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(ABSTRACT)

This study investigates the strategies and policy impacts of

the environmental, family farm, and sustainable agriculture

groups in the 1990 farm bill legislation. In spite of "genuine"

interest in a fundamental policy reform, and in spite of a common

agenda, the three different types of interest groups mostly opted

for parochial, incremental

This self-restrictive
groups' limited impacts on
organizational limitations
interest groups as welllas
American political system.

to the agricultural domain

policy demands.

interest group behavior and the
policy outcomes is explained by

and self-interests of the challenging
by institutional protection of the
This protection specifically applies

with its distinctive farm bill

construction. New_and potentially challenging farm bill interest

aroups have not been agents for fundamental policy change, as the

policy status quo (old policies as well as governmental inaction)

is structurally protected.
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l. Introduction

1l.1. The puzzling stability of U.S. farm policies

The current farm programs have survived their drafters.
Drafted in the 1920s and installed as part of Roosevelt’s
economic policy and relief measures in 1933, the farm programs
served to transfer income to the then crisis ridden, rural
America. Five decades have added many new dimensions to
agricultural policymaking, stretching from rural infrastructure,
to food aid and environmental protection; and bureaucratic
involvement expanded beyond the United States Department of
Agriculture (USDA) into the Food and Drug Administration (FDA),
the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the White House Office
of the U.S. Trade Representative and others. Throughout, the
programs stayed in place. Critical questions have been asked
whether the farm programs still serve their purpose: stabilizing
food supplies as well as producer incomes. Agriculture resisted
reform demands, though, whether they came from urban critics or
from USDA Secretaries.

The stability of the agricultural programs is puzzling
especially in light of its impacts on farm structure and farming
methods. Many observers feel that the farm programs induced
intensive, monocultural production systems on large scale
operations, with detrimental effects for family farms and the

environment. The number of full-time, and family-sized farms



declined dramatically, and with it came the depopulation of rural
America. Not rural America, but corporate America seemed to
benefit. With these perceptions, agricultural producers were
thought to not take care of the land, and pass it from generation
to generation, rather they treated farmland as an industrial
asset to maximize capital returns; with attendent agrichemical
pollution of food and the environment. As the extraordinary
program monies are supposed to go for the "family farmer"™ and
"virtuous yeomanry", and to provide enduring high quality food
supplies, one may wonder why family farm, taxpayer, consumer and
environmental advocates have not changed either conventional

production methods or the programs driving them.

Assumptions and research gquestions

Policy outcomes reflect interests. Often, they reflect
special interests. In the United States, interest group
representation and interest group politics make up for much of
the lack the integrative (or authoritative) functions of strong
parties and centralized governments. Agriculture has always been
an example of the self-serving nature of organized interests. The
question that appears is whether the wide array of organized
interests from the public sector and those representing
marginalized populations and concerns, have the potential to
substantially impact policies, creating new policies or reforming

existing policies.



My study assumes that the potential of new and potentially
challenging interest groups is restricted by their organizational
limitations and the ambiguous nature of the American government:
openness for many voices to be heard, but decentralized decision
making and veto opportunities for negatively affected interests.
Specifically, in my study on the political strategies of the
environmental, sustainable agriculture, and family farm groups in
the 1990 farm bill, the guiding research question is:

Within the context of the farm bill, are "‘new and

potentially challenging” interest groups agents for fundamental

policy change?

A subset of detailed research questions is geared at the
mechanisms that facilitate, or, possibly more often, restrict
"radical” reform initiatives: (1) In what ways do organizational
limitations and maintenance requirements, interest group
landscape, and political opportunities guide the political
strategies of the environmental, family farm and sustainable
agriculture groups and their selection of policy demands in the
1890 farm bill legislation? (2) What are the potentials and
bottlenecks of coalition building for the development of a common
reform agenda? And (3) What institutional resources can the
traditional agricultural interests mobilize in order to limit

reform ambitions?



Objectives

As the objectives of rewarding land stewardship, low-input
food production, and contributing to the wvitality of rural
communities has a strong appeal to the public, it is worthwhile
looking at the mechanisms that have kept policy reform demands
from fundamentally influencing agricultural programs. Displaying
those mechanisms, and the strategic constraints faced by the
policy challengers will help to understand, predict, and possibly
influence future group strategies, policy demands, and the
potential for fundamental policy change in U.S. agriculture.

On a theoretical level, my study adds to a pluralist
critique about the quality of interest group-driven policy
outcomes. Social interests are not represented in some equal
measure of comparative strength, nor do the "rules of the
(political) game" provide equal interest group opportunities. The

sum of competing interests rarely yields the public interest.

1.2. Case study setting and sources of information

Farm bills provide the crucial opportunities for fundamental
policy change in agricultural policies. In fact, farm bills are
agriculture’'s foremost legislative vehicle, containing all of the
crop specific commodity programs, as well as agricultural
research and extension, conservation, crop insurance and rural

development programs. In short, the farm bill sets the tone, or



incentive structure, for much of agriculture’s production
structures and farming methods. Farm bills contain also domestic
food and nutrition programs,' food aid and export enhancement
programs. Through their multipurpose character, and their four
year coverage, the farm bills are major legislative enterprises,
with many participants and high stakes.

As my study aims to understand the rationale of interest
group strategies, and specifically the mechanisms and
considerations leading to the selection of certain policy demands
at the costs of others, I will spend some time in developing an
organizational and policy framework that displays the
"underlying" agenda of the family farm, environmental and
sustainable agriculture interests, and the organizational
representation of those interests in the form of interest groups.

Two main sources are prevalent: publications and documentary
material, and interviews with interest group representatives from
family farm groups (National Family Farm Coalition, National
Farmers Union), from sustainable agriculture groups (Sustainable
Agriculture Coalition; Center for Rural Affairs, Wisconsin Rural
Development Center), from environmental and conservation groups
(American Farmland Trust, Center for Resource Economics, National
Audubon Society, Natural Resources Defense Council, Sierra Club;
Center for Science in the Public Interest, Consumer Federation of

America, Public Voice) and with congressional staff members (four

* The most important nutrition program is the food stamp

program, administered by the United States Department of
Agriculture.



staff members from the Senate Agriculture Committee and the House
Agricultural Committee, three personal staff members, and one
member of the Congressional Research Service). All interviews
were semi-structured and open ended. Most took about one hour.
Various people were able to offer follow-up interviews which
usually took another hour at the time the major legislative
battles were over. The documentary analysis was started in spring
1990; the main research was done in Washington, DC after late
May. Most interviews were conducted between September and

November 1990.



2. Why agricultural policy is so difficult to reform

This study investigates the capability of new, or
potentially challenging interest groups to achieve change.
Chapter 2 reviews the interest group literature on strategies and
policy impacts (2.1.), and focuses then specifically at the
agricultural domain (2.2.). It will be shown that the
capabilities of interest groups to influence policy outcomes have

"l face more

diminished over time, as "new policy claimants
tedious organizational needs and political environments, implying
enduring structural biases in the political process against
policy reform. New and potentially challenging groups apply two
main strategies: broad coalition building aimed at major policy
changes, or conversely, conflict-avoidance strategies aimed at
establishing organizational policy "niches". So far, agricultural

policymaking, specifically the farm bill legislation, has

discouraged coalition-driven, fundamental reform strategies.

2.1. Interest group strategies and policy impacts

The social desirability of interest group politics, and a

determining role of groups in the formation of public policies is

! The term "new policy claimants" will be used in the sense

of "new" or "potentially challenging” interest groups further on.
Both concepts refer mainly to voluntary, i.e. membership based
interest groups, although much of what will be discussed applies
also for non-membergroups.



asserted by the pluralist tradition.? It assumes that all social
interests that need governmental support to realize their common
concerns organize and mobilize political resources according to

the intensity of their concern. As the U.S. governmental

institutions grant multiple "points of access"®

and provide a
neutral "referee" function for group competition over political
claims, "...public policy is the equilibrium reached in this

(interest group) struggle an any given moment."*

2.1.1. Group power in classical policy subsystem

Most traditional, pre-1970 group scholars agreed on the
ability of interest groups to secure policy benefits. A critical
fraction held, however, that consequent policy outcomes were
socially undesirable as interest group power rested on
representational and institutional biases in favor of special,
mostly business interests. Olson’s classic work focused on the
representational dimension, showing that groups with small group
sizes and concentrated benefits will induce potential members to

contribute to group goals;® larger, or "latent" groups with

? Truman 1951; Latham 1952; Dahl 1961.
* Truman 1951.
* Latham, quoted in Bosso 1987:5.

®* Olson 1965.



distributed benefits fall victim to free rider behavior. The
consequent "exploitation of the big by the small" is furthered as
special interest groups may be able to veil real policy impacts
as unorganized publics are susceptible to the manipulation of
symbolic reassurances.®

Adding the institutional dimension, Schattschneider
characterized the structuring of the political process as
"mobilization of bias", as these mechanisms limited the "scope of
participants" to organized, special interest groups leading to a
"definite upper-class and pro-business" bias.’” In many instances,
bureaucratic activities such as dam and harbor projects by the
Army Corps of Engineers fostered the formation and power of those
groups.® Once in place, established interest groups in coalition
with congressional committees and administrative agencies
developed self enforcing mechanism of "iron triangle" or
subgovernmental decision making.’®

The institutional critique of the 1950s and 1960s came to a
devastating evaluation of interest group politics. Interest
groups do have expedient power, as they enjoy representational
exclusiveness and institutional privileges. Interest group

"liberalism"”, as Lowi called the culturally based apology for

¢ Edelman 1964.
7 Schattschneider 1975, 1st ed. 1960.
® McConnell 1966; Lowi 1979.

