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What is the Farm Bill? How does the Farm Bill affect our daily lives? What 
is wrong with the Farm Bill? Read on to find out more information on this 
piece of legislations that affects our lives more than we think it does. 
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1. What is the Farm Bill about? 

The United States Farm Bill, also known as the Food Conservation and Energy Act, is a primary 
agricultural and food policy tool passed by the US Congress every 5 years or so to deal with 
agricultural and conservation issues. The latest bill was passed on June 18, 2008, and claims a 
budget of USD 288 billion. The next bill is estimated to be passed in 2012. 

To view the entire Farm Bill, please visit this link: 

http://www.usda.gov/documents/Bill_6124.pdf 

The Farm Bill principally tries to help US farmers, but over time, it has become less and less 
successful at doing so. It includes commodity payments, which are cash payments made to 
farmers growing mainly five crops – corn, wheat, cotton, rice and soybeans (there are a total of 
20 crops covered). Virtually no subsidies are provided for fruits and vegetables. The Farm Bill is 
also a primary tool for reducing hunger in the US. The Food Stamp Program, now called the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), is a major component in the Farm bill and 
is our nation’s first line of defence against hunger. There is also a relatively small portion of the 
Farm Bill devoted specifically to rural development. 

The titles (or sections) covered under the Farm Bill are as follows: 

Title I: Commodity Programs 

Under this title, the US provides federal support for products like corn, wheat, peanuts, sugar 
and dairy in three ways: direct payments, counter-cyclical payments, and marketing loans. 

Direct payments are fixed yearly payments that are based on historical production. Counter-
cyclical payments are like reimbursements to farmers when their goods fall below a target price. 
Marketing loans are loans that farmers can obtain by using their harvested goods as collateral. 
This means that farmers get to stockpile their goods when prices are low and sell them when 
prices are higher. 

The program was established for conservation purposes because it intended for farmers to let 
their land fallow when prices of their goods are low. 

Title II: Conservation 

Under this title, the US provides federal support, monetary benefits and technical assistance for 
farmers who and associated organizations that make attempts to conserve their land. For 
example, the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) encourages farmers to set aside their land to 
cultivate green zones in exchange for yearly rental payments and cost-share assistance. 

These are some of the changes seen in the 2008 Farm Bill: 

• Increased funding for programs like the Environmental Quality Incentive Program, 
Conservation Stewardship Program and Farm and Ranchland Protection.  

• Includes the Endangered Species Recovery Act, which will provide tax incentives for 
owners who volunteer to conserve habitat on lands for threatened and endangered 
species.  

• Reauthorized Grassland Reserve and Wetlands Reserve programs.  
• Includes an illegal logging provision.  

http://www.usda.gov/documents/Bill_6124.pdf�
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Title III: Trade 

Under this title, the US addresses social issues like poverty, as well as doles out aid for food 
programs locally and internationally. The purpose of this title is to increase access and expand 
trade across the world, without compromising on World Trade Organization standards and 
equity issues. For instance, the 2008 Farm Bill introduced a $60 million pilot program for local 
or regional purchases of food aid. 

Title IV: Nutrition 

Under this title, the US aims to provide more affordable and easily accessible fresh food 
products so as to encourage healthy diets and to reduce obesity rates in the nation. For example, 
to tackle the problem of food insecurity, the 2008 Farm Bill increased funding for The 
Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) by $1.26 billion in order to better stock food 
banks across states. 

Title V: Credit 

Under this title, the US hopes to provide rural farmers with better access to loans so as to reduce 
inequity among farmers. Besides, these loans are used as monetary incentives for farmers to 
become engaged in conservation of land. For example, the 2008 Farm Bill introduced a loan 
guarantee program to help farmers carry out conservation programs. This program gives 
priority to beginning and socially disadvantaged farmers when guaranteeing loans for soil and 
water conservation and protection. 

