
The South and Farm Programs

The South has played a key role more so than any other region in forming this nations(s 

agricultural policy.  Traditionally, the chairs of the agricultural committees have come from the South while secretaries of agriculture have come from the Midwest.  Five of the last eight House chairs have come from the South along with three of the last six Senate chairs.  There is no substitute for having the chair from your district or state.  Congress dominates farm bills much more so than the Secretary and then, of course, there has been the (permanent( Secretary of Agriculture, Jamie Whitten, from Mississippi who dominated the agricultural appropriation process for nearly 50 years as chair of the Ag Appropriations Sub-Committee in the House and finally the entire Appropriations Committee.  (That(s where the money is at).

The blue and the gray of the 19th century became the blue and the red of the 21st century.  One party dominance gives the South longevity and thus committee chairs.  First Democrat and now Republican.

Let(s look behind the scenes where the real power exists - farm organizations, commodity groups and non-farm special interest groups, e.g. environmentalists.  Farm bills have historically been dominated by southern commodities - cotton, peanuts, rice and tobacco.  The South gave us the marketing loan in the 1985 Farm Bill (first with the southern commodities and now including the major farm program crops) and the counter-cyclical payment in the 2002 bill.

Some would argue that Freedom to Farm in 1996 was an exception to southern dominance.  That bill was a distinct departure from the past and three of my fellow Kansans were in leadership positions - Chairman Roberts of the House Ag Committee, Senator Dole the majority leader and Secretary Glickman, but I can tell you from personal involvement, it wouldn(t have happened without the cotton industry.  Cotton is the most powerful commodity group.  What(s their secret?  The entire industry is under one umbrella, the Cotton Council, and each segment has veto power.  Consequently, there are many issues they don(t take a stand on, but when they do, it is powerful.  Examples:  (1) the maximum counter-cyclical payment in the 2002 Farm Bill is roughly double the direct payment for cotton while some other commodities are actually less, (2) the tobacco buyout and (3) the conversion of the peanut program.  The other commodity groups aren(t smart enough to develop this approach.

In fact, I would argue the most serious political problem facing agriculture is the (house divided(.  There are two cattle organizations, two pork organizations, two corn grower organizations and at least four wheat groups.  A minority group like agriculture can(t afford such division.  When agriculture practices the politics of the minority, like building coalitions, working out differences behind the scene and working with both political parties, it has more political power today than any time in my lifetime.

For years, Midwest Republicans and Southern Democrats put farmers first and partisan politics second.  That(s broken down somewhat in recent times.  It(s now the conservative South versus the upper Midwest populists.  However, prairie populism was dealt a severe blow with the defeat of Senator Daschle, the Senate Minority Leader, in the recent election.

In the interest of discussion, allow me to propose a farm bill package for 2007:

1.
A direct decoupled payment.

2.
A farmer savings account.

3.
A fully funded conservation security program.

4.
Revenue insurance for all commodities funded through a voucher system.

Will that play in the South?  Time will tell.  If it doesn(t, it won(t happen.
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