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Inching Towards a New Farm Bill 
 

With the 2008 Farm Bill set to expire on September 30, 2012, the legislative wheels of 

Congress spun into high gear over the spring and summer as the Senate and House each drafted 

versions of a new bill. While the Senate Agriculture Committee prepared and ultimately passed a 

bill, the House Agriculture Committee witnessed its own version come to a grinding halt when 

House leadership refused to call the bill up for a vote. Even with a terrible summer drought 

hampering agricultural production across the country and putting pressure on Congress to act, the 

House of Representatives opted to take its summer recess without a vote on one of the country’s 

largest omnibus bills—a bill which supports not just farmers and ranchers, but also international 

trade, food safety, the environment, and the poor. In fact, to emphasize its breadth, the United 

States Department of Agriculture Secretary, Tom Vilsack, makes sure that everywhere he goes, 

people understand that the Farm Bill is a piece of legislation that affects more than just farms. 

Among his own staff, anyone who calls it the “Farm Bill” in his presence owes him a quarter for 

failing to use the full title: “the Food, Farm and Jobs Bill.” 

Despite its shortened moniker, the Farm Bill has always addressed a wider array of policy 

concerns than just farming. Back in 1933, Congress passed the first Farm Bill—entitled the 

Agricultural Adjustment Act—to address problems including poor corn prices, soil erosion, 

hunger, and a lack of available credit. Since that time, a new Farm Bill is approved about every 

five years in an effort to address these issues. The most recent Farm Bill, with its fifteen different 
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titles, was heralded as an important achievement not only for the Democratic majority in 

Congress, but also for a broad patchwork of outside groups who sought to reform some of the 

negative influences of entrenched farming interests in farm politics and policy. The reform goals 

were threefold:  

To pare back government payments seen as duplicative, wasteful, and tilted 
toward the wealthiest farmers; to phase out subsidies seen as propping up rich 
farmers at the expense of unsubsidized farmers in developing countries; and to 
use the savings either to reduce the federal deficit or to boost financing for 
nutrition, rural development, conservation, and renewable energy.1 
 

While the bill ultimately left the farm subsidies intact, it also effected important victories and 

funding boosts in conservation programs, organics, local farmers’ markets, school food, and 

education for poor and socially disadvantaged farmers. Additionally, the minimum benefits were 

raised for the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (“SNAP”), previously known as Food 

Stamps.2  

Progressives viewed the changes as a liberal victory due to the increased nutrition safety 

net and the creation of programs to foster the local and organic food movements.  Therefore, it 

came as no surprise that many of these same programs were viewed as vulnerable after the 

Republicans regained a majority in the House in the 2010 elections. This fragility was especially 

apparent given the fact that funding for many of the new provisions was assured only until the 

end of this Congressional term. For the left, the inclusion of such programs in the 2008 farm bill 

and the USDA’s subsequent implementation signaled a new era. At the same time, many on the 

right deemed the new programs without merit and the expansion of SNAP another example of 

increasing funding for ineffective social welfare programs.  

Regardless of the merits of these opposing arguments, all parties involved in food and 
																																																													
1 Morgan 
2 Ibid. 
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farm policy geared up for a new round of negotiations in light of the impending Farm Bill 

expiration in September, 2012. Many within the Obama administration and Congress, as well as 

outside government, across the political spectrum, put in a great deal of time and effort to create 

a passable Farm Bill during the summer of 2012. I witnessed this firsthand, working for the 

Office of Congressional Relations (“OCR”) at the USDA.  

While I entered the summer with the impression that the USDA would take an assertive 

role in the summer battle, I quickly learned that this would not exactly be the case. As it should 

be, the battle actually raged in Congress, with the executive agencies largely on the sidelines. 

While perhaps somewhat frustrating for the USDA in its role administering the Farm Bill, the 

checks and balances of our governmental system remain firm: congress is vested with the power 

to pass laws that the administration enforces. To that end, the Secretary of Agriculture and the 

White House made a strategic decision not to release their own version of the farm bill. This 

decision appeared to be grounded in political strategy rather than policy, given past 

administrations’ lack of success in influencing Congress with executive branch proposals for 

amendments to the Bill. These prior attempts were viewed as failures because of the political 

capital expended by the White House without significant effect. Given the glaring lack of 

victories in the past, Vilsack and the Obama Administration instead adopted the role of expert 

advisers to Congress, weighing in when House and Senate Agricultural Committees raised 

technical questions. Such questions centered on the feasibility of various proposals that would 

change how specific provisions of the Farm Bill were administered.3  

Despite the agency’s consciously advisory role, the USDA’s influence on the Farm Bill is 

more than de minimis. Notably, the USDA employs many top farm bill legal experts. As such, as 

																																																													
3 The Obama administration’s strategy to act in an advisory role to Congress regarding the Farm Bill was explained 
to me during a conversation with USDA Staff on July 28, 2012. 
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the Agriculture Committees in Congress draft the Bill’s language, they frequently do so in 

consultation with USDA counsel. However, with much of this provisional work finished by the 

end of the spring, the focus shifted to what sort of amendments individual members of Congress 

would offer first in committee and then on the floor as the Bill came before the larger body. 

