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Why we need the Food from Family Farms Act: March 2005

The goal of food, farm, and trade policy should be a globally sustainable and adequate supply of wholesome food at affordable prices. A family farm system is the most effective means to provide food quality and safety, diversity of production, equitable ssocial and economic opportunity, and preservation of land, water, and bio-diversity. 

However, family farmers everywhere are struggling economically. Farmers in this country and around the world are all urged to produce for the export market, only to find out that world market prices (as determined at commodity futures exchanges in cities like Chicago or New York) don’t even cover production costs, much less family expense. In addition, the low commodity prices don’t reflect external costs, including damage to the environment, loss of rural economic opportunity, and community destruction. The global food system, while abundant, fails to feed the hungry, fails to promote healthful diets, and fails to eliminate food safety risks like disease pathogens and chemical contamination.  


So-called free trade agreements like the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the World Trade Organization (WTO) hamstring domestic U.S. farm policy thus destroying our sovereignty, in this case, food sovereignty. Fair prices to farmers cannot be guaranteed due to lack of mechanisms such as a price floor (or price support), food security reserves, and conservation set-asides. Billions of taxpayer dollars in annual subsidies cushion some of the losses for farmers in the U.S. and in those few other countries who can afford to pay them, but wreak havoc in developing countries’ rural sectors.  Worldwide migration out of rural communities to overcrowded cities and across national borders creates unbelievable hardship. 

The current system benefits multinational corporations: giant exporters, processors, and retailers, who profit by buying the cheapest commodities from all over the world, processing them and marketing them in monopolistic markets devoid of honest competition. Under-priced feed grains and oilseeds provide the main components of manufactured livestock feed. Corporate livestock and dairy production gain competitive advantage using cheap grain to the detriment of diversified family farmers who maintain crop rotations and recycle animal waste as crop nutrients.  Labor intensive fruit and vegetable production shifts to countries where workers have few rights and are paid $4 per day, causing unemployment and low wages for U.S. farm workers.  


Family farmers, farmworkers, and food processing workers produce a necessity of life: they deserve dignity, justice, and equity rather than exploitation for corporate profit. Restoring farm income from the sale of farm commodities at a fair price must be the primary focus of any new farm program. Trade agreements should likewise respect a country’s Food Sovereignty, the right to establish policies based on a country’s needs and traditions for food security, conservation of natural resources and the geographical distribution of economic opportunity.

The National Family Farm Coalition has developed a new farm policy proposal to create a sustainable farm and food system. Our farm bill, called the Food from Family Farms Act (FFFA), would improve the environment, create new economic opportunities in rural America, and support similar aspirations in every other country on our beautiful planet. Unlike the current farm policy, provisions in the Food from Family Farms Act, predicated on the principle of Food Sovereignty, will build good will among our trading partners and give them a chance for balanced sustainable economic development.

The Food from Family Farms Act contains a price support system, food security reserves, and conservation set-asides with full planting flexibility, which would work together to guarantee prices that reflect the true cost of production.  The Food from Family Farms Act encourages such a transition through full implementation of the Conservation Security Program (CSP), offering incentives on working lands for more conserving crops and practices which fit well with diversified family farming, bio-energy and local food production. A balanced family farm system will require less fossil fuel and give opportunities for farmers to become producers of clean renewable energy.

In conjunction with the Food from Family Farms Act, the National Family Farm Coalition urges the U.S. government to enforce anti-trust laws against increasing corporate concentration and vertical integration in the food industry from production and processing to marketing and retailing. The ownership of livestock by packing companies and their control of captive supplies must be banned because this gives them the power to encourage overproduction and manipulate markets to the detriment of family farmers and ranchers.  Likewise, because these same multinational companies threaten to move livestock production overseas to avoid health and environmental regulation, consumers need mandatory country of origin labeling (COOL) of their food in all cases. 

The USDA must respond to historical and ongoing civil rights complaints and implement laws that enable equitable access to farm and housing programs for all farmers and rural people.  Farmers who produce under contract should have the right to fair arbitration clauses, contract transparency, and other rights currently denied. The USDA can promote new regional and local markets for farm products and purchases of food by federal agencies from independent family farms. The plight of America’s migrant agricultural workers should be adequately addressed through its farm, labor, and trade policies. 

The Administration should change course in international trade for cooperation in creating international commodity floor prices that are fair to all farmers, international food security reserves, and set-aside programs that encourage conservation and bioenergy production. Congress should respond to the popular demand for economic, environmental and social sustainability of the food system by enacting the Food from Family Farms Act.

