Harry Agamalian

Monterey County farm advisor

Harry Agamalian is a pioneer in the discipline of weed science. He
joined the Monterey County UC Cooperative Extension in 1955 as
an agronomy farm advisor, but soon advanced to become the
county’s first weed science advisor. He began working with weeds
when the first herbicides were being developed, a time of dramatic
change in the agricultural industry. Agamalian earned a bachelor’s
degree in agronomy from UC Davis in 1955 and a master’s degree
in weed science from the University of Arizona while on sabbatical
leave in 1964. Agamalian retired in 1991; however, he has continued
his research and extension activities as an advisor emeritus.

In 1946, when California Agriculture was first published, Califor-
nia was entering a post-World War II era of optimism and prosper-
ity. UC’s College of Agriculture (the predecessor to the Division)
was on the brink of a great expansion. As you remember that time,
what did society expect from the College of Agriculture?

HA: Society expected good, wholesome, bountiful supplies
of nourishing food. Returning veterans were going to
college, people were getting married, starting families.
They had good incomes, finally, after coming out of the
depression and surviving shortages during World War
1. The public had seen scientific endeavors put to use in
the War Machine. Now, they were looking for the scien-
tific accomplishments to enrich their lives.

Right after the war, the principal means of weeding
was mechanical or hand weeding. California relied on
the Mexican Bracero program for cheap labor. In the late
’50s, we began working with two or three herbicides,
demonstrating their safety and having field tours. But
growers would come up and say, “Harry, they look
good, but I can weed and thin my lettuce field for $25
an acre, why would I spend $30 an acre for herbicide?”
Then we lost the Bracero program and farmers just
flocked to our office. Suddenly they didn’t have this
abundant, cheap labor force but we had good informa-
tion for them on herbicides. Farmers weren'’t ready for
it earlier, but now we were ready for them.

How did those expectations change in subsequent decades and what
are they today?

HA: The agricultural community still sees the University in a
leadership role in agricultural technology development.
As we went into the '70s, the private sector became
more of a working partner with public agencies. The
University never developed pesticides, but we put the
package together. We helped develop systems that con-
sidered all aspects of agricultural production.

Also, in the latter part of my career, our clientele
started to shift to a group that was secondary extenders
of our information, whereas back in the '50s and '60s,
we were talking directly to farmers and farm managers.
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How did you perceive your role as an advisor when you were hired
in 1955? How did your job change over the years?

HA: Farm advisors throughout the state were commodity
oriented. We were looked at more as educators than as
researchers. Some believed farm advisors weren’t ca-
pable of research, that we weren’t all that sophisticated.
We only did demonstrations and field tours. The role
changed in the '60s and educational requirements for
the job increased. We started doing applied research.
There was such a flood of new technology, the Experi-
ment Station couldn’t cope with it all. Today, research is
the primary mechanism for an advisor to get promo-
tions. I believe the California agricultural industry ben-
efited tremendously from the change.

What were UC’s most significant research and extension contribu-
tions during these years, particularly in your area of expertise or to
the industry you served?

HA: In the 1960s I thought, perhaps naively, we were help-
ing mankind by getting rid of this burdensome task of
hoeing weeds. Weeding was always the lowest paid
and most laborious task in agricultural production. Of
course, we weren't the originators of herbicides, but
since we were the ones who did the field testing, we
contributed as objective evaluators of privately devel-
oped information. Today I believe our most signifi-
cant contribution was establishing a use pattern of se-
lective herbicides in vegetable crops and educating
growers on how to use them properly and safely.

How have societal changes over the last 50 years influenced the
Division?

HA: The environmental movement had a great impact. A lot
of us felt we were adhering to good scientific proce-
dures, but society began looking over our shoulders. It
triggered revisions of the procedures for getting pesti-
cides registered. During the "40s, '50s and '60s, people
wanted plenty of inexpensive food. Later they began
questioning, “How safe is my lettuce?” The University
had to become responsive to an audience that wasn’t a



traditional one. As consumer groups became more in-
quisitive about how food was being grown, we made a
strong attempt to educate those components of society.

