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Part One of the “U.S. Cotton Program & Black Cotton Farmers in the United States” was an “Historical Overview” and Part Two was “Findings and Analysis of Interviews with Black Cotton Farmers.” In this last section of the study - Part Three - we will offer recommendations for agriculture policy based on the research findings.

We determined that the entire agriculture policy in the United States needs to be re-designed – a whole new mindset needs to be incorporated. This would include a re-invigoration and improvement of policies developed by agriculture experts from the past who had in mind the protection of family farmers. U.S. policy makers need to be mindful of the safety and protection of independent family farmers, as well as the American consumers, rather than advocating for America’s corporate giants. Ultimately, everyone loses from government policies that benefit only one sector and in this case it is corporate America. The following are brief recommendations:

Just policies for Farmers of Color: Farmers of color need and deserve special attention because it is this segment of the world’s farming population that is most victimized by agriculture policies – even many of those policies considered family farmer friendly - because those policies for the most part are conceived and administered in a discriminatory manner. Current policies of the government and many organizations advocating for change in the current system are essentially fighting over which group of white people and corporate entities will control America’s production agriculture system and have ignored or marginalized farmers of color.

Public versus private agriculture: The growth of food and fiber is essentially a “public” issue and not a “private” issue. To equate agriculture with any other economic sector is inappropriate – it is too important to be included in the  “free-trade” scenario and left to the whim of the markets. This would be not only impractical but also immoral. The role of government in agriculture should be to protect farmers and consumers, rather than handing over agriculture to corporate entities and the “free market” which is invariably “unfair”. The “privatization” of agriculture has already gone too far. If we continue with this trend we do so at our peril.

Agriculture is different than other economic sectors: With markets that are increasingly globalized, the impact of agriculture policies in one country resonates in another. The radical shift in the United States to an intensive focus on an export-oriented policy in the 1990’s has impacted the world’s agriculture system in any number of ways. It has led to the increased industrialization of agriculture in the developing world and the often-devastating use of monoculture systems along with a shift away from the important diversity in agriculture.

The government’s role should be to ensure diversity in agriculture and not just diversity in size and income, but also in race and culture. 

The acreage set-asides developed in the 1930’s were important for a number of reasons. Most experts agree that if there is acreage available, farmers will produce on it. Agriculture is different from other economic sectors and needs to be treated differently. It cannot effectively serve at the whim of the market forces. For example, there is only so much food that people can eat regardless of their income. If someone has a lot of money it does not necessarily mean they will purchase more food or even more expensive food. The point is that regardless of how much food is produced, human food consumption will remain constant, and, importantly, humans must eat to survive. 

With more money, individuals might, however, purchase a more expensive car or two cars and an abundance of computers. But they can live without a car and they can live without a computer, but they cannot live without food.

Carmakers might stop production of certain cars in order to lower production to match demand with prices, but farmers don’t have the luxury of playing to the market in this way. 

We have given farmers the responsibility of growing products for us. Yet the farmer’s crop takes enormous preparation at considerable risk. What they grow, however, is essential for us humans. It is a huge responsibility that farmers hold on their shoulders. They can’t and won’t stop growing because of the market – most farmers in the world understand this.

Additionally, if there is too much produced then it benefits no-one, least of all the farmers themselves, as over-production drives down prices and much of what is produced can be wasted. The New Deal farm advocates under the President Franklin Roosevelt administration recognized this important point.

Farmers are asked by consumers to grow affordable food and fiber. They are not attempting to make corporate stockholders wealthy by doing this. Most agriculture entities are not publicly traded businesses. Most of the millions of farmers in the world are, thankfully, independent family farmers and are experts in what they do.  They grow for the people and for themselves. That’s another reason why the role of government in agriculture is so essential in protecting this exceptionally important economic sector of our world’s and country’s society. 

Diversity in rural communities: Walter Goldschmidt's research mentioned in “Part One” of this study concluded that communities with a mixed farming system faired better than those that were monolithic or where there was concentrated wealth.  Therefore, it can be argued, that for Black/minority farms and farming communities to be economically and socially vibrant, a mixed farming structure of small, medium and large farms needs to be established.  Cotton production fits very well into this structure.  

Farmers need to get paid: An additional point to be made here is that, importantly, farmers have to get paid for what they do. The public needs to develop and support policies to make sure that farmers and their communities are protected so that they can continue their work for themselves, their communities and the rest of us. Managing farm production and ensuring loan rates that are reasonable are just some of the ways of assisting farmers in getting paid a fair price.
Specific recommendations:

1. Price supports:  Under the present subsidy program the loan rate has not been tied to the actual price of cotton production. Rather, farmers have received payments to make up the difference of the low loan rate. The loan rate needs to be increased so that farmers can get a good price for their crop rather than relying on the government for subsidy checks. 

The beneficiaries of the present program are not farmers but corporate agribusiness companies who reap the benefits of purchasing the commodities at exceptionally low prices based on the unacceptable low loan rates.