® On the concept of subgovernments see also Cater 1964 and
McConnell 1966.



unfettered interest group activities, tends toward distributive
policy making patterns of rather secret, sequential accommodation
("logrolling"), and lead to the conservation of social
structures, to the selling out of public interests and to the

delegitimation of democratic institutions.®

2.1.2. The new institutional bias: policy networks

Notions such as the "New Political System”" in the latter
1970s* indicated major changes in the political arena, though,
as will be shown, basic representational and ihstitutional biases
enduringly "skewed" interest group-driven policy outcomes. Some
of the main changes were in fact within the interest group arena:
an explosion in numbers and a shifting composition, with public
interest groups and non-membership organizations such as
institutions, think tanks and lobbying firms.*® These changes
were paralleled by congressional reforms such as the weakening of
seniority, the empowering of subcommittees, and the growth of
congressional staffs, all of which allow individual members to
participate actively on a broader range of issues. In the

executive branch, a stronger centralization of policy initiatives

° Lowi 1979.
* King 1978.

2 For figures on the growth and composition of the new
interest group universe, see Salisbury 1990: 204-205.
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is observed within the Executive Office of the President and
particularly the White House staff. More complex issues, tighter
budgets and more ideological debates in the 1980s added extra-
institutional dimensions.

All factors combined, the emerging policy process has been
described as more conflict-laden, more fluid and complex, and
possibly even more decentralized, ** thus altering the premises to
influence policy outcomes. ' Schlozman/Tierney conclude their
study on interest group strategies with a "more of the same", **
though other interest group students conclude that a more of the
same has actually lead to a new quality. Salisbury argues that
representational and institutional changes, as well as high issue
complexities and expanded governmental activities force interest
groups to be engaged in "a never-ending process of learning,
assessment, and calculation; and timely information, much of it
available only from government, is the sine qua non of this
process." Heclo (1978) characterized the emerging policymaking

patterns as issue networks or shared knowledge groups of a

* For instance, Chubb/Peterson 1985; Harris/Milkis 1989;
King 1990.

* salisbury et al. 1987 in a study on interest group
participation and conflict in four policy domains: agriculture,
energy, health and labor; see also Schlozman/Tierney 1987.

® Schlozman/Tierney 1986, referring to strategies such as

testifying, financing election campaigns, presenting arguments
and scientific findings to legislators etc.

11



somewhat unlimited number of expert participants,’® leaving
interest groups essentially in the function of technical policy
consultants. ' Policy outcomes may be rather unpredictable,
though the power to obtain special benefits may have decreased.
Decreased interest group power to install new policies may
leave interest groups in fundamentally different positions,
though. Much of the strategically different positions have to do
with the quality of the new policy claims and their associated
political life chances. ®*Distributive (pork-barrelling)
policies may be as favored as ever among legislators. In
contrast, many Congresspersons will shy away from making
controversial decisions on redistributive and regulatory claims,
but rely on and seem successful with’® bureaucratic casework,
name recognition and symbolic manipulation.? Thus, in the
context of controversial policy claims, the veto nature of the
U.S. political system produces stalemate, legislative impasse and

delegation. Interest groups defending the status quo (traditional

** Heclo 1978. The emerging policymaking pattern have also
been labelled as policy communities, and with a somewhat more
policy specific connotation, policy domains; for instance,
Salisbury/Heinz/Laumann/Nelson 1987; Salisbury 1991.

'’ Contradicting both Schattschneider and pluralist writers,
already Bauer/Pococl/Dexter (1963) in a classic, though often
ignored, case study on tariff legislation had characterized
interest groups as service bureaus of sympathetic legislators.

®* Hayes 1981, Lowi 1964.

¥ symptomatically, Political Action Committee (PAC) monies
are monopolized by incumbents.

?° Mayhew 1974; Fiorina 1975.

12



"pork" projects as well as governmental inaction) may continue to
prevail over "challenging"”, new policy claimants.?' With
incumbents increasingly secure, the new generation of interest
groups may need legislators and governmental officials as much as

they are needed by them.?*

2.1.3. Coalition building, or "niche" cultivation

The competitive political environment leaves new policy
claimants essentially with the choice of either going alone, or
going with other potential policy challengers. The first strategy
points at the establishment of group specific policy "niches”,
the second at coalition building. The second strategy seems to be
self suggesting. Dense interaction and information exchange in
issue networks make alliances rather unavcidable, as well as the
strategic advantage of pooling political resources in an
indecisive political environment. Policy domain and interest
group centered studies find in fact stable patterns of interest

group interaction, with clearly identifiable political friends

*' Even President Reagan shared that fate, being relatively
successful on the de-regulative and re-redistributive agenda, but
being rather impotent on distributive spending; for instance,
Wildavsky 1990.

*2 salisbury 1990: 214.

13



and enemies.?

Those findings could be rather self-fulfilling, however,
when the level of analysis is kept at the domain or subdomain
level, where collaboration may amount to little more than common
position taking on rather abstract and aggregate questions. On
the level of individual policy or program issues, in contrast,
Browne discovered individual interest groups predominant and
uncombated in "their" established, issue or policy "niches".?*
The organizational characteristics of new policy claimants show
that conflict avoidance and policy "niche" seeking may be a
rational, and rather common response of many new policy
claimants. Many new policy claimants are public interest
groups® initiated by political entrepreneurs who offer solidary
and expressive member benefits rather than (selective) material
benefits. ** Those member commitments are difficult to sustain,
as public values and preferences are often vague and fluctuant.

Combined with entrepreneurial competition for similar causes,

** salisbury et al. (1987) in the agricultural, energy,
health and labor domain; Schlozman/Tierney (1987) on interest
group strategies.

?* Browne 1990, 1991. Though Browne’'s findings are derived
from the agricultural domain, they are agreed to have broad
applications; Salisbury 1990, 1991, Cigler/Loomis 1991.

** Besides public interest groups, the category of "new
policy claimants" as defined here includes newly founded, as well
as dissatisfied, old (thus "potentially challenging"”) groups with
private focus, thus including all of the core actors, the
environmental, sustainable agriculture, and also the family farm
groups.

?¢ salisbury 1969.

14



public interest groups may spent considerable time adjusting
their stated policy preferences.? Political entrepreneurs and
staff may have difficulties mobilizing their membership on
particular issues. Expressive groups may well be organizationally

successful by securing external funds,?®

seeking media

recognition and establishing permanent policymaking roles.
"Niche" specific organizational identities and distinguishable
services provide opportunities for individualized position taking
and credit claiming in public and among policy makers and
patrons.? Resource limitations of new policy claimants, issue
competition and high entry costs in the policymaking arena®

make it organizationally rational to focus on a limited number of
policy issues. The self-restricting behavior is furthered by the
pretentious political environment, inferring high transaction
costs® of data gathering, informing, negotiating and enforcing

political compromises and deals. Working coalitions beyond the

symbolic level are rather cumbersome with no mechanisms of

*” Berry 1977.
?® Walker 1983; see also Berry 1977.
?* Browne 1990; 1991.

** The entry costs to getting involved into a policy issue
have also been called production costs; Browne 1990.

3 Transaction costs include the costs of gathering
information, and negotiating and enforcing new agreements, all of
which are framed by institutional arrangements. Transaction costs
include also such social institutions as norms and beliefs; North
1987, Williamson 1985.

15



durable decision making compliance.?*

As legislators and other policymakers are increasingly
comfortable with symbolic strategies, interest groups will be
further induced to the selection of few, affordable, politically
acceptable and winnable policy issues. Thus, conflict avoidance
through restrictive issue choices and exclusive policy "niches"
may be organizationally desirable to meet the double requirements
of expanding the organizational resource basis and limiting the
political entry and transaction costs. Combining the
representational and institutional argument, new policy claimants
are seldom "agents for fundamental policy change". Instances of
broad coalition building such as in the recent pesticide (1985-
1986),* clean air (1989-1990) and health insurance legislation
(ongoing in 1991) demanded large scale value changes and high
issue salience, even then not guaranteeing non-incremental policy

changes.

2.2. New policy claimants in the agricultural domain

Policymaking in the agricultural domain has served as a
popular field for interest group studies. The structural forces -
a bias in representation and process (institution) - underlie the

policymaking patterns, having brought forth what may be called a

%2 Berry 1989: 170-172.
3 Bosso 1989.
16



"subgovernmental issue network”, that is, a subgovernmental core
with "niche" participants at the fringes. As agriculture has
attracted many new policy interests in the last decade,
stretching from distributive to redistributive to regulatory
interests, it provides an ideal study opportunities, particularly
on new and potentially challenging interest groups and their
capabilities to influence policy outcomes. This study focuses on
strategic opportunities and constraints of the environmental,
sustainable agriculture and family farm groups to achieve
fundamental policy reforms that reflect explicit social and

environmental goals.

2.2.1. Agriculture’s "distributive era" (pre 1970)

Agricultural interest representation and policymaking served
as example of the classical institutional critique and
specifically Lowi s notion of the "administrative state":
policymaking predominance surrounding narrow governmental
programs and agencies, which in turn foster interest group
strength, legislative clout, and the tendency to insulate
policymaking.

