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Farm Bill Question:  How Low Can the Price of Corn Go?  

By George Naylor, President of the National Family Farm Coalition
 

If many proposals for the next farm bill seem puzzling, don’t feel bad. Secretary Johanns, most politicians, the Farm Bureau and the big commodity organizations say we need to fashion our farm bill around the WTO—cut payments—at the same time some Senators are introducing legislation to send us more taxpayer money to cover increased energy costs.  No wonder there’s no agreement expected in Geneva, because what the WTO is arguing about doesn’t make any sense, and most countries aren’t willing to sacrifice their family farmers any more on the altar of liberalized trade.   

 

I’ve been to Cancun, Geneva, and Hong Kong representing the National Family Farm Coalition, and it’s clear to me that WTO liberalization of trade simply means one thing despite all the rhetoric: every farmer around the world producing their butts off so that every farmer, including we US farmers, get lower and lower prices determined at the Chicago Board of Trade and Chicago Mercantile Exchange.  The only thing left to decide by the agribusiness spin doctors is how can they get enough government payments to US farmers to prevent total economic collapse while at the same time claiming that payments are being cut.   They also will claim they’re cutting payments for the benefit of small farmers overseas, that payments will all be “green payments,” and actually it would be best if there were no payments at all.  Spin, spin, spin.  

 

Despite all the mumbo jumbo, there are really only two commanding concerns worth considering – will the resulting agricultural system enhance our environment and not destroy it and will family farm agriculture triumph over corporate agriculture?   Maybe these concerns are one and the same.  Maybe, if you reach down deep in your soul, you’ll recognize that agriculture that’s based on respect for our neighbors is an agriculture that respects Creation, and vice versa.  

 

After all, just who is benefiting from the current dog-eat-dog rules of the game, and isn’t it pretty clear that if we keep heading down this path, rural Iowa in ten years will just be miles and miles of corporate corn and soybean plantations to provide the feedstock for corporate biofuel plants and corporate livestock factories?  Why should a corporate feed lot feed livestock cheaper than a farmer using pasture, hay, and small grains with a sound crop rotation and responsible use of manure?  Is today’s agriculture really what our ancestors had in mind when they conceived of this “land of the free and home of the brave,” or when they immigrated with hope of escaping a tyranny of political and economic power in the hands of the few?  

 

Corporate agribusiness has sold us a bill of goods, and their so-called farm organizations have betrayed the heart and soul of our country—family farmers.  When they used to argue that the best farm policy would be “get the government out of agriculture,” they knew they were misleading the public.  It’s nonsensical that a government doesn’t bear responsibility for how food is produced and maintaining a balanced agriculture to conserve our natural resources.  Look what George Bush sensibly told an FFA convention July 27, 2001, just months before the terrorist attack of 9-11:  “It's important for our nation to be able to grow food stuffs to feed our people.  Can you imagine a country that was unable to grow enough food to feed the people? It would be a nation that would be subject to international pressure. It would be a nation at risk. And so when we're talking about American agriculture, we're really talking about a national security issue.”  

Makes sense, but that’s not what the WTO is about; it’s about making us all dependent on cheap food shipped all over the planet by a few huge, ultra-profitable corporations.  Just imagine how vulnerable the small, poorer countries feel when our agribusiness groups scream “market access” or ignore the fact that the various farm bill subsidy schemes don’t address the issue of how cheap our commodities are. Luckily, farmers around the world are calling for a democratic alternative, a food-secure alternative, called Food Sovereignty.   

 

There could be many farm bills worth considering, but not those based on WTO trade liberalization rules.  If we really want to re-establish diversified family farming and develop good international relations that respect other countries’ Food Sovereignty, here’s a simple litmus test:  ask the politician or organization, “Under your program, just how low can the price of corn (and other commodities) go?”  If they can’t tell you, then the whole thing is phony.  

 

After years of seeing the Board of Trade make incredible gyrations, with no one, and I mean no one, able to predict prices reliably, it would seem a very preposterous question. But somebody needs to answer that question, because the current farm bill based on marketing loans and LDP’s provide no answer.   Last fall most of us LDP’ed our corn for 45 to 50 cents a bushel when corn went to $1.35 or lower—56 pounds of food, or less than 2.5 cents per pound. Now that’s low, but incredibly, it could have gone lower and still can before our next harvest if we get a good growing season or bird flu crashes the poultry industry. It could be like 1933 when my Dad found the price of corn to be 10 cents a bushel or elevators weren’t even buying.  Then the spin doctors will really have to spin in overdrive, and Congress will have to drain the federal budget some more, or the more sensible thing, pass a new farm bill that puts a floor under prices like the old farm bills did with the non-recourse loan and supply management.   

 

The non-recourse loan rate set at least at the cost of production and adjusted for farming costs, creates a price floor—just a fair price below which Cargill, Tyson, Smithfield or some big ethanol plant won’t be able to buy the grain.  Supply management and food security reserves prevent prices from going below the loan rate.  This is what US farmers demanded throughout the history of our country until agribusiness convinced everybody getting the government out of agriculture was a viable alternative.  It’s not. We’ve learned the hard way.  

 

Any country faces three choices:  (1) let the market determine prices which inevitably destroys family farmers and benefits the corporate consumers, (2) hypocritically demand taxpayers send dollars to farmers and let the corporations still buy cheap commodities, or (3) the alternative that’s good for taxpayers, family farmers all around the world, and the environment—regain our Food Sovereignty and make the agribusiness giants pay a fair price with the non-recourse loan and supply management.  Consumers and people concerned for the environment now recognize they want their food raised on family farms.  Now’s the time for us all to ask the proponents of a new farm bill, “Just how low can the price of corn go?”   

For a model farm bill and research along these lines, check out NFFC’s website www.nffc.net , and a great article by Tim Wise at Tufts University, “Identifying the Real Winners from U.S. Agricultural Policies,”  http://www.ase.tufts.edu/gdae/Pubs/wp/05-07RealWinnersUSAg.pdf. 