Looking toward the future, what is the most important task for the
Division and for UC?

HA: TIve never been a good crystal ball guy. We sometimes
talk in small groups and raise the question, “What is the
future of public research as opposed to private?” In pest
management, I think the University still has a strong
role in looking at systems and developing procedures

or programs. We have the ability to look at the total pic-
ture when using a pesticide: What's happening to
predators? What effect does it have on the soil and on
the crop? Recently, the University has gotten involved
in larger issues — water issues, effluent issues, land-use
issues. We're putting task forces together to come up
with programs that legislators can adopt or that will in-
fluence decision makers. But I think we will always be
involved in the nuts and bolts of agriculture. We should
continue to serve as an objective body for interpreting
scientific knowledge for growers and consumers.
—Jeannette Warnert

Jack Dibble

Entomologist

Jack Dibble was one of the UC scientists who built the Kearney Agri-
cultural Center’s reputation for first-rank agricultural research.
Dibble began his career at UC Berkeley in 1955. Fourteen years
later, when the University was establishing the Kearney Ag Center
near Parlier, Dibble was reassigned. Though Dibble said he was hesi-
tant at first, “It was the best thing I ever did.” During his 36-year
career in entomology, Dibble’s work has emphasized the screening of
pesticides to determine how much and when to make applications
for effective pest control. He also studied application techniques and
integrated pest management. Dibble retired in 1991, but is still
working on several studies at the Kearney Ag Center.

In 1946, when California Agriculture was first published, Califor-
nia was entering a post-World War 11 era of optimism and prosper-
ity. As you remember that time, what did society expect from the
College of Agriculture?

JD:  Farmers expected continuous updates on techniques
and methods to ensure crops of high quality and yield.
They looked to the University, and in particular Coop-
erative Extension, for transition of information from the
campuses to practical use in the field. Consumers ex-
pected a wide variety of foods at very affordable prices.
That’s one of the things that drove investigations of pes-
ticides to control insects and diseases, and synthetic fer-
tilizers to produce larger quantities.

How did those expectations change in subsequent decades and what
are they today?

JD:  Consumers still expect high quality and high availabil-
ity of all products, especially here in California. At the
same time, they want farmers to reduce the amount of
chemicals used, but they don’t think the price of food
should change. Farmers must be concerned with food
safety, increasing labor costs and the costs of more
regulations. How much additional cost can you add
on to products and still have consumers buy the same
quantity they used to? Farmers expect the University

to help them meet
consumer expecta-
tions.

How did you perceive your
role as a specialist when you
were hired in 19557 How
did your job change over the
years?

JD:  When I was hired,
entomology specialists were really not supposed to do
any research. Our role was to take research from staff in
the department and put it into practice. As years went
by, faculty began doing more basic research, and farm
advisors starting taking on scientific projects. This re-
quired specialists to do original applied research. At the
campuses, the teaching load increased and travel funds
decreased. Grants started going to specialists and farm
advisors to address area problems. The Kearney Ag
Center was staffed with entomologists, plant patholo-
gists, nematologists and commodity-oriented specialists
from the three campuses: Berkeley, Davis and River-
side. Our focus was research and problem solving, and
right in the center of the world’s richest ag area, we put
together multidisciplinary teams of researchers. People
started coming to the Kearney Ag Center for answers.
As the staff networked, published and gave talks, it
helped build our credibility. It didn’t happen overnight;
it took 8 to 10 years before this really took off.

What were UC’s most significant research and extension contribu-
tions’ during these years, particularly in your area of expertise or to
the industry you served?

JD: I would say the most outstanding accomplishment was
our work with low-volume-spray application systems
for deciduous tree crops and vines. The low volume
system involved using a much smaller quantity of water
per acre, and less chemical per acre. About 1960, we
started to evaluate all types of sprayers and spray rates
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