The model example of this development is the evolution of
the American Farm Bureau Federation (AFBF).®* The first farm

bureaus were created by local chambers of commerce in 1911, but

** campbell 1962; Puhle 1975.

17



the 1914 Smith Lever Act, establishing the Agricultural Extension
Service with federal and state money, provided the bureaus with
their organizational basis. As part of the Extension Service’'s
mission, and combined with high membership subscriptions, the
AFBF attracted wealthier, market-oriented farmers. Quite
naturally, their political demands focused on production and
marketing questions, and due to their conformist rhetoric and
outstanding institutional support, the AFBF was by the early
1920s the most influential agricultural group in Washington.®*
Providing much of the rationale for farm programs to the
current day, the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933°° gave the
AFBF and other farm organizations a second organizational boost.
Production control committees on county level were often staffed
with farm bureau secretaries or advisors; or, vice versa, the
production control committee members were encouraged to form and

lead county farm bureaus. Not the AFBF alone, but also the

%* The AFBF took a leading role in the congressional "farm
bloc" in the early 1920s and later efforts to support
agricultural incomes; Hansen 1987; McConnell 1952.

*® The Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933 demanded for a
"fair exchange wvalue" of agricultural products with industrial
products on the price basis of 1910 - 1914. The "parity" level
was claimed to be distorted through (partially tariff caused)
price increases for industrial goods and through overproduction
induced decreases for agricultural commodities.

In essence, the Agricultural Adjustment Act sought to boost
agricultural commodity prices by production reductions, grain
storage, and temporary dumping of domestic surpluses on the world
market. The newly set up Commodity Credit Corporation offered to
take over the farmers® produce in exchange for a non-recoursive
"loan" at fixed prices levels. Farmers were eligible for
commodity loans when they complied with acreage allotments
determined by county production control committees on the basis
of nationally agreed upon production volumes.

18



Farmers Union and the Grange used farm and rural programs to
provide member benefits and solidify their local positions, again
attracting predominantly larger farm operators.®’ Thus,
Roosevelt’s farm policies (most importantly the commodity
programs) furthered a vigorous agricultural clientele that, after
institutionalizing policymaking access to the agricultural
committees and to the USDA, monopolized policy benefits for the
richer segments of the rural population they usually
represented. *®* Symbolism of helping "rural” and "small town
America" helped to close the agricultural subgovernment to

outside critics.

The evolution of commodity specific subgovernments

Existing policies and institutional opportunities provided
much of the momentum for an even stronger policymaking insulation
in favor of politically and economically privileged clienteles

during the 1950s and 1960s. The commodity specific programs

*’ Wilson 1977. Rational/public choice theorists hold, that
market oriented, mostly larger farms are more aware of, and often
more reliant on the functions and services of professional
organizations and thus dominate agricultural representation; for
a literature discussion see Senior Nello 1984.

*®* Especially the AFBF resisted policy initiatives in favor
of small land holders, tenants, share croppers, and agricultural
workers. For instance, the 1935 Resettlement Administration
failed at the legislative level, and the 1937 established Farm
Security Administration was gradually broken off by the AFBF in
cooperation with Southern legislators. The initiating agencies
within the USDA, including the Bureau of Agricultural Economics,
got politically neutralized by reorganization in 1946; Puhle
1975: 168-172, 194-201.

19



installed in the previous decades opened systematic footholds for
commodity specific subgovernments and the predominance of
commodity specific producer groups. Commodity groups won
political strength at the expense of the general farm
organizations, as market oriented, often larger producers
specialized their operations and consequently identified their
vocational interests around their main program crops such as corn
and wheat.

Institutional opportunities increased membership and
policymaking roles of the commodity groups. "Local self
governments" *® developed, as constituents and evolving commodity
groups gradually dominated the local production committees which
were implementing the commodity programs on the local level.®
Similar self-governmental tendencies at the county level evolved
around other programs on soil conservation, agricultural credit
and research. At the national level, implementing agencies,
congressional committees and subcommittees, and the producer
organizations developed subgovernmental relationships around each
specific program crop, *! creating a self-perpetuating mechanism
to further the commodity programs. Expert circles dealt with

technical issues of the respective crop. On the aggregate level,

* Lowi 1979: 71-77.

* The county Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation
Service (ASCS) committees implemented much of the farm bills and
assigned acreage allotments, controlled the compliance of
production quotas, and approved storage facilities.

* Lowi 1979; Talbot/Hadwiger 1968.

20



conflicts to package the programs as farm bills were overcome
through inter-regional and inter-commodity accommodation.*
Other centerpieces of agricultural legislation, such as soil
conservation and agricultural research, were often linked
directly to specific commodities, or indirectly through
geographic distribution schemes with clear commodity
implications, and were as such part of the "inside" deal.

As Browne characterizes the pre-1970 era, "Agricultural
policymaking was the domain of a clubish community of farm
oriented insiders."* The focal point of "the club" were members
of the House and Senate agricultural committees, often Southern
members with safe electoral seats and long seniority. Furnished
with institutional privileges and vigorous protagonists, the
commodity programs as well as core programs on conservation,
credit and research withstood all major reform efforts during the

1950s and 1960s even when launched by Agriculture Secretaries.*

2.2.2. Agricultural accommodation in a "subgovernmental issue

network”

Agricultural policymaking patterns appear to have changed

* Peters calls the policymaking pattern "intra-commodity
trading"; Peters 1978.

* Browne 1987/88: 136-137.
* Cochrane/Ryan 1976.
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substantially after the 1970s, but a closer look reveals that the
described structural forces - a bias in interest representation
and process - underlie the policymaking patterns to the current
day, having brought forth what may be called a "subgovernmental
issue network", i.e. a subgovernmental core with "niche”
participants at the fringes.

At first glance, during the last 20 years agricultural
policymaking has been transformed profoundly,*® for the same
reason as the general policymaking patterns changed. New
dimensions such as trade, food aid, and food safety have been
added, and issues got increasingly complex and conflictual.
Bureaucratic involvement expanded beyond USDA into the Food and
Drug Administration (FDA), the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA), the White House Office of the U.S. Trade Representative
(USTR) and others. Congressional reforms, including overlapping
issue competencies between agricultural and non-agricultural
committees and subcommittees enabled more legislators to get
actively involved in agricultural issues. In addition, a host of
new interest group advocates claimed stakes in agricultural
policymaking and found legislators both inside, and often outside
the agricultural committees and subcommittees willing to forward
their case. Browne counted more than 200 organizations lobbying
in the agricultural domain: commodity groups, agribusiness
representations, general farm organizations, grassroots

agricultural reformists (here subsumed under the family farm

* Browne 1987/88.
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concept) and citizen groups such as rural development
organizations, animal rights advocates, consumer protection and
fecod assistance/aid proponents, and environmental and
conservation groups.*

Apparently, the traditional insider club has lost its
exclusive control over agricultural policymaking. However, the
explosion of new interests has not facilitated a substantial
change of the much criticized farm programs, * nor has it
facilitated a concentered reform debate. *® The reason for
agriculture’s reform unwillingness lies in what has been
identified as an ongoing structural bias in the policymaking
process, both in its representational and institutional
dimensions. Bolstered by the policies in place, the dominant farm
organizations, the commodity groups, in coalition with their
legislative allies, have successfully defined the farm programs
as vital for "family farms", and the "Heartland of America".
Within the farming community, the family farm oriented groups,
including the recent protest movements, had neither the
organizational potential and power, nor the political willingness

to redirect agricultural symbolism.

* Referring to Hadwiger 1982, Browne uses the term
"externalities/alternatives” lobby to specify the thrust of the
citizen groups involved in agricultural policymaking.

* The core, farm programs are the farm commodity, or just
commodity programs, with other programs such as export
enhancement, research, conservation and credit often in a
subsidiary function; for a substantial critique and potential
reform directions of the commodity programs see next subsection.

** Browne 1987/88.
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The representational and institutional bias extended into
the realm of the new participants outside agriculture.
Organizational limitations and prerequisites made them seek group
specific identities and recognition with patrons, policymakers,
and the attentive public. Most new policy claimants were
successful in carving out particular issue "niches" by
formulating "marketable" demands in the political process.
Notwithstanding radical rhetoric, most new program elements such
as farmworker safety, wetlands protection, but even pesticide
registration and residue regulation in foods had much of an
adjunct character with little impacts on actual production and
marketing.

Much of agricultural policymaking is characterized by mutual
accommodation, rather than by ongoing conflict. The agricultural
committees have been largely controlling the stakes. Major
opposition to the farm programs has been stopped by the creation
of new, and compatible programs, such as food stamps program,
Food for Peace, favorite trade provisions, or, most recently, the
Conservation Reserve Program. Accommodation inside the
({expanding) agricultural realm has been complemented by log-
rolling arrangements with urban and labor interests, such as
rural votes for minimum wages (in 1973)* and textile quotas
during the 1980s. The committee control of those political deals
was facilitated by the mode and quadrennial rhythm of

agricultural policymaking, as the farm bills encompassed all

*Peters 1978: 25.
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inside deals and allowed for concerted negotiations with
congressional voters.

