheat–summer 
fallow–legume cover crop–spring cereal

 

In the mid-1990s, Eric Nelson returned to farm the land his 
family has farmed for four generations. He lives there now 
with his wife and two daughters. All of his 880 acres near 
Pendleton, Oregon, are farmed organically (Figure 1.1). His 
organic adventure started officially in 2005, when Eric began 
the certification process, but his interest in organic production 
was spurred much earlier.

“I was in California when the Organic Foods Production Act 
passed. I admired the goodness and freshness of California 
produce and to me, good food had to start with good soils. 
Organic production seemed a way to achieve that,” Eric says.

The soil on Eric’s farm is a silt loam. The low moisture in the 
region is definitely a challenge for all growers; with less than 
12 in. of precipitation a year, the climate is semi-arid. Seventy 
percent of this moisture comes in the winter months. Cool 
season grasses are well adapted to these conditions. In general, 
Eric explains, winter wheat yields twice as much as spring 
wheat. The topography is relatively flat, with slopes not 
exceeding 7 percent.

Getting started

A Montana inspiration

Eric farmed conventionally for ten years. During this time, he 
watched and learned from several organic farmers in Montana: 
David Oien in Conrad, and Bob Quinn and Jon Tester—both 
near Big Sandy. They were major inspirations for Eric to 
implement organic cultural practices, such as cover cropping 
for weed control and fertility management. However, Eric 
points out, “Although they also only get 12 in. of moisture in 
Montana, most of it comes in the summer. This means they can 
use cover cropping in a way that would not be possible for us 
here in Oregon.”

Figure 1.1. Eric Nelson stands in a field of organic barley on his farm near 
Pendleton, Oregon. (Photo by Diana Roberts, WSU Extension.)

Farmers in Montana could afford to establish their cover crop 
inter-seeded as a companion crop. Eric recalls seeing wheat a 
foot tall intercropped with clover that was 4 to 6 in. tall. 
Companion cropping is not possible when most of the moisture 
comes in the winter months. Eric tried it and says, “I’d be 
lucky to get only a couple of leaves.”

Most organic farmers in Eric’s area have irrigation and 
produce high-value crops such as vegetables, which made it 
difficult for Eric to exchange advice and discuss experience 
with other local growers. He did get information and 
encouragement from his local Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS) office. Stephen Machado, a soil scientist from 
Oregon State University, helped him set out test plots on his 
farm to study different crop rotations.

Transitioning smoothly

The organic certification process takes three years in the U.S. 
During that time, the land must be farmed with organic 
production practices, but the crop cannot be sold as certified 
organic for 36 months after the last application of synthetic 
pesticide or fertilizer. It can be a tough time as yields may 
suffer, but growers cannot receive an organic premium for 
their crop.

Eric minimized risk during the transition period by:

Starting the conversion to organic on a third of 
his land at a time; and
Growing a perennial legume, which minimized 
equipment needs. (He did not own any haying 
equipment and had a crop share land lease 
agreement.)
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