CFSC MODEL OP-ED: NATIONAL OR GENERIC VERSION

Farm Bill or Food Bill?

It's tempting to take for the granted the spring's first rush of peas and strawberries. But if you're a conscientious eater who's concerned about how those sweet and delicious foods got to your table, you might want to delve into the 2007 Farm Bill.  

Like certain comets, farm bills only come around once every five or six years.  But make no mistake about it, they are the most important food and farm legislation that Congress enacts because they set the direction of the American food system for years to come. And for the first time in the history of farm bills, the 2007 version could be as good for consumers as farmers -- that is if eaters also speak up as food citizens.

One problem with the farm bill has been its historical lack of balance. Only 39 percent of all U.S. farmers and ranchers typically receive crop subsidies, very few of which are fruit and vegetable farmers. Also left out of the picture have been African-American, Hispanic and Native American farmers whose mistreatment by federal programs over the years has prevented them from obtaining financial credit and conservation assistance. This has led to the loss of 97 percent of the farms owned by black farmers since 1920.

Imbalances like these have consequences for eaters as well. Between 1985 and 2000 the real price of fruits and vegetables increased by 40 percent while the price of soft drinks and other sugary and high-fat foods declined by as much as 20 percent. If our farm bills had been healthy food bills, we would have distributed government support more equitably to make nutritious food more affordable. Due in part to this imbalance we are paying over $100 billion a year in obesity-related medical costs.

And in what may be the most severe imbalance of all, over 35 million Americans are hungry or food insecure, which means they don't know where their next meal will come from. For these people  -- most of whom are children, elderly, and single mothers -- the Food Stamp Program, which is part of the farm bill, is all that stands between them and hunger. Yet food stamps only provide on average $3.15 per person per day for food, barely enough for one meal let alone three.

How do we put "food" into the farm bill? There are several good ideas that could make our food system healthier such as the one that would supplement school meal programs with hundreds of millions of dollars of additional fresh fruit and vegetables. This would encourage children to eat better, and open up large new markets for local and regional farmers. The stumbling block is the USDA, which has told local school districts that they cannot give a preference for food purchases to local farmers. The irony here is that by allowing a local preference, existing federal expenditures for school meals would strengthen thousands of fruit and vegetable growers at no additional cost to the taxpayer. 

Innovative ideas like local preference are also being spawned through a small USDA grant program known as Community Food Projects.  To date, this program has enabled 250 communities to develop solutions to their own hunger, nutrition and farm problems. Community Food Projects promote up-by-the-bootstrap community problem solving, but it only receives $5 million a year. With $60 million, which advocates are requesting, this program could make a positive impact on thousands of communities.

As even eaters know, if there are no farms, there is no food. Federal policy must be used to stem the annual  loss of over 1 million acres of prime farmland and thousands of farm businesses. Federal funds must be directed to rebuilding the capacity of regions to store, process and transport food. As agriculture has gotten bigger and more concentrated, local farmers have lost canneries, slaughter facilities and flourmills. The less distance food must travel, the less negative impact our food system will have on climate change, and the stronger our local food economies will be.

The 2007 Farm Bill can take us down the road to healthy food and farms, or it can perpetuate the imbalance that has existed for too long. It will be up to the eaters to decide.

CFSC MODEL OP-ED: LOCAL OR STATE VERSION

(State/local appropriate lines are in bold; New Mexico used for illustration purposes only)

Farm Bill or Food Bill?

It's tempting to take for the granted the spring's first rush of peas and strawberries. But if you're a conscientious eater and are concerned about how those sweet and delicious foods got to your table, you might want to delve into the "farm bill."  

Like certain comets, farm bills only come around once every five or six years.  But make no mistake about it, they are the most important food and farm legislation that Congress enacts because they set the direction of the American food system for years to come. And for the first time in the history of farm bills, the 2007 version could be as good for consumers as farmers -- that is if eaters also speak up as food citizens.

One problem with the farm bill has been its historical lack of balance. Only 39 percent of all U.S. farmers and ranchers typically receive crop subsidies, very few of which are fruit and vegetable farmers. Also left out of the picture have been African-American, Hispanic and Native American farmers whose mistreatment by federal programs over the years has prevented them from obtaining financial credit and conservation assistance. This has led to the loss of 97 percent of the farms owned by black farmers since 1920.

These extraordinary imbalances have consequences for eaters as well. Between 1985 and 2000 the real price of fruits and vegetables increased by 40 percent while the price of soft drinks and other sugary and high-fat foods declined by as much as 20 percent. If our farm bills had been healthy food bills, we would have distributed government support more equitably to make nutritious food more affordable. Due in part to this imbalance we are paying over $100 billion a year in obesity-related medical costs.

And in what may be the most severe imbalance of all, over 35 million Americans are hungry or food insecure, which means they don't know where their next meal will come from. For these people  -- most of whom are children, elderly, and single mothers -- the Food Stamp Program, which is part of the farm bill, is all that stands between them and hunger. Yet food stamps only provide on average $3.15 per person per day for food, barely enough for one meal let alone three.

How do we put "food" into the farm bill? There are several good ideas that could make our food system healthier such as the one that would supplement school meal programs with hundreds of millions of dollars of additional fresh fruit and vegetables. This would encourage children to eat better, and open up large new markets for local and regional farmers. The stumbling block is the USDA, which has told local school districts that they cannot give a preference for food purchases to local farmers. In New Mexico this restriction is making it difficult for over 300,000 school children to eat food grown by hundreds of eager New Mexico farmers. 

Innovative ideas like local preference are also being spawned through a small program known as Community Food Projects. Grants to New Mexico non-profit organizations have, among other things, enable citizens to remove junk food from the state's public schools.  Community Food Projects promote up-by-the-bootstraps community problem solving, but it only receives $5 million a year. With $60 million, which advocates are requesting, this program could make a positive impact on thousands of communities.

As even eaters know, if there are no farms, there is no food. Federal policy must be used to stem the annual  loss of over 1 million acres of prime farmland and thousands of farm businesses . Federal funds must be directed to rebuilding the capacity of regions to store, process and transport food. In New Mexico, the loss of small livestock slaughter facilities are forcing ranchers to drive hundreds of miles for these services, which also frustrates consumers who want to buy "local" beef.  The less distance food must travel, the less impact our food system will have on climate change, and the stronger our local food economies will be.

The 2007 Farm Bill can take us down the road to healthy food and farms, or it can perpetuate the imbalance that has existed for too long. It will be up to the eaters to decide.