Thus, recent agricultural policymaking patterns may be
characterized as "subgovernmental issue networks".
Subgovernmental rule, and inter-regional and inter-commodity
accommodation continue as underlying forces. Institutionally
secured, and privileged with high benefits for a vigorous
clientele, the traditional agricultural interests opened only at
the margins for the new range of policymaking participants that
invaded the agricultural domain in the 1970s and 1980s. As a
result of the institutional privileges of the traditional farm
bill forces, and the representational shortcomings facing most
new policy claimants, most of newcomers found themselves in the
framework of the farm bills, all of them adding legitimacy and
stability to the overall package, including, in many perceptions,
the disliked program core. Bonnen/Browne explain the puzzling
perseverance of the traditional farm bill forces by applying the
transaction cost approach® to the institutional arrangements
and the still appealing agrarian myth of the yeomen landholders
and family farming:

Vested interests roll along as industrially dominant

linchpins providing protection for the broad array of

loosely related programs that constitute present
agricultural policy. These interests preserve the status quo

largely by making politicians very aware of the large

*® North 1987, Williamson 1985.
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transaction costs of making fundamental change, while
pulling around themselves the protective mantle of the
agrarian myth. The myth not only helps keep them in power by
generating public support for costly programs, it enhances
power because agrarianism links farm groups together in
jointly protecting their otherwise unrelated, narrow policy
benefits. This political accommodation, moreover, ties the
fate of the policy goals of nonfarm interests to that of
commodity legislation, because these interests now share a
stake in passing farm bills and, where necessary, preserving

the utility of agrarian imagery.®!

*! Bonnen/Browne 1989: 23.
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3. Family farms and the environment: a "natural” coalition?

Notwithstanding the stability of the agricultural "issue
network with iron core” in the 1970s and 1980s, the pressure for
program reforms has increased: the Administration has promoted
free markets, Congress has become more urban and consumer
oriented, and budget pressure has limited pork-barreling. The
accumulated critique and political frustration might have
eventually turned into a qualitatively different policymaking
context, providing an ideal study opportunity on the ability of
new and potentially challenging interest groups to effect
fundamental policy change.

The selection for this study of the environmental,
sustainable agriculture, and family farm groups followed a
twofold rationale. First, the underlying agenda' of each of the
selected potential policy challengers has deep regulatory and/or
redistributive aspirations that go well beyond marginal program
adjustment and distributive "political turf" creation; each is
indeed a "potential policy challenger for fundamental policy
change". Second, the chosen groups have both strategic and
substantial reasons to coalesce for this fundamental reform. The
"strategic" argument points to the possible advantages of pooling

political resources against a common political adversary; the

* The concept of an "underlying” agenda as defined in the
context of this study reflects interests neither shaped nor
limited through organizational and strategic considerations of
representational institutions.
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"substantial” argument adds the assumption of an overlapping

agenda.

3.1. "Sustainable agriculture" as reform concept?

Agricultural tradition holds that farmers are natural land
stewards. Indeed, historically farming was considered a way of
life that furthered the sense of social responsibility. In light
of modern agriculture’s impact on the environment, however, that
position appears mistaken. Agriculture functions as any other
business sector that tends to socialize its externalities. In
fact, so-called "family farm" interests as they were reflected in
most policy demands have usually been geared at maximizing short-
term economic benefits.

The conflicting views of agriculture - "family farming" in
its original sense, versus modern "agribusiness" - lead to
different perspectives of how agricultural production practices
can be reconciled with environmental needs. Were capital
realization the dominant goal, then agriculture should apparently
be treated as any other business sector driven by economic
incentives and social and environmental regulation. In fact, many
agronomists consider modern, large-scale farm firms as superior
candidates for environmental regulation. Scale allows for the
hiring of scientifically trained nutrient and pest experts who

are able to implement bureaucratically framed and scientifically
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tested management plans - a potentially effective marriage of
market and profit orientation, applied science and technology,
and bureaucratic control.

On the other hand, sustainable agriculture protagonists
claim that the concept of family farming has been alienated in
the political realm, thus obscuring the social value as well as
the inherent limitations of sustained family farm structures. In
the view of sustainable agriculturalists, "genuine” family
farming has encompassed a lifestyle and mindset that emphasized
long-term sustainability of locally and inter-generationally
bound farmsteads. Family farmers, in that view, were risk averse
and preferred diversified operations. Rather than capital
realization, family farm agriculturists considered farmland as
homeland and aimed at the preservation of the natural resource
base. In short, with this perception, family farmers are assumed
to be good land stewards - if economic and institutional
circumstances will only allow it. However, as these circumstances
have historically worked in favor of intensive and specialized
farming methods, family farmers have been left with the option of
either leaving the land or "going with the technology trends."
‘'The consequences: farm consolidation, environmental degradation,
and lowered food quality.?

As the family farm concept has become alienated in the

political realm, the new concept of sustainable agriculture was

> For an explicit discussion of the policy induced changes

in farm structure and methods see section 3.2.
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born to connect the social with the natural dimension.
Sustainable agriculture has been characterized as diversified and
holistic, "in tune" with ecological concepts, healthful,
environmental and community enhancing, and responsive to broader
social goals.® With such farming methods as crop rotation for
pest control and soil improvement, and manure and crop residue
management to substitute for pesticides and inorganic fertilizer,
and labor and land to substitute for machinery, sustainable
agriculture is seen as an alternative to conventional
agriculture. It is perceived as having obvious benefits for the
environment, but also having increased economic opportunities and
other social benefits for family farmers and rural communities.
On the basis of a recent case study series, the National Research
Council asserts that:

a small number of farmers in most sectors of U.S.

agriculture currently use alternative farming systems,

although components of alternative systems are used

more widely. Farmers successfully adopting these

systems generally derive significant sustained economic

and environmental benefits. Wider adoption of proven

alternative systems would result in even greater

economic benefits to farmers and environmental gains

* Batie/Taylor 1989: 7, referring to Lockeretz 1986; for a
definition of sustainable agriculture see also
Parr/Papendick/Youngberg/Meyer 1990: 52.
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for the nation.™

Studies on the effects of widespread adoption of sustainable
agriculture suggest positive social and economic impacts on rural

®* Increased labor and management needs promise

communities.
increased employment opportunities and increases in wages. A
growing informal economy may result around direct marketing
efforts.® Local investment ﬁight also go up as less capital
would be spent on outside supplies and debt-services. More could
be spent on local retail trade, potentially leading to more
service-oriented, diversified investments,’ a "healthier main
street”.

Thus, on a philosophical level, sustainable agriculture does
provide a concept for fundamental policy change, though it may

have to compete with the bureaucratic/technical ideal of the

modern, closely regulated, high-tech farm firm.

* National Research Council 1989: 5-6. Other empirical and

econometric studies do not find an unanimous answer on the
profitability of sustainable agriculture on the individual farm
level, but as various factors in favor of sustainable systems
have been overlooked, some argue that the economic opportunities
appear promising; Batie/Taylor 1989: 8-9.

® Flora 1990.
® Lockeretz 1986: 292-293; Batie/Taylor 1989:12.
? Flora 1990: 354; Lockeretz 1989.
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3.2. Family farm and environmental concerns: A common reform

agenda?

Sustainable agriculture provides a philosophical concept
that links "family" to environmental values and practices.
However, whether that connection can be upheld on the technical

level of concrete policy reform demands garners some discussion.

3.2.1. Farm program impacts

Commodity programs

Commodity programs probably have had a detrimental impact on
family farms through a number of direct and indirect mechanisms.
Some of these have been very obvious, others possibly unforeseen.
Commodity programs encourage a growth strategy for individual
producers, as the manner in which program benefits are calculated
forces producers to maximize crop specific base acreage and
yields. Therefore, the commodity programs have accelerated the
application of intensive technologies and the concentration of
farmland. As growth in average holdings necessarily goes with the
loss of farms, the number of farms declined by half between 1950
and 1982.° This decline occurred mainly in medium-size farms
and, to some extend small-size farms, leading to what is commonly

referred to as the bipolar structure of agriculture.

® Batie/Shabman/Kramer 1989: 8.
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Farm program benefits could be distributed much differently
if the main goal were to support and sustain family farms. Recent
figures account that 30,000 farms - about 1.3 percent of the
nation’s 2.2. million farms - with sales of over $500,000 control
over 30 percent of the production and account for over 55 percent
of all net farm income.® Thirteen percent of farms with more
than $100,000 in annual sales account for almost 70 percent of
farm output, 30 percent of farmed hectares,-énd over 80 percent
of farm income.

On the other end of the spectrum, numerous small farms

operate on a part time basis. The recognition of the bipolar

structure of U.S. agriculture has challenged the traditional
view that public programs assist family farms. As a result,
the historic rationale for agricultural programs is no
longer relevant, and public support for them may be

weakening."°

Commodity programs also have accelerated environmental
problems. First, they tend to encourage chemical-intensive,
monocultural cropping systems by focusing program benefits on a
handful of crops.'’ The highest supported commodities - corn,

wheat, soybeans, rice and cotton - also need the relatively

? Knutson 1990: 272.
® Batie/Shabman/Kramer 1989: 8.
! Young/Goldstein 1987.
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highest application of pesticides and fertilizer.'’ Second, the
method by which program benefits are calculated contributes to
environmentally unsound farming decisions.!® Farmers are locked

in the current system as future program entitlements are based on
historical cropping patterns. In addition, because deficiency
payments’* are based on historical production, farmers feel a

need to maximize their crop specific base acreage and program
yields beyond economic or ecological justification to secure

future program payments.’®

Agricultural research and other governmental and economic

institutions

Agricultural research is mostly focused on production
increases and judged by narrow efficiency criteria, leaving aside
many environmental, social and aggregate economic effects.
Hightower/DeMarco make a classic critigque of the agricultural
research subgovernment.

