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Farm Bill Priorities

Ohio Farm Bureau Federation
Background:

Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack recently said the 2012 farm bill will be a “different animal” than previous farm bills. “In the past, policy drove money,” Vilsack said. “This time, the financial framework of the budget will drive the farm programs.”  Vilsack said the Agriculture Department won’t be submitting its own farm bill. “That’s been tried before and it doesn’t work.  I have good relationships with the leaders of the agriculture committees, and we’ll work together through the process.”
Farmers are watching to see how farm programs will be impacted as the 12 members of a federal “super committee” prepare to identify ways to reduce the national debt.  The committee was appointed as part of a compromise to raise the U.S. debt ceiling in August and is charged with saving the federal government $1.2 trillion to $1.5 trillion by 2021. Ohio Sen. Rob Portman has been appointed to the committee, which had its first meeting on September 16. All congressional committees have until October 14 to submit their debt reduction recommendations. If the super committee fails to deliver a proposal or if Congress fails to enact it by December 23, automatic across-the-board spending cuts will occur in 2013.  Congress may look to reduce spending in crop insurance premium subsidies, safety net and conservation programs.
The American Farm Bureau Federation is working with House and Senate Agriculture committees as they seek recommendations for savings related to agriculture spending.  While Midwestern farmers have tended to favor cuts to direct payments in exchange for a stronger crop insurance program and Average Crop Revenue (ACRE) Program, many Southern farmers grow crops that benefit more from direct payments.     
It is expected that the House and Senate Agriculture committees will develop a list of savings to agriculture spending that they will forward to the super committee. Recommendations are expected to be specific.  The super committee isn’t giving—or hasn’t yet given—the Agriculture committees a target to reach.  
House Agriculture Committee Chairman Frank Lucas (R-Okla.) said work by the super committee to eliminate programs might require the House Agriculture Committee to expedite writing of the 2012 farm bill in order to provide a different farm safety net if certain parts of the farm program are eliminated by the 12-member congressional panel. Senate Agriculture Committee Chair Debbie Stabenow (D-Mich.) promised to fight for the safety net in the next farm bill.  While direct payments are expected to face cuts, Stabenow stressed the need of crop insurance. 
Education on the importance and need for the farm bill must continue with Congress as many moderate Democrats who lost their seats in the 2010 election were from rural areas and were generally supporters of the farm bill.  Many of the Democrats who are replacing them on the Agriculture Committees are from urban areas and have more knowledge of the food and nutrition sections of the farm bill.  Republicans who won many of the seats from these rural Democrats have promised to cut spending and also support their farmer constituents.  

Farm Production Costs Expected to Continue to Rise:

A recent report from the Agriculture Department shows that farm spending rose to $289 billion in 2010, up from $287.4 billion in 2009. USDA attributes the rise in farm spending to a 4 percent increase in fuel cost to $12.9 billion, a 0.1 percent rise in feed cost to $45.4 billion and a 15 percent rise in rent cost to $25.9 billion.  According to the USDA report, while fertilizer, feed, rent and fuel costs have increased, the amount farmers spent on agricultural chemicals, labor and services such as marketing and insurance has decreased compared to the previous year.  
Ohio Priorities:

· Safety Net:  Ohio farmers support maintaining a strong safety net program consisting of affordable crop insurance and a simplified Average Crop Revenue Eligibility (ACRE) program.  OFBF recognizes legislation introduced by Sens. Brown, Thune, Durbin and Lugar which offers the Aggregate Risk and Revenue Management (ARRM) program, which merits assessment by policymakers. Ohio farmers with diversified operations and farms of smaller size also tend to support retaining the direct payment program.  
· Crop Insurance:  Ohio farmers support a strong crop insurance program that continues to offer affordable policies to growers. We oppose cuts to crop insurance that could drive up premium costs for this critical tool.  
· Working Lands Conservation:  Ohio farmers strongly support preserving “working lands” programs like the Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP) and Conservation Security Program (CSP).  We support maintaining current Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) contracts.  Ohio farmers also support consolidating conservation programs.  

· Dairy:  Ohio dairy farmers support major reforms to the current dairy program.  We support eliminating the Milk Income Loss Contract (MILC) and dairy price support programs and replacing them with a gross margin protection program that is based on the difference between feed cost and milk price, similar to that proposed recently by Ranking Member of the House Agriculture Committee, Colin Peterson (D-MN).  We have had concerns with a “market stabilization” program, which was also part of Rep. Peterson’s proposal, but a new version of his bill makes this an optional program.  We support a competitive pay price to include consideration of two classes of milk, fluid and manufacturing.  While many Ohio dairies support a margin program approach, any new program should provide a sufficient safety net for all sizes and structures of dairies in the state.  Consideration may also be given to increased price discovery and more aggressive programs to cull cattle when prices are low.  
· Specialty Crops:  Ohio farmers support the specialty crop block grant program aimed at aiding the produce industry.  We support modifying the programs current formula for fund distribution, so Midwestern states receive a fair share of the distributed funds.  Emphasis for specialty crops should also focus on fundamental research, food safety, nutrition, marketing and promotions.
AFBF Future Farm Policy:  
Farm Bureau supports preserving a safety net for farmers and also supports a balanced federal budget and efforts to reduce the federal debt.  The American Farm Bureau Federation recently released a detailed proposal to Congress that outlines specific cost saving ideas for the Farm Bill that allows agriculture to do its part in reducing federal spending but also preserves the important farm safety and other valuable farm programs.  See AFBF’s “Policy Recommendations for the 2012 Farm Bill” document for details.   
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