Whether the issue was that a Congressman was unsatisfied with the proposed funding cuts for 

SNAP or a Senator failed to incorporate some preferred language into their favorite title of the 

Bill, the amendment process presented an opportunity to renegotiate, sometimes to great effect, 

and sometimes more as a symbolic gesture.  

This meant that by summertime, the OCR’s role was primarily more that of listener.  As 

the Senate and then the House wrestled with the various titles of the farm bill, OCR kept careful 

tabs on how these discussions were developing, disseminating that information to the different 

agencies within the USDA so that they, in turn, could gauge how a Senator’s desired amendment 

would affect the stewardship of their programs.  One prime example of how this battle played 

out involved the levels of overall SNAP funding to be included in the Bill.  

 Due in part to the SNAP benefit increases in the 2008 Bill and changes to the eligibility 

requirements beginning in the Bush years—not to mention the effects of the recession—a record 

number of Americans are now using SNAP benefits and a record amount of money is being 

pumped into the program. Over the summer, the Congressional Budget Office (“CBO”) 

estimated that the overall cost of the Farm Bill over a ten year period would be about $969 

billion: “the vast majority — $768.2 billion, according to the CBO — will go to food stamps.” 4 

That is close to 80% of Farm Bill resources.  At the same time, many argue that SNAP is a 

highly effective economic stimulant. Secretary Vilsack himself has said on more than one 

occasion that “every dollar of SNAP benefits generates $1.84 in the economy in terms of 
																																																													
4 CBO 
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economic activity. If people are able to buy a little more in the grocery store, someone has to 

stock it, package it, shelve it, process it, ship it. All of those are jobs.”5 He is not alone in his 

assessment of the positive effect of this welfare program. The Center on Budget and Policy 

Priorities calls SNAP the cornerstone of the nation’s safety net, arguing that it “responded 

quickly and effectively to the recession.”6 

Nevertheless, SNAP funding remains a fiercely contested topic with  Congress grappling 

with both the issue of the government safety net that food stamps provide and the ballooning 

federal budget deficit. It is not difficult to imagine then that the Democrat-led Senate and the 

Republican-led house considered SNAP cuts very differently. As part of their Farm Bill spending 

reduction, the Senate’s version of the legislation included $4.5 billion in SNAP cuts, whereas the 

House Agriculture Committee’s version called for $16 billion.  

When the Senate initially discussed changes to SNAP benefits in committee, there were 

arguments made for both increases and decreases, with persuasive reasoning on both sides. For 

example, Senator Gillibrand of New York, representing a constituency made up of a large 

number of SNAP recipients (about 3 million out of a population of about 19.5 million)7, 

proposed amendments that would increase SNAP funding. Meanwhile, Senator Sessions of 

Alabama, offered several amendments to decrease funding, stating, “it's precisely this kind of 

thinking that has bled our treasury of money that we need to pay for the demands that this 

country has. I also think it's a moral issue."8 While Alabama contains about 900,000 SNAP 

participants out of a population of roughly 5 million,9 these differing views clearly fall along 

partisan, but also regional lines. Representatives of large urban areas, which generally see high 
																																																													
5 Schwartz 
6	Rosenbaum 
7 USDA Data 
8 McAuliff 
9 USDA Data 
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SNAP use, favor expansion of the program, or at least minimal cuts. Meanwhile, representatives 

from more rural areas tend to care much more about keeping commodity prices and crop 

insurance high to bolster their farmers. Such amendments, which are almost diametrically 

opposite, illustrate the tug of war that goes on between philosophical and political ideologies. 

Given this dichotomy, it may come as little surprise that Senator Sessions, along with 

many fellow Republicans in both houses, railed against the food stamp program as “rife with 

fraud.”10 The fraud argument was cited over and over, despite the fact that the USDA has cut 

“trafficking”—the sale of SNAP benefits for cash, which violates federal law — by three-

quarters over the past fifteen years.11 Additionally, according to the Center for Budget and Public 

Policy, “fewer than 2 percent of SNAP benefits are issued to households that do not meet all of 

the program's eligibility requirements.”12Nevertheless, politicians have espoused this fraud 

argument, while simultaneously remaining curiously silent on the potential for fraud and waste in 

the production subsidy programs for farmers.13  

Regarding the battle surrounding the farm subsidy program this time around, efforts of 

groups on both the right and left to do away with arguably wasteful and duplicative direct 

payments to farmers finally paid off. These subsidies are distributed disproportionately to larger 

farms,14 but both the House and Senate bills eliminate direct payments under the commodity title 

made every year without regard to farm prices, revenue, or income.15 This change does not signal 

an end to the farm safety net however. After all, many medium-sized and smaller farms could not 

stay in business without some sort of support.  “A 2011 analysis of USDA data showed that in 