"America’s land grant college complex has wedded itself to

? Parr/Papendick/Youngberg/Meyer 1990: 62; see also
Reichelderfer 1990: 205.

** Parr/Papendick/Youngberg/Meyer 1990: 62-63.
* Deficiency payments are federal payments to farmers
participating in commodity programs and amount to any positive

difference between government set target prices and the actual
market price.

® pavidson 1989: 249-257; see also National Research
Council 1989, and General Accounting Office 1990.
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an agribusiness vision of automated, vertically integrated
and corporized agriculture... Had the land grant community
chosen to put its time, money, its expertise and its
technology into the family farm rather than into corporate
pockets, then rural America today would be a place where

millions could live and work in dignity.™®

Although not necessarily a "conspiracy",” most
agricultural research by its very logic drives agriculture
towards bifurcated agriculture with specialized, intensive,
large-scale production systems on one side, and small,
marginalized producers on the other. Most techniques favor of
large and intensive production systems. Although most farmers
should be able to apply the techniques and increase their farm
acreage when necessary, a combination of social and institutional
factors effectively works against smaller farmers:®®

...the voluntary nature of the research system results in

non-service to those who lack the sophistication, the social

status, and the political clout to obtain such service.

Income tax rules, farm programs, credit, and farm input

markets provide and incentive for rapid adoption by large-

scale producers....small scale producers compete poorly.."”

** Hightower/DeMarco 1973.

'’ See also Hadwiger/Browne 1987.
® See also Knutson 1990: 301-303.
¥ Hildreth 1982: 243.
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One of the crucial factors for the adoption of these
techniques is, in fact, the access to capital - which is more
difficult for small farmers, who also pay somewhat higher rates
for credit. Highly capitalized enterprises tend to be found only
on large farms.?® Busch/Lacy argue that often larger farm owners -
who are also early adopters could increase farm size and resource
base that make possible future adoption. Consequently, "the
research system contributed to the emergence of client groups
(large farm owners) who were more likely to be served with each
subsequent innovation of technology."?*

Besides its structural impact, modern agricultural
technology, together with external and policy-induced economic
forces, has also resulted in many environmental and food safety
hazards.? Production systems with high yield seeds, and
increased application of pesticides, synthetic fertilizers, and
machinery have replaced labor inputs and succeeded many
traditional and natural low-input techniques of weed control and
soil and nutrient rebuilding. These largely research and
technology-driven changes have created a range of environmental
problems, including chemical contamination and depletion of
groundwater, surface water, and soil resources, including

vulnerability to disease of monocultural species of plants and

* Busch/Lacy 1983: 181, referring to Kerr 1980.

* Busch/Lacy 1983: 181.

*2 For a review of the literature on the environmental
impacts of agricultural technologies see National Research

Council 1989: 97-~134.
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animals, and including destruction of wildlife habitats.®

Many other governmental and economic institutions also speed
up the process of farm concentration and the application of high-
input, monocultural production systems. Financial institutions
encourage farmers to maximize the production of commodity crops,
as farmland values are appreciated on the basis of commodity
bases and yield histories.? The American tax structure favors
larger producers in various ways, including tax shelters that
make agricultural investments profitable for outside investors.
Some of the direct effects on agricultural structure are
increasing land prices, farm consolidation, and absentee land
ownership.?® The tax reforms of 1986 might have reduced or
reversed the discrimination of labor against capital investments,
but trends toward the bipolar farm structure of farm firms on one
side, and marginalized, often part time farms on the other, might

still be accelerated.?®

3.2.2. A family farm/environmental agenda?

As agricultural policies drive large-scale, highly

specialized and intensive production structures, it may be

** Hightower/DeMarco 1973.

** Davidson 1989: 253.

*®* Davenport/Boehle/Martin 1982.
% Knutson 1990: 301.
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concluded that the underlying agenda of family farm,
environmental and sustainable agriculture advocates aims at
radical changes of the current farm programs. All of these groups
might be deemed "potential policy challengers for fundamental
policy reform." However, whether a genuine opposition to the
core, commodity programs translates into collective demands and a

poecling of resistance in the political arena is an open question.

Restructuring commodity programs to stabilize family farm incomes

Fundamental policy reform is necessary to gear farm programs
to their stated goal of stable family farm incomes. Although the
commodity programs have accelerated the farm consolidation and
the loss of family farms, their abolition is not a short term
policy option. Moderate sized farms would suffer most, since they
depend on market incomes and are at a disadvantage in terms of
risk management and economies of size when it comes to adapting
to the new conditions (compared to large and corporate farms).”’

There is some argument that the negative effects of
commodity programs are not so much the consequence of their
design, but rather of their half-hearted application. Technology
gains outstripped (insufficient) supply control losses. Opponents
hold, however, that forced set-aside expansions place special
burdens on smaller producers. More ambitious supply management

efforts may also further the discrimination of technology

?” Knutson 1990: 286.
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advancements and other institutional factors against smaller and
mid-sized producers.?® Such efforts may also sharpen many of the
environmental "flaws" in the commodity programs, as induced land
scarcity and high agricultural prices change the relative input
mix in favor of agri-chemicals.

Reacting to some of these shortcomings, recent commodity
reform proposals have called for bushel-based, rather than
acreage-based, supply management as a way to increase domestic
price levels.?® Marketing quotas on the basis of historic
production promise higher producer returns, improve chances for
family farm survival, and lessen intensive production practices
as the quota can be produced on whatever acreage was available
and suitable.’ Critics claim, however, that bushel-based supply
management is not a panacea for family farms or for the
environment. First, the inequities of historic government payment

systems would endure. Tradable quotas could even deepen the

?® In light of these political and institutional
shortcomings, former key protagonist for mandatory supply
management Willard W. Cochrane wants government involvement
limited to long-run managerial guidance and subsidized credit to
moderate-size family farms; Knutson 1990: 288.

*® Bushel based supply management proposals found much
political attention in 1985 and 1987, when family farm groups
pushed the proposal into the media with the help of Tom Harkin
and Richard Gephardt; Knutson 1990: 262; see also section 3.3.

*® Protagonists of this proposal emphasize also that
budgetary costs can be kept low through international market
cartels. The political efforts such a proposal failed in 1985 and
1987 due to the fierce resistance of free-market advocates and
the commodity groups, both pointing at the mandatory parts of the
bill and contending that losses in the U.S. world market share
would occur; Knutson 1990: 263.
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bipolar structure, as only large producers can afford expensive
shares. Therefore, further targeting of benefits would be
necessary in order to concentrate benefits on family farms,
instead of on family farm industries and corporate producers.
Bushel-based supply management, even in combination with
targeting devices, does not necessarily improve environmental
conditions on a larger scale, as only those producers with
acreage reserves can extensify their production and still keep
harvest volumes constant.

Much of the farm structural critique of the commodity
programs amounts to a demand for targeting farm programs to
family sized farms.'' Based on economic efficiency criteria,
many economists favor the decoupling of farm payments from actual
production.® Income assistance would be based on social need.
Family farm advocates are apparently not in favor of governmental
"welfare checks,"” thinking they are demeaning and will only
facilitate the move out of farming. It is rather difficult,
however, to build conceptual and perceptional linkages between
the social benefits of family-style farming and actual farm
programs. To minimize political wvulnerability of social
"recoupling,"” many reform proposals stick therefore to the
proclaimed technical farm program rationale - stabilization of
production veolumes and prices while securing farm incomes - while

considerably modifying farm programs, so as to focus farm

** For instance, Office of Technology Assessment 1986.
*2 phipps/Rossmiller/Meyers 1990.
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programs on smaller and mid-sized farm operations.

One targeting method that combines the traditional,
technical farm program rationale with family farm needs is the
so-called "two-tier targeting system."®® Two-tier targeting
establishes higher prices for a certain level of production (the
first tier), thus sustaining minimum incomes while keeping the
conceptual linkage between production and program payment. The
volume of production above the premium tier may be dictated by
either world market prices or some kind of commodity price
support and stabilization system. Two-tier targeting is a
flexible approach as for the choice of eligible crops, and the
prices and the volumes of the first tier. This flexibility allows
for built-in conceptual linkages between social goals and actual
payments: for example, providing payments for keeping small scale
farming in disadvantaged production zones.* Liked by family
farm advocates on substantial grounds, two-tier targeting may be
contested strategically. Debate may be expected within the
farming community, as the (re)distribution of program benefits
would vary with the regional and size-specific farming

structures.

** The two tier targeting systems should not be confused
with a two tier price system which aims at minimizing trade
distortions. Two tier price system establishes higher prices for
a production volume equal to domestic consumption while leaving
the second, usually lower, world market price to rule access
production and international trade. The proposals can be
combined, though, as both are volume based regulators.

** similar proposals are discussed and partially implemented
in the European Community, Switzerland and Finland.
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The environmental critique of a two-tier targeting system
will vary considerably with the actual design. Some designs may
in fact further social and environmental concerns simultaneously,
thus making a two-tier targeting system a vehicle for both social
and environmental recoupling. Under such designs, production
practices would become more environmentally sound for many of the
smaller and mid-sized farms as the financial pressure to
specialize and intensify waned. Depending on the price structure
of the first tiers, farm diversification and favorable rotations
could result, as farmers would be induced to produce the premium
stocks for a variety of eligible c¢rops in the program. Two- (or
multi-) tier targeting systems could be sophisticated and applied
regionally to reward those production structures most
environmentally suitable or otherwise socially desirable.
Notwithstanding its potential, a two-tier system has
environmental limitations, as the lower tier only effects the
farming behavior of smaller and moderate sized farms.
Complementary measures would have to be taken to influence
management and production practices for production volumes above
the premium stocks.

