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Farm Aid Panel: Saturday September 30, 2006

George Naylor’s Statement

I thank the Farm Aid organization for helping a growing number of people understand how our food is produced and how good food is readily available from local, sustainable family farms without the huge demands on the environment and energy resources typical of the industrial food system.

Building new markets for good food, locally and sustainably produced, is essential to keeping many family farmers on the land and to preserving the wisdom of past generations of working with nature rather than against nature.

Nevertheless, if we are to make sustainable family farms the norm and not the exception in this country, we need public policy to make sure we reverse the advance of industrial food production, processing, and marketing. We all have an opportunity and responsibility to get involved in passing a new farm bill that acts as a consumer-farmer economic bill of rights or we will get another agribusiness farm bill guaranteeing more plunder, profit and consolidation.

The National Family Farm Coalition is working to elevate a model farm bill called the Food from Family Farms Act and getting many groups to sign on to a Farm Bill Policy Statement with principles that must be the foundation of a new farm bill.  Let me quote from our statement:

“A new U.S. farm bill and international trade agreements must reverse the current policy that uses taxpayer dollars as a substitute for income not provided to farmers through the low prices paid by multinational corporations for products from our nation’s farms and ranches. Family farms must help prevent global warming and be an essential source of renewable energy with respect for local control. Low commodity prices and high taxpayer expenses combine to exacerbate the nation’s budget and trade deficit, create cheap feed that encourages destructive industrial production of livestock, and spread the curses of unhealthy diet and low farm income abroad while destroying economic opportunity on family farms and in rural communities here at home.”

This sign-on statement and the Food from Family Farms Act can be found on our website: www.nffc.net. 

If farmers don’t have markets where they can get fair prices from appreciative consumers for good food, farmers are stuck with ever-declining prices at international markets created by giant agribusiness as at the Chicago Board of Trade or the Chicago Mercantile Exchange. In order to survive, their only choice is often to produce large volumes of commodities such as corn, soybeans, and wheat with which agribusiness has developed the technology to create industrial livestock feed and various unhealthy highly processed foods. This fact is key to understanding the need for a farm bill to charge the corporate buyers of commodities a price that reflects their true costs: without such a farm bill, farmers will have to do exactly what agribusiness wants, produce more and more for less and less.

Cheap corn and soybeans allow livestock to be raised in huge industrial feedlots, factory farms, completely divorced from the farms where the feed is produced and the logical depository of animal waste for nutrient recycling. This creates a vicious cycle in that when livestock production leaves family farms, the hay, pasture, and small grains normally found in crop rotations are no longer needed and the land is often planted to raise more cheap corn and soybeans. Virtually every farm community has suffered from the loss of diversity, economic activity, and environmental degradation, which is the result of low commodity prices and the resulting industrialization of livestock production. The devastation is currently taking place in dairy communities as giant factory farms, organic and non-organic that don’t pasture their cows, take away markets from family farmers so that beautiful hillsides get planted to soil eroding row crops like corn and soybeans.

Here is one pound of corn and it takes 56 of these bags to equal a bushel. It cost me $2.83 to plant, grow, and harvest this bushel of corn and I was paid $2.10. It took $2.08 to produce this gallon of milk while the dairy farmer got paid at most $1.04, which means he loses a $1.00 for every gallon he produces. How is this sustainable? The solution to this backward system: the National Family Farm Coalition’s Farm Bill Policy Statement. 
So, consumers and family farmers need a farm bill that assures farmers a fair price through price supports, supply management, and conservation programs that can be fairly administered and serve all kinds of farmers regardless of race or ethnicity. With a price support system that charges a fair price to the corporate buyers of commodities, we can eliminate most farm subsidy payments that actually finance the elimination of family farms. Federal funds should then be available to finance beginning, minority, and immigrant farmers to enable them to farm sustainably and to provide funding for other necessary programs for farmers and residents of rural communities. 

A new farm bill should include a disaster program, which is not ad-hoc but is part of a sensible farm policy. Today there are farmers in every region of the country who have faced and continue to face the economic fallout of natural disasters that compound the economic disasters of low prices. There is no excuse for not doing what we can as a nation to make sure that farmers receive assistance in times of disaster.
These should really be concerns of all our citizens and are fundamental to the concept of food sovereignty: the right of countries and communities to set policy to assure sustainable farming and access to good locally produced food.

Every country should have the right to food sovereignty and the next farm bill must respect this right rather than have all the world’s farmers and consumers be at the mercy of the multinational corporations and their international marketing schemes.  NFFC is a member of an international movement of farmers, farm workers, and fishers (Via Campesina) that, together with their consumer, environmental and development justice allies work to gain political power to make a sustainable family farm, good food system the norm around the world. We ask all of you to join us and thank Farm Aid for its many years of support.
