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Farm Bill Reauthorization—It’s a Mixed Bag

For over a year we have been following the reauthorization of the federal Farm Bill in the hope of restructuring and redirection of its provisions.  Now that the final vote has taken place (last week) on a compromise bill that emerged recently from conference committee, nothing much will have changed.  As we entered the final stretch, the main goal became one of protecting the hunger provisions that are more important now than ever—and even then, it wasn’t what we had originally asked for or hoped.  Sadly, even this sorely inadequate bill is expected to be vetoed by the President.

The Senate voted to pass the Farm Bill Conference Report by an overwhelming margin of 81 to 15, with both Senators Casey and Specter voting in favor of the bill.  The Senate’s move followed on the heels of the strong House vote of 318 to 106; Rep. Gerlach did not vote, Representatives Dent and Pitts voted Nay, and the remainder voted Yea.

Many thanks to all who have been a part of this struggle to get a fair and adequate Farm Bill that protects small farmers here and abroad, the environment in rural communities, and hunger programs to ensure that vulnerable citizens have access to food.
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A STATEMENT ON “WHAT IS”

The following is a message from Rev. David Beckmann, President of Bread for the World, expressing his sentiments concerning the bill that passed Congress last week:

Washington, DC, May 14, 2008--Bread for the World president Rev. David Beckmann issued the following statement today concerning the 2008 Farm Bill that is expected to pass both houses of Congress this week and is also expected to be vetoed by President Bush:

"The 2008 Farm Bill represents half a loaf. Congress has increased funding for vital domestic nutrition programs but has failed to substantially reform the U.S. agricultural system. 

"We rejoice that additional funding has been given to nutrition programs especially in light of the growing global hunger crisis that is hindering the efforts of struggling parents to feed their children.  We celebrate the increases to the Food Stamp Program and funding for food banks. We are happy that the bill authorizes the Hunger Free Communities grant program, which will enable community-based organizations to work together to plan and implement local strategies to end hunger. We are also encouraged that it contains a pilot program that allows for the local purchase of food aid from sources closer to the countries in need. 

"But we are missing the other half of the loaf--substantial reform of the commodity programs. Congress has failed to make our commodity programs fairer and more equitable. The bill does little to target subsidies to where they are most needed, but continues to concentrate payments to the largest and wealthiest landowners. 

"This missing half has long-term and pernicious effects on global agriculture and trade. Current policies have helped stymie agricultural development in poor countries, leaving millions of people mired in poverty and helping to create the current hunger crisis worldwide. Rather than respond to the new reality of global agriculture, the 2008 Farm Bill locks the United States into another five-year protectionist system that hampers the desperate efforts of small farmers to feed their families. 

"We celebrate the important and urgent increases in nutrition funding.  But we deeply lament the lack of serious reform of agricultural subsidies in this bill. Many will praise the 2008 Farm Bill as 'the best we can do.' We think the United States can and should do better.  Therefore, with a heavy heart, we have chosen a middle of the road stance as the bill moves toward final passage.

"Our stand on the 2008 Farm Bill comes from a Biblical imperative that calls for a 'harvest of righteousness' (James 3:18). We will keep on working to reform the farm bill until it truly serves the needs of poor farm and rural families and all people around the world who struggle to feed themselves and their children."
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WHAT WE ASKED FOR AT THE BEGINNING

A July 2007 Council alert helped to frame the issue, which dictated the “asks” of Congress.  It shared points from a “Talking About the Farm Bill” paper from the Religious Working Group on the Farm Bill:

The U.S. farm bill is comprehensive legislation that is renewed every five years and governs our nation’s farm and food policies, including Food Stamps, food sent to starving people in other countries, and farm supports, including conservation programs.   The current farm bill expires this year, and thus must be reauthorized by Congress by the end of 2007.

The farm bill represents a broken promise to America’s farmers and rural communities.  Originally devised in the 1930s to give farmers an economic “safety net” during difficult times, today’s farm bill gives out large government payments to a small number of farmers while doing little to help the majority of farmers and rural communities.   Moreover, it actually hurts poor farmers in developing countries by encouraging U.S. farmers to overproduce certain crops like cotton and rice, creating a glut that drives down world prices.  

Congress should use the 2007 farm bill to:

1.
Restructure the current inequitable commodity-payment system to eliminate trade-distorting subsidies that hurt people living in poverty around the world, while providing a more equitable system of support for farmers in the United States; and

2.
Redirect the savings from restructuring the commodity title -- billions of dollars -- into programs that need it most: nutrition, rural development, conservation and the research and development of renewable energy.
Why the Current Commodity Payment System should be Reformed

Currently, the U.S. spends an average of $12 billion per year on commodity payments, nearly all to the producers of five main crops (rice, wheat, corn, cotton, and soybeans).   The current system is inequitable to farmers both at home and around the world.

The current system is not good for rural America:

· Approximately 75% of current U.S. commodity payments go to the largest 10% of producers.

· More than 75% of American farmers do not receive any commodity payments, while loopholes in the current law allow some of the largest farmers to collect payments in excess of $1 million.

· Commodity payments do not generate jobs for rural America.  In fact, in counties that receive the most commodity payments, job gains have been below the national average.   

· For over forty years rural America has had higher rates of poverty than metro areas; hungry people in these rural communities who qualify for Food Stamps participate in the program more often than their urban or suburban counterparts.

The current system is also bad for poor farmers in other countries:

· Since the current commodity system pays American farmer by the acre and the bushel, it encourages them to grow more than the market can absorb.  The largest operations overproduce crops such as cotton and rice, creating a glut that drives down world prices and undermines the livelihood of farmers in places like Africa.

· More than 75 million of the world’s poorest people – most of whom live on less than a dollar a day – rely on farming as their way to earn a living.  American farm policy should not stack the system against them.

· Cotton production is particularly important to the livelihood of Sub-Saharan Africa.  Twenty million Africans rely on cotton production for their living (as opposed to 25,000 cotton farmers in the U.S.).   

Despite significant promises made by U.S. leaders to fighting poverty in the world through debt relief, foreign aid, and fair trade practices – the cornerstones of the Millennium Development Goals – the U.S. currently spends more on domestic cotton subsidies alone than it does on the sum total of foreign aid and debt cancellation to Africa.
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WHAT PASSAGE OF THIS FARM BILL MEANS

Passage of the conference compromise version of the Farm Bill, should it withstand the President’s veto, means that we are locked into five more years of an inequitable farm commodity structure that has negative impacts on small farmers both here and abroad—it distorts global trade, leaving small farmers with financial struggles and hungry people around the world.  It means that there are increases in hunger-related programs here—which is good—but we are in an economy where food prices are rising faster than the ability of poor and low income people to afford them, so it is unclear just how far the additional dollars can be stretched.
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WHAT YOU CAN DO

We can start laying the groundwork now for the next Farm Bill reauthorization, calling for true reform that addresses the inequities of the current farm commodity structure.
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RESOURCES

· Pennsylvania Council of Churches position paper on Human Needs (http://www.pachurches.org/What/Advocacy/Policies/Policies.htm); click on “Human Needs” link
· Pennsylvania Hunger Action Center (http://www.pahunger.org/)

· Bread for the World (http://www.bread.org)

· Food Research and Action Center (http://www.frac.org/)

· Coalition on Human Needs (http://www.chn.org/)

· Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (http://www.cbpp.org/)

· Just Trade—PC(USA) Advocates for Trade Justice and a Better Farm Bill (http://www.pcusa.org/trade/farmbill/) 
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