In strategic terms, social recoupling proposals are
politically delicate, as traditional farm program forces have
monopolized the family farm notion for their own purposes.
Proposals to gear farm payments to the goal of economically
viable "family" farming thus would have to expose the current,

structural limitations of family farm driven production
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decisions, and would have to brandish the negative side effects
of general price increases. Alternatively, building an argument
for new programs on the concept of sustainable agriculture, and
emphasizing the environmental benefits may be strategically

easier.

An environmental reform agenda: commodity program reform versus

requlation

To make agricultural practices structures environmentally
benign, three main approaches may be chosen: (1) land easements
(including total land retirement from agriculture) on the most
environmentally threatened lands, and (2) environmental
regulation or (3) manipulated program incentives to change
management and production practices. An overlap of interest with
family farm concerns may be found with all three approaches, as
will be shown; although the third, program reform, may be the
most promising.

The current Conservation Reserve Program is an example of
the first approach (easement and land retirement), with farmers
receiving rental payments to set aside erosive lands. Suitable
areas, not covered by the 1985 legislation, are wellhead areas,
groundwater zones, and wildlife habitats.®® Traditional

agriculturalists like these programs, as the programs work on an

** Deliberations during the 1990 farm bill process lead to
the inclusion of those environmentally most sensitive areas into
the retirement programs; see below.
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incentive basis and serve supply control goals as well. Land
retirements and easements, though, are costly and do not include
all of the environmentally threatened land. Also, if the monies
were available for large-scale retirements and generous easements
options, environmental trade-offs would occur as the agricultural
production on the remaining land was intensified. Just as
important, land retirements and easements work at the "symptoms"”
level. Both reward historic resource depletion and pollution on
retired lands and, if not combined with other programs, they
permit environmental "misconduct" on the vast majority of
agricultural lands. Nevertheless, carefully drafted easement
options promise immediate environmental benefits while sustaining
farming in a less intensive fashion.

Changes of production structures can be achieved through
regulation. Pesticide registration has some tradition. The most
important recently established programs (in the 1985 farm bill)
are Sodbuster, prohibiting the initiation of production on
erosive land; Conservation Compliance, forcing a reduction of
soil losses on currently farmed erosive lands; and Swampbuster,
prohibiting the drainage and farming of wetlands. All three
recent programs met fierce resistance from the agricultural
community and were substantially diluted during implementation.

Potentially, new legislation and stringent implementation
could theoretically restrain all of agriculture’s pollution and
resource depletion - an ideal environmental solution at the

planning level, but ignoring political feasability, and
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structural implications, and economic costs. Whether
environmental regulation supports family farm incomes would
depend on the actual policy measures. In the long run, stringent
agricultural regulation (for instance, on pesticide and nitrogen
use) might reduce overproduction or induce more labor intensive
production structures. Long-run impacts will largely depend on
other factors, such as relative prices and the availability of
technology. Under certain conditions, potentially smallef,
diversified low-input systems (sustainable agriculture) might
become more competitive. In the short run, though, adoption costs
might be incurred (for instance, technical education, soil
testing laboratories) which could only be carried easily by large
scale farm firms. Thus, environmental regulation might ultimately
serve family farm interests if they were combined with temporary
mitigation measures and long term adjustments in the commodity
program, research, and extension area.

The third approach to reconcile current agricultural
production systems with environmental prerequisites is in the
area of farm program reform. The radical method, a "no program
option", hardly serves environmental gocals. Market prices reflect
neither environmental externalities nor long term resource
scarcity.

As the targeting discussion, and, specifically, the two-tier
targeting system, has shown, reformed commodity programs could be
tailored to simultaneously serve both family farm and

environmental constituencies. Environmental reforms could change
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the selection and relative prices of governmentally supported
crops in favor of resource-conserving crops. Among those measures
of "environmental recoupling"” reforms are reducing corn support
prices while increasing oat prices and cost sharing for cover and
soil building crops. The method by which program payments are
calculated could also be changed. For instance, the proven yield
system that binds payments to historic production could be
replaced with a land suitability scheme. Most important, base
flexibility (most effective with changes in the commodity price
structure) could allow farmers to respond to biological and
environmental needs while securing income. Many such demands have
in fact been developed by sustainable agriculture advocates,
claiming that the current program structure has discriminated
against resource-conserving crop rotations. If access to
appropriate technologies and other institutional services (for
instance, crop insurance, marketing opportunities) were secured,
family farms might be more inclined to adopt to environmentally
sound farm practices and more able to succeed.

A wide array of opportunities exist that could serve both
family farm and environmental interests. The area of most
substantial overlap is in the commodity arena, although much
depends on the policy mix. Short-term conflicts, mostly in the
regulatory realm, could be overcome if institutional services -
such as credit and extension - were adjusted to the special needs
of family farms. All of the identified interests - family farm,

environmental and sustainable agriculture - have a genuine
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interest in fundamental policy reform, with overlaps on both the

philosophical and practical, policy level.

3.3. Organizational aptitudes for fundamental reform

Family farm and environmental overlaps in philosophy and
policy are facilitating conditions for common reform strategies.
Ultimately, however, representational and institutional factors
decide on the groups’® potential to be agents of fundamental

policy reform.

3.3.1. Family farm groups

Family farm interests are represented by a range of interest
groups, the most prevalent in federal policymaking being the
traditional National Farmers Union (NFU), the Grange, and
National Farmers Organization (NFO), and the "newcomers"” in late
1970 and 1980, the American Agriculture Movement, Inc., (AAM) and
the National Family Farm Coalition (NFFC). Following the criteria
of representativeness and political visibility, my study focused
mainly on the NFFC and the NFU.

Founded in the populist surge, the NFU consolidated their

organization during the New Deal by providing selective
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membership benefits such as grain elevator storage. ® Thus, like
the American Farm Bureau Federation (AFBF), the NFU recruits
predominantly from the ranks of the richer farmers. Nevertheless,
the NFU has kept much of its populist tradition and has been
recognized by urban democrats as the farm organization
representing liberal, family farm oriented positions on
agriculture. Strong linkages to the American Federation of Labor-
Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) are the base of
many democratic, urban rural political trading. NFU decision
making is centralized, although relatively autonomous state
chapters have considerable input in the federal agenda. On most
occasions, the upper Midwest chapters tend to dominate the
member-weak South.

Over decades, the key political demand of the NFU was
support of farm income primarily through the combination of high
loan rate levels and supply control. When a proposal for a
mandatory supply scheme failed in 1961, the NFU had to settle
with decreasing loan rates and, in the early 1970s, with the
introduction of the target price system. The NFU supported
targeting devices in the form of modest (and easily evaded)
income means tests, partly to placate urban critics.’ In 1985,
the NFU supported the bushel based supply management device of

the Harkin bill. *® However, fearing a political defeat and a

** Wilson 1981.
”Wilson 1977: 91.
%® Browne 1988: 224.

48



consequent dismantling of the commodity programs, it was an open
secret that the NFU preferred modifications in existing
programs, *° for which their representatives also lobbied. In
essence, the lack of political opportunities and the
organizational need to satisfy short term, constituent interests
made the NFU support farm policies detrimental to family farms in
the long run. The NFU did not undertake policy initiatives on
questions of the environmental impacts of modern agriculture.
Nonetheless, the NFU lent their name to the 1985 conservation
provisions because of perceived compatibility with farm income
goals.

The second family farm organization focused on in this study
is the NFFC. Many of its organizational characteristics need to
be understood in the context of its origin, the family farm
crisis and the failure of the American Agriculture Movement
(AAM).* Organized as farm protest group in 1977, the AAM gained
tens of thousands of supporters, and with two "tractorcades" to
Washington DC, they attracted considerable attention in the media
and in Congress. Nevertheless, when the policy goal of income
parity was not achieved immediately and radical factions
disqualified their case, the AAM split 1983 over the question of
a permanent lobby representation in Washington DC versus the

continuation of its spontaneous, protest-oriented nature. After

** For instance, the NFU supported the farmers grain reserve
program, some moderate targeting efforts, and several export
enhancement initiatives.

* cigler 1986.
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strong membership decline, the AAM was no longer a serious
challenge for the agricultural establishment.

As the AAM disintegrated in 1982-1983, grassroots crisis
groups formed at the local level.* Farm activists and rural
organizers had learned that it is organizationally futile within
the farming community to rely exclusively on expressive and
solidary goods through radical rhetoric and political activism
oriented at Congress. The farm crisis groups were formed to help
financially distressed farms on a local, self-help basis, their
means ranging from emotional support to legal and financial
services. Churches and other social organizations provided
institutional support. Eventually, many crisis groups drew also
political attention on the state level, as their expertise and
membership service made them the main representatives of family
farms, or at least of the segment most affected by the debt
crisis.