There needs to be developed, again, the non-recourse loan system, which is in essence a price support for farmers but sets a reasonable loan rate to cover production so that farmers can get paid a fair price and corporations buying farmers’ produce would have to pay a higher price to farmers. This helps to level the playing field between corporate America and independent family farmers. As Secretary of Agriculture Charles F. Brannan said in the 1940’s  “price supports are the farmer's equivalent of the laboring man's minimum wage, social security, and collective bargaining arrangements.”

2. Supply management: Farm policy needs to reflect better management of U.S. crop production. With the huge addition of some 10 to 15 million acres of land opened up after the set-aside program was discarded in recent Farm Bills, farmers and consumers have lost considerably. The cost of this is hard to calculate because it comes in loss of income for farmers in over-production and lower prices, soil depletion, more chemical use – the cost is astronomical. 

A farm policy that offers support to farmers with an acreage set-aside program is essential to better manage farm production. A formula, however, needs to be developed to assist Black farmers who lease much of their land so that they can also benefit from the acreage set-aside.

3. A cap on subsidy payments: If the subsidy program continues there needs to be a cap on the amount that’s paid so that huge corporate entities are not the ones taking most for the taxpayer’s money. Again, there needs to be a formula developed for small farmers and farmers of color for this program. 

4. Assistance to Black farmers to change to alternative crops: If the current cotton program ends without a viable alternative, there needs to be technical assistance and other support to Black cotton farmers to make the change to other sustainable crops. It will not be easy to make the adjustment, but the threat of the loss of this important farming sector and of other small farmers would place our agriculture system again in jeopardy. The skill and knowledge in agriculture of this farming sector is of great value. There should be an investment in them to be sure.

5. Culture: Diversity in agriculture and communities: Agriculture is not monolithic. It has special significance to all ethnic groups and races. In developing farm policies, this needs to be taken into consideration.

6. Economic diversity of rural economies and caps on land ownership: In Walter Goldschmidt’s research mentioned above there was a recognition that a healthy democracy is almost universally contingent upon a diverse economy. That is, an economy in which the masses of people have ownership in parts of the economy as opposed to one huge entity for which people are hired as workers. 

Land ownership in rural communities also needs finally to be reckoned with. In the mid-1900’s agriculture policy makers grappled with this issue as mentioned by Goldschmidt and it is still on going. The question is always, how much land can and should one person or corporation own?

We are recommending that this issue be looked at closely. All indications are that there needs to be a “cap” on land ownership for us to maintain and build a healthy and diverse agriculture system. This should be accompanied by policies that insure the retention of black owned land.

Summary: Recommendations

The tradition of growing cotton has been a long and important one for the Black farming community. As with many of the farmers in Africa today, cotton is a good cash crop for Black farmers in the United States and always has been, even though there are fewer Black cotton farmers now than before. But there are fewer Black farmers today, largely because of a combination of racism emanating from the USDA, and elsewhere in the economy and U.S. culture, along with bad farm programs that benefit corporate agriculture rather than family farmers. The remaining Black cotton farmers are now threatened through no fault of their own.

Ever since the Roosevelt administration introduced and passed the New Deal and subsequent programs beyond Roosevelt’s legislative initiatives, there have been efforts by corporate interests to deregulate virtually everything in American business. This is true also in agriculture. After WWII, corporate agribusiness has tried every conceivable trick in the trade to control all aspects of agriculture – its production, packaging, distribution, and markets. Everyone in the world has to eat so the market is a given. Huge profits are in the offing in the world of agriculture. You don’t have to do a market survey to decide whether food and fiber are wanted or needed.

One of the major impediments and competition to the corporate take-over of agriculture has been the independent family farmer. Corporations have been making in-roads into destroying this competition through GMO seeds, chemical in-puts and other tactics that are leading production agriculture all over the world toward a modern day sharecropper system.

Like the threats to the privatization of social security and the diminishing of programs for the poor and elderly in, for example, health care, education, and housing, corporate America is also threatening to privatize agriculture. They haven’t been completely successful at doing that yet.  Unless agriculture policies are radically overhauled, corporate America will make sure it reaps the benefits on the backs of the taxpayers, consumers and rural communities.

Government has a role in agriculture, but the role needs to be to assist independent family farmers, especially when threatened in an industrial agricultural system that is essentially a government corporate privatization scheme. Walter Goldschmidt said, ultimately, that if American agriculture was to be industrialized then agriculture policies need to adjust accordingly. It would mean that farm workers should have protection through unions, collective bargaining and all the benefits that accrue to workers rights. Farmers would also be included in the package to at least receive a minimum wage and health benefits, etc.  What happened the past century, of course, is that agriculture became more industrialized without those protections in place.

The other critical role government can have, of course, is to develop policies that will help independent family farmers receive a fair price for their crops rather than a handout; to help manage the production nationwide to prevent over-production; and to protect the environment through soil regeneration programs.

Corporate agribusiness has benefited tremendously the past half of the last century. It’s as if Congress has been the collective bargaining agent in agriculture; but the problem is that Congress has been doing the collective bargaining for corporate America and not for independent family farmers. 

Finally, the Federation is advocating for policies that will protect all “independent family farmers” but specifically to insure the survival of farmers of color in the U. S. as well as in the developing world. This will require an unapologetic global affirmative action approach to agriculture and trade policies.
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