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It’s Time To Decide: A New Farm Bill Or
A One-Year Extension

I t is now September. The 2008 Farm Bill ex-
pires at the end of the month. Members of
Congress have returned to Washington from

their August recess. After passing the buck to
the Supercommittee, fighting over increasing
the debt ceiling, and arguing over how much to
take from farm programs vs. nutrition pro-
grams, Congress will use their few days in the
national capitol before fall electioneering to pass
the 2012 Farm Bill, warts and all. Right?

Maybe not.
When Congress left for their August recess,

farm groups hoped that farmers would put
pressure on their Congressional delegation to
get the legislation through the House and into
the conference committee where differences be-
tween the House and Senate bills could get
ironed out.

In late August, 39 (now 46) ag groups formed
a coalition, called “Farm Bill Now,” to put addi-
tional pressure on Congress to make the 2012
Farm Bill a must pass piece of legislation. But
the day after Labor Day, DTN Ag Policy Editor
Chris Clayton wrote “As much as Sen. Charles
Grassley would like a new farm bill, the member
of the Senate Agriculture Committee acknowl-
edged Tuesday [Sept. 4] that it’s far more likely
a new bill isn’t forthcoming.

“‘I would imagine at this late stage and with
farm legislation sunsetting Sept. 30 that is it
most likely we will have a one-year extension of
the farm bill,’ Grassley…told reporters in a
weekly call.”

Undeterred, the Farm Bill Now coalition
greeted the returning Congress with a rally on
Wednesday, September 12, pressing for adop-
tion of the 2012 Farm Bill before the end of Sep-
tember.

Despite the rally and pressure from home, it
would appear that farm and nutrition legislation

is not the highest thing on the minds of many
members of Congress; it’s the fall election. Both
parties are focused on votes that will embarrass
members of the other party.

As Jennifer Steinhauer writes in the New York
Times, in the Senate “the Democratic leadership
is…considering yet another vote on Representa-
tive Paul D. Ryan’s budget, for no other appar-
ent reason than to embarrass Republicans
facing tough re-election battles.

In the House, Republicans will vote on a bill
that seeks to phase out the Energy Depart-
ment’s loan guarantee program that financed
Solyndra, the bankrupt maker of solar power
equipment [that received one of these loans
from the Obama administration].”

Right now the farm bill is stuck in the House.
Some Democrats won’t vote for it because it
cuts the SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program, formerly known as food stamps)
budget too deeply and some Republicans will
not vote for it because they want to make deeper
cuts in SNAP as well as other programs that are
a part of the farm bill.

Some of the concern over SNAP is the result
of a significant increase in the cost of this enti-
tlement program over the last four years. The
stated concern is to make sure that people do
not remain dependent upon SNAP. The problem
is that most of the increase in the use of SNAP
benefits has not come from the historically poor,
but from the newly poor – people who were once
middle class until they lost their jobs following
the 2008 economic collapse.

Concern has also been expressed over the cost
of farm programs in general and so a number of
environmental programs have taken a hit in
funding.

By delaying the passage of a full farm bill with
the passage of a one-year extension, those who
want to maximize the cuts that get made to both
farm and nutrition legislation get two hits. They
can wrest cuts this year in exchange for the ex-
tension and then next year when sequestration
comes into effect – remember, that was the price
for getting the debt ceiling raised in 2011 – they
can make deeper incisions.

In the longer run, it may be the historically
poor, the environment, and the farm safety net
that pay the price. ∆
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