In 1985, the crisis groups put together the Farm Policy
Reform Act, or so-called Harkin/Gephardt bill, which was the most
radical reform package since the early 1960s. The Farm Policy
Reform Act encompassed demands for high parity prices and bushel
based, mandatory supply management; a moratorium on farm
foreclosures; restructuring of the actual farm debts; and reform
of the farm credit system. In spite of sympathetic media coverage
of the crisis-shaken family farm movement, the Farm Policy Reform

Act did not gain the necessary political momentum in Washington

** Browne/Lundgren 1987.
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for passage. Policymakers recognized the split within the family
farm representation. The AAM, Inc., resenting the fact that the
bill had been formulated without their involvement, failed to
fully support the act as did the NFU, who considered parts of the
proposal as politically too risky. In combination with political
opposition from the agricultural establishment, the undecisive
family farm representation allowed policymakers to ignore the key
reform parts of mandatory supply management and of the
restructuring of the debt and credit system. As at the high time
of AAM activism in the late 1970s and early 1980s, the crisis
groups’® impetus was once again channeled into a largely unchanged
farm bill.

The voluntary structure of the crisis groups had contributed
to their political failures, and it threatened to disintegrate
their fragile coalition.*® Thus, four months after the defeat of
the Farm Policy Reform Act, the crisis groups formally
established the National Family Farm Coalition (NFEC).* The
NFFC rejected the agrarian fundamentalist propaganda on the
supremacy of rural life. Instead, the NFFC favored neo-populist
strategies towards broad social reform movements with labor
unions and minority, church, and rural advocacy groups. Farm
protest was applied more selectively, and although zealous in

political rhetoric, the NFFC was willing to compromise. This

* Browne 1988: 173-175, 223-225.

* The National Family Farm Coalition started initially as
National-Save-the-Family-Farm-Coalition. For convenience, this
study sticks to the later name.
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strategy proved to be more effective in 1987, when much of the
1985 reform package was re-introduced as Harkin/Gephardt bill.
Even though the commodity reform side was again ignored, the NFEC
played a major role in the formulation and passage of federal
reform and refunding of the Farm Credit System and the Farmers
Home Administration.

Ironically, the NFFC had much in common with traditional,
liberal farm groups such as the NFU. Both the NFFC and the NFU
tried to build coalitions with other social groups, but their
focus remained with the traditional agricultural establishment.
Although the NFFC, like the earlier AAM, questioned the
representation of family farm interests through the traditional
farm organizations and blamed the dominance of the grain and
international trade companies for the farm malaise, their
political demands for agricultural parity increased the political
momentum for the traditional programs. Most importantly, the
traditional farm program interests were successful at painting
social recoupling as "welfare programs”. As interest
representation, even within the family farm groups, is biased in
favor of larger producers, the family farm groups did not seem to
have the willingness nor the boldness to lobby explicitly for
programs that would focus benefits on family-sized farms.

Among the core strategic decisions for the 1990 farm bill
was the question of whether family farm groups would champion the
broader sustainable agriculture agenda (i.e., social and

environmental recoupling) or limit themselves to income
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strategies such as targeting, mandatory supply management, or the

traditional commodity programs at high price support levels.

3.3.2. Sustainable agriculture groups

The sustainable agriculture concept claimed a conceptual
link between environmental and family farm concerns, and its
organizational representation indicated that that link was also
possible in the political sphere. On the national level,
sustainable agriculture was represented by the Sustainable
Agriculture Coalition.** The Sustainable Agriculture Coalition
was a formal outgrowth of the Sustainable Agriculture Working
Group, established in 1989 to influence the upcoming farm bill.
The Sustainable Agriculture Working Group was "a network of farm,
religious, conservation, environmental, food and rural advocacy
groups"”", primarily from the Midwest, working towards "the long
term sustainability of agriculture and rural communities,
including family farms, wildlife, and soil and water

11 45

resources. One of the reasons the Sustainable Agriculture

* The Sustainable Agriculture Coalition members are:
Alternative Energy Resources Organization (MT), Center for Rural
Affairs (NE), Illinois Sustainable Agriculture Society, Kansas
Rural Center, Land Stewardship Project (MN), Michael Fields
Agriculture Institute (WI), Minnesota Food Association, The
Minnesota Project, Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture Society,
Northern Plains Sustainable Agriculture Society (ND), Organic
Growers and Buyers Association (MN), Wisconsin Rural Development
Center.

* Sustainable Agriculture Working Group 1989: cover.
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Coalition had to be formed separately was that some of the more
prominent members of the Sustainable Agriculture Working Group
members, Sierra Club, the Izaak Walton League, the Rodale
Institute and the National Catholic Rural Life Conference had
their own representatives and partially different positions in
federal agricultural policymaking.

Some member groups of the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition
were rural advocacy groups with rather broad agendas. For
example, the Center for Rural Affairs in Walthill, Nebraska, with
7,000 donors and subscribers was a research, advocacy, and
educational organization.® Policy areas included soil erosion,
groundwater contamination, biotechnology, and rural community
development. They promoted sustainable agriculture for its local
economic and ecological role, but their research also linked it
to international questions of agricultural trade and global
warming. As a major contribution to the Sustainable Agriculture
Coalition, the Center for Rural Affairs analyzed the program
restrictions on adopting sustainable agricultural practices and
developed reform proposals on commodity programs and research.

With a more specific focus on sustainable agriculture, the
Land Stewardship Project, based in 3 different locations in
Minnesota with 6,000 subscribers and 2,000 contributors, was
"devoted to fostering an ethic of stewardship toward farmland and

to developing and promoting sustainable agriculture practices and

*® Center for Rural Affairs 1991.
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"%’ practical activities included on-farm research and

policies.
farmer-to-farmer information sharing efforts. In cooperation with
the Kansas Rural Center and the Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture
Society, the Land Stewardship Project conducted the "Middle
Border On-Farm Research Consortium," funded by federal Low Input
Sustainable Agriculture (LISA) funds to explore and disseminate
low-input farming practices and integrate them into main stream
extension and research. *

The strong cultural and community orientation of the
sustainable agriculture groups and their constituency indicated
some characteristics of a new "social” movement, although most
individual groups were of relatively recent origin and counted
only some hundred, locally active members. As organizations, the
sustainable agriculture and rural advocacy groups provided
limited, mostly informative services to their members. Expressive
motivations counted for much of the non-farm membership basis.
The local community orientation and the populist rhetoric was
potentially in conflict with their organizational stabilization
through external funds* and the formation of a federal lobbying
group. In fact, many of the less prominent member groups saw the

creation of the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition as a temporary

*” Land Stewardship Project 1991.

* The Middle Border On-Farm Research Consortium 1990.

* For instance, some 85 percent of the Center for Rural
Affairs funds, and some 95 percent of the Landstewardship Project
funds were program specific; Center for Rural Affairs 1991;
Landstewardship Project 1991.
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vehicle designed to influence the 1990 farm bill, that would be
dissolved thereafter.

The sustainable agriculture movement and the SAC were
newcomers in federal agricultural policy making, and their
newcomer status was aggravated by their organizational
limitations. Limited funds and internal doubts on the usefulness
of federal lobbying allowed the hiring of only one permanent
spokesperson. Midwest activists sporadicly furthered individual
issues in the capital. An effective representation was sometimes
complicated because of the consensual decision-making procedures,
leaving little leeway for the strategic manipulation of policy
demands in coalitions and in political negotiations. Apparently,
SAC’s main political asset was its unmatched technical expertise

on sustainable agriculture practices.

Basic policy options for the sustainable agriculture groups

Because of the organizational limitations and the
antagonistic nature of their proposals to the current farm
programs, there was a temptation to avoid major confrontations
with the agricultural establishment. The Sustainable Agriculture
Coalition’s "safe" strategy was to establish an issue "niche" on
sustainable agriculture. Rather than broad, across-the-board
reforms, the "niche" demands could focus on the limited number of
farmers already employing sustainable agriculture practices as

well as potential recruits. The current sustainable farmers
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needed program "base" (to qualify for deficiency payments) that
had been lost due to rotations with non-program crops, while the
potential recruits needed base flexibility to shift into
rotations without forfeiting future farm payments.®* Such an
add-on program would foster the sustainable agriculture
organizations and encourage newly practicing farmers to join.
Parallel reforms in the research and extension area (for
instance, the expansion of the current LISA program®°) could
finance and attract sympathetic supportive researchers, extension
agents, and the interested public.

Any efforts to change agricultural practices on a larger
scale would have to be supported by forces both within and
outside the farm community. Such a broad coalition was
potentially in place already with the family farm and
environmental groups. A coalition with family farm groups could
capture considerable grassroots support, as indicated by recent
survey studies on farmers®  perception of environmental problems,
and their willingness to employ alternative farming practices.®

However, as most moderate-sized family farms were in debt and

** Only program base calculated on the basis of historic
cultivation of program crops qualifies for federal deficiency
payments.

** The Low Input Sustainable Agriculture (LISA) Program was
authorized as part of the 1985 farm bill to explore and
dissiminate alternative agricultural practices. The LISA program
provides research monies on-a matching grant basis; eligible
institutions include private research organizations.

*2 American Farmland Trust 1990; General Accounting Office
1990.
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could hardly bear additional financial risks, their
representatives could only be expected to join a fundamental
reform coalition with sustainable agriculture advocates if farm
income was simultaneously secured.

With more political clout, the environmental and
conservation groups would be a second, indispensable ally if the

SAC were to head for fundamental policy reform.