Title VI: Rural Development 

Under this title, the US aims to invest in and economically develop rural parts of the nation. 
Funding is provided for development programs, and pollution issues are carefully monitored by 
encouraging the use of renewable energy. One thing to note is that the definition of “rural” has 
to be revised over time as the nation develops further. For instance, to attract new businesses, 
improve access to technology and capture new markets, the 2008 Farm Bill provides grants to 
train rural residents. The bill also extends loans to rural residents who may want to set up small 
enterprises.  

Title VII: Research 

Under this title, the US hopes to invest in research on agriculture to further develop this 
economic sector. Research is conducted on methods to boost farm productivity, prevention of 
cure of plant and animal diseases, as well as new technologies that could expand the use of 
current agricultural products. For instance, to address the pressing needs for agricultural 
research and education for food and agricultural sciences, the 2008 Farm Bill aimed to create a 
premier research program named the Agriculture and Food Research Initiative (AFRI). This is to 
provide grants to students and organizations conducting research in priority areas, as well as to 
support entrepreneurship and businesses to develop across rural areas in the nation. 
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Title VIII: Forestry 

Under this title, the US attempts to conserve and sustain forests across the nation. This is 
because forests provide a huge variety of ecological services to Americans, like clean air and 
water, wildlife habitats, aesthetics, and renewable energy. However, the rural economy has 
traditionally relied on the use of forest resources to sustain itself. In the 2008 Farm Bill, the US 
aims to protect forests by conducting regular assessments of current forest resources, and by 
mandating states to develop a long-term plan for forest resources management. It also aims to 
increase efficiency in existing forestry programs by reauthorizing the Office of International 
Forestry, and by improving tri-partite relations among the government, private landowners and 
the conservation community.  

Title IX: Energy 

Under this title, the US hopes to increase energy efficiency, introduce alternative energy sources 
and promote energy independence. This is so as to align itself to the goal of achieving greater 
sustainability. For example, the 2008 Farm Bill provided $1 billion to fund programs under this 
title for investments in renewable energy technologies. It has also established the Rural Energy 
for America Program (REAP) to provide grants for farmers to become more energy efficient in 
food production.  

Title X: Horticulture and Organic Agriculture 

Under this title, the US hopes to produce fresher fruit and vegetable products for the nation. For 
example, the 2008 Farm Bill provides new funding for organic farmers in terms of cost-share 
programs and market research. It has also introduced and funded a National Clean Plant 
Network so as to maintain plant stocks that are free from pests and diseases, and to develop a 
national source for clean plant stocks for horticultural crops. 

Title XI: Livestock 

This is a new title added in 2008 to protect livestock producers and the poultry market. This 
includes implementing a mandatory country of origin labeling for meat and produce, as well as 
increasing market access to products produced by smaller processing plants. The bill also aims 
to improve market transparency by providing online market information published under the 
Livestock Mandatory Reporting Act.  

Title XII: Crop Insurance 

Under this title, the US hopes to help farmers better manage risks. For instance, the 2008 Farm 
Bill introduced the Supplemental Agricultural Disaster Assistance Program to supplement crop 
insurance coverage so that farmers are better insured against disasters. The bill also 
emphasizes on risk management for socially disadvantaged and beginning farmers.  

Title XIII: Commodity Futures 

Under this title, the US hopes to strengthen oversight of its futures market. To alleviate the 
problem of market manipulation, the 2008 Farm Bill increases penalties tenfold for fraudulent 
practices. It has also reauthorized the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, which is the 
agency that deals with federal regulation of commodity futures trading.  
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Title XIV: Miscellaneous 

Under this title, the US hopes to address issues like socially disadvantaged producers, farm 
program reforms, agricultural security, animal welfare, and regional infrastructure and 
economic development. For example, under animal welfare, the 2008 Farm Bill strengthens 
prohibitions on animal fighting businesses and increases criminal penalties for violations. 
Under socially disadvantaged farmers, the bill increases mandatory funding as well as provides 
technical assistance and education support for these farmers.  

