Lack of Credit + (Flooding + Drought) = Disaster

Legislators are failing to meet farmers’ disaster-related needs and the credit issues that follow.

By Kathy Ozer, Executive Director of National Family Farm Coalition

A New York dairy farmer had 16 inches of water flowing through his barn as a Wisconsin dairy farmer chalked up another day without a drop of rain since May all while more than seven inches of rain fell in a 24-hour period on our nation’s capitol in June. Was the downpour enough to make our politicians feel some slight empathy for what our farmers are facing after a series of natural disasters? We’ll see if their umbrellas were enough to mask the responsibility our Congressional members have to family farmers when the Agriculture appropriations bill comes to the Senate floor in late July. 

Senator Byron Dorgan (D-ND) plans to offer an amendment to the fiscal year Agriculture Appropriations bill to provide disaster aid for farmers in 2006. This follows the move by Congress in early June to strip out funds from an emergency supplemental appropriations bill that included a $4 billion agriculture disaster package ultimately reduced to $500 million for agriculture losses in Gulf state hurricane counties only.  No assistance for losses due to drought, flooding, frost, wildfires, etc. was provided if the damage occurred outside of a hurricane-affected county. 

In light of the natural disasters in many regions of the country, increasing interest rates, higher input costs, and declining commodity prices, why are many family farmers not able to receive operating loans for this crop year? 

In a recent Senate Agriculture Committee Oversight Hearing on the USDA Farm Loan Programs (FLP), the Farmers Legal Action Group (FLAG) testified on behalf of the National Family Farm Coalition (NFFC) posing questions like the above in which farmers demand answers.  FLAG attorneys field hundreds of calls, letters, and emails every year from farmers and ranchers and their attorneys and advocates learning a great deal of information along the way about how FSA is implementing the loan programs in various parts of the country. 

FLAG Attorney Karen R. Krub stated for the record: “Despite the clearly articulated congressional policy of supporting the family farm system of agriculture through these credit programs, FSA (and its predecessor, FmHA) has a history of implementing the programs in such a way as to unduly limit their effectiveness and the benefits the programs are intended to bring to farmers and ranchers and their rural communities.” 

According to Ohio dairy farmer and President of the Ashtabula, Lake and Geauga County Farmers Union Bryan Wolfe, “Access to credit is the #2 problem facing family farmers behind low commodity prices.  The FSA is becoming known for pushing smaller farms out of business instead of keeping them on their land. Let’s fix this rural America credit issue.”

NFFC supports efforts to suspend the term limits on FSA direct and guaranteed loans that could force over 18,000 farmers out of FSA eligibility over the next two years and urges action to ensure that farmers impacted by natural disasters in 2005 and 2006 receive fair servicing and deferrals so as to not be forced into foreclosure, liquidation or bankruptcy in early 2007.

The USDA demonstrates a lack of commitment to the important borrower rights provisions created by the Agricultural Credit Act of 1987 based on USDA's comments that they will look to modify programs in the next farm bill. The NFFC's Credit Task Force has worked on both securing changes to existing credit programs and working to hold the USDA accountable on existing programs; both with eligibility and delivery issues.

As time closes in on the 2007 Farm Bill, NFFC is working on oversight issues relating to existing programs and identifying areas to modify the current programs to better meet the needs of family farmers.
Bill Christison, Missouri farmer and NFFC Treasurer, concluded: “Abraham Lincoln’s Department of the People no longer serves in an adequate way the credit needs of family farmers and therefore small businesses across rural America. The promises that come with the presidential declaration of disaster assistance to family farmers are swept away. Farmers deserve swift and decisive action to correct the situation by the leadership of the United States.”

