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Dr. Olan Forker, professor emeritus of agricultural economics and Cornell trustee emeritus, 

made important and lasting contributions to the field of agricultural economics and to the 

leadership of both his profession and Cornell University. He died May 9, 2018, three months 

short of his 90th birthday. Raised on a farm near Kendallville, Indiana, Olan received his 

bachelor’s degree in dairy production in 1950 from Purdue University. That fall, he was drafted 

into the U.S. Army and was able to attend Officer Candidate School. Subsequently, he served in 

South Korea and was released from active duty in December 1953. Olan continued in the Army 

Reserves for 24 years, retiring as a Lieutenant Colonel. 

 

After working as a commercial farm manager, Olan earned his M.S. degree in Agricultural 

Economics in 1958 from Michigan State University and his Ph.D. in Agricultural Economics in 

1962 from the University of California, Berkeley. While at Berkeley, he was appointed an 

Economist in the Agricultural Extension Service and an Associate in the Giannini Foundation of 

Agricultural Economics. He joined the Cornell faculty in 1965 as an associate professor, was 

promoted to professor in August 1971, and retired as a professor emeritus in 1995. 

 

Olan served as the chair of the Department of Agricultural Economics at Cornell 1976-1985 and 

as the Graduate Field Representative for Agricultural Economics in 1971-1973 and 1975-1976. 

He excelled in bringing out the best efforts of graduate students and faculty colleagues. His 

Cornell colleagues demonstrated their respect for his leadership by electing him as one of the 

two faculty trustees, 1984-1988. He provided leadership to professional societies, serving as a 

director of the American Agricultural Economics Association (AAEA) Foundation, 1986-1989, 

including the last year as its president. He also served as the president of the Northeast 

Agricultural and Resource Economics Association in 1991-1992, and was made an Honorary 

Life Member of that Association. 

 

Olan devoted over 40 years of research on the economics of the production and distribution of 

food (particularly milk and eggs), and especially to the evaluation of the impacts of generic 



advertising programs. In 1975, he was the recipient of AAEA’s award for the Quality of 

Research Discovery for a publication on the welfare effects of providing egg producers with 

bargaining power. Olan’s research on the economics of milk production was also innovative, 

valuable to the profession and useful to public policy makers and farm managers alike. Indeed, 

unlike some faculty, Olan came to academia unusually well equipped with real world agricultural 

experience. As noted earlier, Olan was raised on a farm, was a commercial farm manager, and 

served as an economist in the Agricultural Extension Service at Berkeley. In addition, he was a 

member of the Board of Directors of Universal Foods Corporation 1974-1996. 

 

Olan was perhaps the profession’s foremost authority on the economics of advertising 

commodities. His book, with Professor Ronald Ward (University of Florida), Commodity 

Advertising:  The Economics and Measurement of Generic Programs, provides a comprehensive 

treatment of commodity advertising based upon the authors’ extensive research experiences. 

Much of Olan’s research was completed with young professionals, and his mentoring was 

instrumental in many of them later completing successful research programs of their own. 

 

Olan had exceptional leadership and interpersonal skills. Shortly after arriving at Cornell, he 

organized and coordinated a college program, Toward the Year 1985. As a follow-up in 1985, he 

again organized the writing of 13 of the 16 chapters in New York Agriculture 2000 and a related 

statewide conference for the Governor’s Office. Both projects were successes in part because of 

Olan’s unique ability to bring together individuals with divergent views in a common, forward-

looking effort. In 1985-1988, in preparation for a major loan from the International Monetary 

Fund, he coordinated ten faculty colleagues in developing strategies to restructure the export 

plans in Tunisia for olive oil, wines, and citrus products. Later in his career, in the early 1900s, 

he led a group of about a dozen Cornell faculty to teach agricultural economics at the University 

of Agriculture in Nitra for the newly independent Slovakia. 

 

Moreover, he was the Director of the Cornell Program on Commodity Promotion Research from 

1989 until 1995. Forker was also active in a variety of regional and national research 

committees. These included Director of the National Institute of Commodity Promotion 

Research and Evaluation (1993-1995), Chairman of the Northeast Marketing and Competition 

Research Planning Steering Committee (1977-1984), and Chairman of (NEC-63) Research 

Committee on Commodity Promotion Programs (1985-1995). 

 

After stepping down as Department Chair, a juncture at which some people look for a glide path 

to retirement, Olan initiated what may have been the most productive period of his career. He 

served as the Department Undergraduate Program Leader and took his commodity marketing 

research to new levels, setting the standards for new faculty. His research and professional 

activities have left durable footprints others will follow. 

 

Olan’s work had a significant international component. He was a member of the International 

Association of Agricultural Economists. In 1970, he and his family traveled to Ankara, Turkey 

for a one-year sabbatical as an economist for USAID and in 1981 traveled to the University of 

Manchester, England as an elite Hallsworth Fellow. During his career, Olan also studied and 

consulted in Hungary, Holland, Guatemala, Japan, Belgium, France, Ireland, Denmark, India, 

and Italy. 



 

In retirement, Olan continued to be an active member of Trinity Lutheran Church, City Club of 

Ithaca, and Sertoma Club. He also served on the board of Foodnet Meals on Wheels and was a 

volunteer Gadabout driver. Among his favorite activities were sailing charter vessels with friends 

in the Caribbean and in a motor home, driving from Alaska to Key West, Florida. 

 

Olan will be remembered as a warm and charitable man, not normally words that describe the 

leader that he clearly was. He was ambitious and even competitive but in a gentle way. He 

believed in hard work, common sense, respect for others and honest values. His work had 

meaning and value for others and for society. Olan Forker lived a full life, was the consummate 

professional and enriched the lives of all who were fortunate enough to know him. He is 

survived by his wife Kathleen (Katie), three children, and three grandchildren. 
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