																																																													
10 McAuliff 
11 Rosenbaum 
12 ibid 
13 NSAC 
14 Farm Bill 101. 
15 NSAC 
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2009, small and medium-sized farms (those with net sales of $100,000 to $250,000) had an 

average of just $19,724 from farming, which includes government payments.”16 Profit margins 

for such farms are slim and the economics of farm insurance is complicated, but on both sides of 

the aisle, there was push to recreate the farm subsidy program. To give a sense of the overall cuts 

under the commodity title, the Senate Bill made cuts of $19.8 billion, or 31 percent, claiming that 

“measured against 2008 projections, commodity spending would be 50 percent less over the next 

decade.”17  

As with many farm policy matters, the problems were in some ways just as much 

regional as they were partisan. The issue of a farm safety net is not the same across the board 

because of the behavior of diverse crops and the risk taken on by the farmers in different regions 

of the country. For example, the Senate bill favors policy that is more beneficial to Midwestern 

soy and corn farmers. The House, where the “13 Southern states are the backbone of the House 

GOP’s majority” has a bill more favorable to Southern rice and peanut farmers.18 Agricultural 

producers in the South, and especially peanut farmers were unhappy with the elimination of 

direct payments which would not give them the protection they have come to expect. 

Returning to the nutrition title, and proposed SNAP cuts, one example of how a new farm 

bill might reign in spending revolves around the eligibility criteria for SNAP recipients and how 

benefit entitlements are determined. Under current law, even citizens who receive the minimum 

payment of $1 through the Low-Income Housing and Energy Assistance Program (“LIHEAP”) 

are eligible for an increase in SNAP benefits. LIHEAP is a program designed to help low-income 

families pay heating bills on top of their other housing costs. Currently, states have the ability to 

enroll LIHEAP participants at higher SNAP Levels. Critics of this policy, like the Heritage 
																																																													
16 Farm Bill 101 
17 Rogers 
18	Ibid 
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Institute, consider this an artificial inflation of benefits and refer to this practice as the ‘LIHEAP 

Loophole’ because the federal government, rather than the states, is responsible for funding the 

increased level of benefits.19 On the other side, supporters call it the “heat and eat” policy, 

arguing that it allows the poorest members of society not to have to choose between food and 

warmth.20 A new provision recently proposed in both houses would increase the minimum 

LIHEAP payment that a household must receive in order to qualify for the deduction from $1 to 

$10. The Congressional Budget Office estimates that this change would cut SNAP expenditures 

by $4.5 billion over the next 10 years.21 At the same time, the elimination of the heat and eat 

policy may have the most detrimental effect on elderly and disabled households.22 The outcome 

of this legislation pits the welfare of the poorest and most vulnerable populations in the country 

against the nation’s fiscal health. While both parties agree that cuts need to be made in the farm 

bill, it is difficult to determine where there is fat to trim and where we are already at the bone.  

One of the things that makes the Farm Bill so costly and unwieldy is the fact that it 

includes both crop insurance and SNAP. This forces many members of Congress to vote for 

policies they dislike in order to advance ones they support, and it does so in some ways along 

both partisan and regional lines. Indeed, Harry Reid and Mitch McConnell were practically 

hugging on the Senate floor because they managed to pass a bill in such a contentious political 

climate. The ability to come together in compromise may have been possible because the 

contents of the bill create regional confluences that do not fall strictly along partisan lines.  

In the years leading up to the Bill’s expiration, optimism was fairly high. Substantial 

momentum had been building from both within the government and in the broader policy 

																																																													
19 Rector 
20 FRAC 
21 CBO 
22 FRAC 
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community to construct a workable Bill that was palatable to most, if not wholly satisfactory to 

all. There were still many sticking points, most notably around Food Stamps and Crop Insurance, 

but ultimately, these issues were all trumped by the House’s Republican Leadership and their 

seeming desire to allow certain portions of the bill to sunset, while at the same time treading 

water until after the fate of the November election. The election of a Republican President would 

present an opportunity to further strip down the SNAP entitlement program, among other safety 

nets. While a Republican-controlled Congress and White House is unlikely, it is apparent that a 

new Farm Bill will not come to pass until at least the lame duck session.  

As late as October 2012, following the expiration of the previous Bill, the fate of a new 

farm Bill remains unclear, but this uncertainty does not breed confidence. The staggering scope 

of this legislation, and its implications for many of our most vulnerable citizens, make the task of 

crafting a revised Farm Bill both incredibly challenging and also of the utmost importance. No 

matter what political stance individuals may take on the social and economic policies at issue, 

reaching a workable compromise for a new Farm Bill must  be a Congressional imperative after 

the November elections. 
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