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Stepping Down and Looking Back

By the time you read this, I will have stepped down as director of the New York
State Agricultural Experiment Station after 13.5 years in the position. I have seen
many changes in the Station, the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, and the fruit
and vegetable industries that the Station serves during my 31 years in Geneva. Perhaps
the greatest changes have occurred in the fields of scientific knowledge and
agricultural and food technologies.

Because of the relatively strong financial support provided by the state
government for the State University of New York (SUNY), which is where the Station
receives most of its funds, I think of the 1960s as the “golden years.” When I arrived in
Geneva, SUNY provided 85 percent of the Station’s budget. Ten percent was funded
with formula funds provided by the federal government. These percentages have
diminished to around 50 and 5 percent, respectively—a significant reduction.

Reductions have also affected personnel. In 1974, there were 68 professors and 200
staff paid on State funds, including those at the Vineyard Laboratory in Fredonia and
the Hudson Valley Lab in Highland. Those numbers are currently at 46 and 123,
respectively. Thirty years ago, State funds were adequate to pay employees, hire
seasonal help, support the operating costs of faculty programs, allow the Station to
maintain the physical facilities, and purchase laboratory and field research equipment.
Those were the “good old days.”

In 1974, the Station and the College were shocked when the SUNY budget was cut.
The golden years were over, and the decline in SUNY appropriations has been almost
an annual occurrence since then. Faculty must now obtain external funds to help
support their technicians, and the percentage of their technician’s pay provided by the
Station continues to decline each year.

Susan Henry, dean of the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, is well aware of
the situation at the Station, and knows it is exacerbated by the lack of tuition income to
offset SUNY cuts at Geneva. Prior to appointing a search committee for the next
director, she has appointed a committee to prepare a “white paper” to identify the
issues facing the Station. I am also encouraged by the concern for support for the
Station expressed by so many members of state government and leaders of the fruit
and vegetable industry.

At the same time that economic pressures have led to budget cuts at the Station,
changes have occurred in the fruit industry. Most of you are well aware of the
challenges of global marketing, increased competition, and shrinking profit margins.
Environmental concerns are significant, new pesticides must be carefully managed,
pest resistance to some older pesticides is commonplace, and regulatory actions affect
us all. The industry has met many challenges and more continue to develop.

Even as the fruit and vegetable industries faced their own budget realities, they
continued to contribute funds for research to meet priority needs—and we at the
Station appreciate that support. The Apple Research and Development Program, the
Grape Production Research, and the Lake Erie Regional Grape Program are prime
examples of fruit industries helping themselves and the Station.

At the same time, the Station and the college have done as much as possible to
wisely use resources to assist the industry. The Tree Fruit Task Force, started in April
2002, is one recent endeavor. A report from that group appears in this issue.

In closing, I would like to say it has been a pleasure to work with so many of you
during my career at Geneva. I have particularly appreciated your help in keeping the
Station focused on its mission to the fruit and vegetable industries. Working together
will be as important as ever as we strive to overcome the many challenges ahead of us.
The future of the Station is an important area of common concern.

James E. Hunter
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