Title XV: Trade and Taxes 

Under this title, the US establishes tax provisions affecting conservation and commodity 
program payments, timber investment and agricultural income. It also provides relief funding. 
For example, the 2008 Farm Bill introduced the Agricultural Disaster Relief Trust Fund to fund 
its Supplemental Agricultural Disaster Assistance program.  
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2. What problems does the Farm Bill create? 

Increased corn production and associated effects 

1. Under the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), the 2008 Farm Bill lowers the acreage 
limit to 32 million acres, a 19% reduction from 2002.  

2. The 2008 Farm Bill reduced the Volumetric Ethanol Excise Tax Credit (VEETC) from 
$0.51 per gallon to $0.45 per gallon. To keep domestically produced ethanol artificially 
competitive, an additional tax (which has been extended by the Farm Bill) is imposed on 
imports. This resulted in the boost of domestic ethanol production.  

As a result of corn and ethanol subsidies, these products have been produced in excessive 
amounts. Since ethanol is a derivative of corn, an increase in the demand for ethanol increases 
the demand for corn as well. The higher demand for corn leads to higher corn prices, which 
encourages more US farmers to devote more farmland to the production of corn. The limit 
reduction of the CRP aggravates the problem because farmers would want to return their land 
to corn production if they earn more money this way. 

Effects: 

• Loss of terrestrial habitats, destabilizing biodiversity: affect 380 species listed as 
threatened or endangered.  

• Degraded marine ecology due to fertilizer runoff because corn needs more fertilizer 
than other crops. This may lead to the growth of algae, which takes in oxygen when it 
decomposes, and may result in hypoxia.  

• Localized overfishing because the fish population is concentrated in smaller areas.  

• Soil erosion because buffer zones that obstruct pollution and sediment runoff have been 
removed. Sediment runoff obstructs light to marine organisms, clogs fish gills, reduces 
marine populations in deep parts of water bodies, and reduces water quality. To solve 
this problem, dredging is needed but is costly and unsustainable.  

• Lifecycle greenhouse gas emissions from ethanol production: growing process, 
transportation, conversion of corn into ethanol, loss of pastures (because grasslands are 
greater carbon sinks than cornfields), nitrogen fertilizer (that releases nitrous oxide 
which has a global warming potential of 300 times that of carbon dioxide).    

• End up with a food system that is awash in added sugars derived from corn with hardly 
any subsidies for fruit and vegetables. As such, the least healthy calories in the 
supermarket are the cheapest, and therefore are more likely to be consumed.  

Inequitable distribution of benefits 

1. About 2/3 of the 2008 Farm Bill would pay for domestic nutrition programs like food 
stamps and emergency food aid.  

2. An additional $40 billion of the 2008 Farm Bill will pay for farm subsidies, and $30 
billion will go to farmers to idle their land and to other environmental programs.  
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3. Small cuts are made to direct payments distributed to farmers no matter how much they 
grow. The farm bill would also exclude some federal payment to individuals with more 
than $750,000 in annual farm income, or married farmers who make more than $1.5 
million.  

Existing programs skew the benefits to the largest growers and divert scarce resources from 
rural development, and undercut farmers in the developing world. The bottom 80% of farmers 
receive an average total payment of just $579 per recipient, while 62% of farmers receive no 
subsidies. 

Sugar provisions and associated effects 

1. The 2008 Farm Bill raises the price support loan rate for raw cane sugar and refined 
beet sugar, which translates to an increase of slightly over 4% in the loan rates for raw 
and refined sugar.  

2. The US sugar market is required to provide for 85% of domestic sugar consumption.  

3. Under Tariff Rate Quota (TRQ) administration, the 2008 Farm Bill requires the Secretary 
of Agriculture to set import quotas each year at the minimum needed to comply with 
international trade agreements, except for specialty sugars.  

4. The 2008 Farm Bill includes a sugar-to-ethanol program, which requires USDA to 
purchase surplus sugar to produce ethanol and other forms of bioenergy.  

Effects: 

• Increased cost of sugar due to the higher loan rates, restrictions on imports, diversion of 
sugar supplies to ethanol. This will cost taxpayers $2 billion over 5 years.  

