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Istarted my professional
journalism career in 1980,
just in time to witness hun-

dreds of heart-wrenching sto-
ries unfold as families were
unable to borrow money and
keep their farming operations
afloat. With the prime interest
rate reaching 20 percent in

January 1981, it was often difficult for even
the best of farmers to hang on, while lender
after lender pulled back.

If you were unable to get credit anywhere
else, there was the “lender of last resort,”
known then as the Farmers Home Adminis-
tration (FmHA). But there were still no guar-
antees that you would be able to survive in
farming during those extremely volatile
times.

In 1994, the USDA was reorganized and
the functions of FmHA were transferred to
the Farm Service Agency (FSA). It was during
the early part of that decade that an equally
heart-wrenching story started to play out,
primarily in FSA offices across the South.
African-America farmers claimed that they
were unable to obtain financing or get the
same type of equal treatment as white farm-
ers because of the color of their skin. Even-
tually, they joined forces and filed a class
action lawsuit against USDA.

The original lawsuit, named after North
Carolina farmer Timothy Pigford, was settled
in 1999.The first Pigford case awarded more
than $1 billion in payments and debt relief
to black farmers, but tens of thousands of
farmers claimed that they were not aware of
the settlement and missed the filing dead-
line. Over a decade later, this story contin-
ues to unfold with black farmers pushing
Congress to provide at least another billion
dollars to pay for those late filers.

It’s an emotional and racially-charged
issue, especially for John Boyd Jr., the head
of the National Black Farmers Association,
who has fought tirelessly on behalf of his fel-
low farmers. Boyd says many of the farmers
seeking help are elderly and may not live to
see these cases resolved.

“We needed $2.5 billion, but I didn’t want
to tie us up in federal court anymore,” Boyd
told Agri-Pulse during an interview earlier
this year. “I looked at the faces in the South
and these people are old. That made me say,
hey, let’s settle this case and let’s get the
money to the farmers and help as many as
we can.” He estimated that only about half
of the 80,000 farmers seeking restitution will
eventually get it.
White House priority
Settling this case is clearly a priority for the

White House and USDA. Secretary Vilsack de-
scribed a $1.25 billion funding agreement
reached between the Administration and advo-
cates for black farmers early this year as “an im-
portant milestone in putting these
discriminatory claims behind us for good and in
achieving finality for this group of farmers with
longstanding grievances.” All the Obama Ad-
ministration needed was for Congress to appro-
priate the money, which lawmakers seem
prepared to do next week as part of a tax and fi-
nance package.

However, confronted with the skyrocketing
federal deficit, more officials are taking a critical
look at the billion dollars spent thus far and
wondering when these discrimination cases will
ever end. Already, the number of people who
have been paid and are still seeking payment
will likely exceed the 26,785 black farmers who
were considered to even be operating back in
1997, according to USDA. At that time, sources
predicted that, at most, 3,000 might qualify.

At least one source who is extremely familiar
with the issue and who asked to remain anony-
mous because of potential retribution, says
there are a number of legitimate cases who have
long been denied their payments and will bene-
fit from the additional funding. But many more
appear to have been solicited in an attempt to
“game” the Pigford system. For example, our
source said a large number of late filers had
similar zip codes in large Ohio cities, suggest-
ing a door to door effort might have taken place
to find likely candidates.

In an attempt to verify these allegations, I filed
a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request,
asking USDA to provide the names and loca-
tions of those individuals who had received pay-
ments under all of the Pigford cases. However,
unlike the farm program payment data released
by USDA, the agency denied access to the Pig-
ford information, citing an “unwarranted inva-
sion of personal privacy.”

The agency did provide the total number of

claims by state for cases that have already been
decided as of June 30, 2009 (see table). This
data does not include information on the late fil-
ers who could presumably be covered by the ad-
ditional $1.25 billion.

As the table indicates, Alabama and Missis-
sippi had the largest number of payment recip-
ients under “Track A” which provided a flat
$50,000 fee – plus relief in the form of loan for-
giveness and offsets of tax liability ($12,500).
These numbers seem to correspond with the

outreach conducted and the large number of
black farmers in those states. However, in Illi-
nois, 163 people received checks under the Pig-
ford I settlement as of last year, even though Ag
Census data from 2002 indicates there were
only 78 black or African American operators in
the state.

USDA sources say the location of the check re-
cipient may not be indicative of where the Pig-
ford class member farmed or attempted to farm.
The claimant may have been denied access to
USDA programs, given up farming and moved
to another state. Or the claimant may have died,
and the check was sent to his or her heirs.

This could explain why 14 individuals in
Washington, D.C. received payments as a result
of the Pigford case. Another possible reason for
the variance in numbers between the Ag Cen-
sus and the Pigford cases is that multiple indi-
viduals could be farming together, even though
only one operator was identified by the Census.

USDA tried to address the potential for un-
dercounting in the 2002 Ag Census. In addition
to the principal operator, information was gath-
ered on up to two additional operators for the
first time that year. When three operators per
farm could be reported, a total of 30,605 farms
in the U.S. had Black or African-American op-
erators in 2002. The total jumped slightly, to 32,
938 farms operated by African-Americans in the
2007 Census.

If the Ag Census data is correct, it still seems
difficult to understand how the number of peo-
ple filing Pigford claims could be more than dou-
ble the number of black farmers in the U.S.
Unfortunately, few people at USDA are willing
to even discuss this topic, for fear of appearing
racist.

In the interest of transparency, it would seem
helpful to have USDA provide the names and
more information about who has or will be re-
ceiving payments under the Pigford cases.
Adding more “sunlight” to this issue might help
close another heart-wrenching chapter in farm
loan history. ∆
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