• Increased sugar production in US and Mexico due to higher price support and the lack of 
barriers in sugar trade, as well as due to the increased use of the expensive sugar-to-
ethanol scheme. This will result in lots of sugar surpluses, which USDA will have to buy 
and then sell off to ethanol plants at a loss. This will cost taxpayers $4 billion over 10 
years.  

• Violates international trade obligations because of sugar import restriction, thus may be 
challenged by WTO, resulting in the retaliation against other US goods.  

More restricted eligibility for conservation programs 

1. Under the Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program, which used to assist a wide array of 
landowners in improving and restoring terrestrial and aquatic habitats, now restricts 
eligible lands to owners of agricultural and private non-industrial forest lands.  

2. Payment limitation of $50,000 on programs.  

3. The Wetlands Reserve Program is reduced by 25%, with new restrictions imposed on 
length of ownership and payment schedules.  
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Projects like restoration of in-stream habitat, dam removal and restoration of non-agricultural 
privately-owned lands are no longer eligible, which hampers conservation efforts. Besides, the 
reduced funding will hinder larger-scale habitat cost share projects. The ability to protect and 
restore large-scale wetlands will also be hindered. 
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3.      What recommendations can we make about the Farm Bill? 

Fair prices 

Focus on fair prices instead of subsidies because the key should be to stabilize prices. This is 
because even when subsidies were removed in the 1996 Farm Bill, there were still problems of 
overproduction since farmers wanted to grow more to recoup their costs. Policies which 
support fair prices include supply management through acreage set-asides and grain reserves. 

Dumping of agricultural commodities that has undermined farmers in poor countries should be 
prohibited. 

Reform the commodity program so that there can be a broader, more equitable safety net that 
works better for small and moderate-sized farms, including farmers who want to grow barley, 
broccoli, pears or pecans. 

Energy efficiency 

Develop a renewable energy title that prioritizes rural development (like investing in rural 
infrastructure), supports local ownership and promotes sustainably produced feed stocks. Local 
and regional food systems can be promoted by keeping smaller, more diverse farmers on the 
land. 

Develop an expanded “green payments” program which would reward farmers for 
environmental stewardship instead of placing incentives on overproduction. 

Develop a more long-term Farm Bill (like a 50-year Farm Bill) alongside the short-term Farm 
Bills to deal with environmental issues like soil degradation, water pollution and climate change. 

Nutrition and health 

Collaborate with the public health community on ways to make healthier food more accessible 
and reward farmers for producing healthier crops. 

Increase funding for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program while making it easier for 
hunger individuals to receive help. SNAP should provide incentives for purchase of fruits and 
vegetables that would also strengthen local and regional farm-to-market connections. 

Introduce a “whole-farm revenue” concept for crop insurance to encourage more diverse crops. 

In order to make use of the funds set aside for subsidies, the government can consider shifting 
subsidies from the 20 main crops (that lead to the production of processed foods) to healthier 
and more nutritious fruit and vegetables. This could help lower the price of healthier foods so 
that people are more likely to opt for them.  
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4.      Sources 

We would like to credit the following sites for providing us with insightful information on the 
2008 Farm Bill. 

1. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_farm_bill  
2. http://www.usda.gov/wps/portal/usda/farmbill2008?navid=FARMBILL2008  
3. http://www.organicconsumers.org/laseur_nepa.pdf  
4. http://www.hungeractionnys.org/farmbill.html  
5. http://www.sweetenerusers.org/2008%20Farm%20Bill%20Sugar%20Provisions.pdf  
6. http://www.promarinternational.com/pdfs/CommoditiesBriefs/Analysis%20of%20Far

m%20Bill%20Sugar%20Provisions.pdf  
7. http://nativeecosystems.org/critterthink/archive/2008/06/03/the-2008-farm-bill-a-

retrospective-and-briefing  
8. http://www.agobservatory.org/issue_farmbill.cfm  
9. http://www.iwla.org/index.php?ht=a/GetDocumentAction/i/797  
10. http://civileats.com/2010/04/23/a-new-vision-for-the-farm-bill/  
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