3.3.3. Environmental groups

Among the most noted environmental and conservation groups
in federal agricultural legislation were the National Wildlife
Federation, the Sierra Club, the National Audubon Society, and
the Natural Resources Defense Council. The first three belonged
to the first generation of traditional conservation groups, which
used to support the formation of public parks as key approach to
the preservation of species and scenic landscapes. Beginning with
the Sierra Club in the late 60s, all of them experienced a major
transition towards a more holistic, environmental orientation and
a stronger, eventually more institutionalized, representation in
the capital. Greater professionalism and sophisticated lobbying
and managerial skills transformed the environmental mainstream

n 53

into "almost corporate entities, provoking some conflict

within the organizations with respect to the kind of emotional

** Bosso 1991: 163.
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and symbolic appeals used to increase membership commitments.
Decision making has become more board/staff dominated for
the Audubon Society and the Wildlife Federation, whereas the
Sierra Club has kept strong grassroots ties, decentralized issue
selection procedures, and, consequently, rather broad issue
orientation. In terms of political clout in Washington, D.C., the
three traditional groups depended on their strong membership.
Each has more than half a million members.®** The Natural
Resources Defense Council started as law firm in 1970, but
eventually started also to build up a membership of about 130.000
members. Its political strength still is its legal expertise.
Only during the last 10 years have the four environmental
heavyweights engaged themselves more immediately in agricultural
policymaking and private land use practices. The Audubon Society
has developed special staff expertise and a political issue
"niche" on pesticide, groundwater and biotechnology issues, and
the Wildlife Federation has concentrated on wetlands and habitat
protection. The Sierra Club’s agenda has included groundwater
depletion, overgrazing of public lands, and pesticide residues in
foods. With strong Club chapters also in the Midwest, and a
committee on agriculture headed by farmers, farming issues were
tackled from a farm environmentalist perspective, often with
close ties to local sustainable agriculture groups.

The Natural Resources Defense Council traditionally was an

**Wildlife Federation: 853,833; Audubon Society: 575,000;
Sierra Club 553,200; Bosso 1991: 163; Ingram/Mann 1990: 140.
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expert in chemical poisons, working on food safety, groundwater
and pesticide issues. In 1987, the Natural Resources Defense
Council organized the "apple Alar" campaign, which sought to get
the pesticide Alar off the market by an impressive, though
emotionally-laden media campaign. Agriculturalists and
representatives of the Environmental Protection Agency were upset
by Natural Resources Defense Council’s violation of the rules of
the game, but many environmentalists and food safety advocates
praised the Natural Resources Defense Council for its approach.
Other groups which were to play crucial roles in agriculture
related natural resource issues were the Institute for
Alternative Agriculture, the American Farmland Trust, and the
Center for Resource Economics. Rather than broad membership
bases, their political asset was expertise, and a highly
knowledgeable and influential network reaching into research and
educational institutes and the government. The Institute for
Alternative Agriculture was a prominent promotor of alternative
farm practices at the federal level since its foundation in 1983.
The American Farmland Trust (founded in 1980) spearheaded the
soll conservation efforts in the 1985 farm bill through its
producer oriented, moderate conservation approach.®® The Center
for Resource Economics was founded in 1989 and built around
Kenneth Cook. As a policy "entrepreneur", Cook worked for several
conservation organizations and provided technical assistance in

the 1985 farm bill, as well as a critical communication link

*> Browne 1988: 231-232.
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between the environmental groups and traditional farm bill

interests.

Strategic options and organizational inclinations of the

environmental /conservation groups

To classify the strategy of the environmental groups, two
main options appeared: continuing with eclectic, "external" or
"add-on" programs that hindered the worst agricultural practices
and mitigated their most apparent impacts (these programs
included most regulation and easements/retirements) versus going
for "intrinsic", fundamental policy reforms in the commodity
area. Pointing at the second option, a reform cocalition with the
sustainable agriculture groups seemed to be a rather natural
reform coalition, that is, the environmental groups could foster
grassroots attempts to spread environmentally sound farming
practices. With the help of the sustainable agriculture groups
and the family farm groups, the environmental groups could
counter the agricultural ignorance indictment leveled by the
traditional farm bill forces. In strategic terms, a broad
coalition could unite more urban based voting blocks with rural,
though mostly Midwest legislators.

Various representational and organizational factors worked
against such a reform coalition, however. Many groups would not
want to risk their established reputations and privileged access

on specific agriculture related policy issues, whereas the family
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farm and sustainable agriculture groups headed for a broader
agenda especially on commodity program reform. With the high
number of environmental groups in mutual competition for public
recognition and policymaking access, the traditional farm bill
interests began to try to "buy off" the groups most willing to
compromise. Most importantly, the redistributive implications of
most recoupling and commodity reform proposals would provoke
fierce resistance from the agricultural establishment, with a
high risk of a political impasse. As a result, the potential
policy challengers have not been identified as organizationally

prone agents for fundamental policy change.

3.4. Political climate, agenda setting and strategic formation

Although the potential policy challengers have not been
identified as organizationally predisposed agents for fundamental
policy change, major events or structural changes affecting
agriculture like droughts, large scale value changes, or
unpreceded price fluctuations may open structural opportunities,

or erratic policy windows for fundamental policy reforms.

3.4.1. Family farm agenda: programmatic insecurity

Because of their organizational limitations, the family farm

62



groups could only be expected to attempt major policy reforms
(such as mandatory supply management or social recoupling) if
there was a real political prospect of success. Internal
grassroots pressure especially from smaller producers, the
availability of powerful coalition partners, and a favorable
political climate in the capital could make a difference. But
conditions were not ideal. International demand, and consequently
national market prices had risen; the farm sector as a whole
looked better. Many policymakers ascribed the signs of economic
recovery to the trade-oriented changes in the 1985 farm bill and
thus saw little need for commodity program reforms in the 1990
farm bill. As commodity program outlays were also in decline, **
the commodity reform agenda of the NFFC had lost most of its
impetus. Thus, even though state level rallies and star-studded
Farm Aid concerts attracted hundreds of thousand sympathizers in
the Midwest, nationally there was silence. Instead of organizing
major demonstrations, media attention and public awareness were
to be captured by dramatizing the ongoing individual hardships of
enforced farm foreclosures and the consequent depopulation and
desolation of rural communities.

Programmatically, the family farm groups seemed rather

untouched by the unfavorable political climate. During agenda

*® The outlays for the farm program and income support
programs (i.e. commodity programs) that had amounted to record
levels in the mid 1980s were declining during years as follows:
outlays in 1983: $18.8 billion; 1984: $7.3 billion; 1985: $17.7
billion; 1986: $25.8 billion; 1987: $22.4 billion; 1988: $12.5
billion; 1989: $10.5 billion; United States Department of
Agriculture 1990b: No.5.
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setting efforts, both NFFC and NFU promoted bushel based supply
management, though no consistent reform agenda appeared. The NFU
seemed to particularly suffer from internal conflicts. Whereas
their "1989 Statement of Policy"®” explicitly asked for

marketing quotas and marketing certificates in supply management,
the NFU's summer 1989 "Working Paper. 1990 Farm Bill Title
Outline"® fails to apply the concept. Explaining that "...other
options may also achieve the policies of the NFU..."*®, the NFU
working paper suggested but voluntary (instead of mandatory),
bushel-based supply management in the wheat and feedgrain
titles,® and asked for the continuation of the traditional
programs for most other commodities. Above all, both the NFU and
the NFFC insisted on market-based farm incomes, thus making locan
rate increases (with or without mandatory supply management) the
primary demand.® In deference to budget pressures, both groups

suggested targeting devices within mandatory supply management

®” National Farmers Union 1989. "Statement of Policy."
Printed in Swenson 1989.

*® National Farmers Union 1989b. "National Farmers Union
Working Paper. 1990 Farm Bill Title Outline.” Printed in Swenson
1989.

*® National Farmers Union 1989b: 1.

® Installing bushel-based supply management on a voluntary
basis perverted the traditional, mandatory supply management
concept. A voluntary, bushel-based supply management scheme
renounces marketing quotas and does not allow an effective
control of supply goals and governmental expenditures (when
market prices are intended to be kept stable).

®* Waller 1989; Swenson 1989.
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schemes.

Gradually, the family farm groups tried to connect to the
environmental dimension. During the last years, numerous
coalitions had been set up on the state level between member
groups of the NFFC and environmental groups, some resulting in
the National Toxics Campaign to restrict pesticide use.
Symbolically, Willie Nelson’s Farm Aid concert in May 1990
portrayed both family farms and the environment as victims of
grain business corporations and international trade. On the
policy level, the NFU and the NFFC demonstrated support for
sustainable agriculture as voluntary approach to environmental
problems and demand that base acres should not be lost if farmers
want to shift to resource-conserving rotations. ®

Whether environmental, conservation and sustainable
agriculture groups would go along with the core commodity demands
of the NFFC or the NFU seemed questionable. For instance, the

Center for Rural Affairs had not supported bushel based supply

*? In their summer 1989 statements before the House
Committee on Agriculture, the NFFC suggested that "(t)argeting
benefits to family-size farmers could be accompliched through
certificate allotments."” (Waller 1989: 369) The NFU seemed to
place a stronger emphasis on targeting:"Tiered marketing quotas,
set asides, and price supports, together with realistic overall
and per-program limitatons should be enacted and effectively
enforced on all farm program provisions so program benefits are
targeted to small- and medium-sized farmers." (NEFU 1989 statement
of policy, Article 1) Again, though, the NFU summer 1989 working
paper lacked the concrete measures, suggesting but the
establishment of "...a cap on the total amounts of loans and
target deficiency available to an individual producer."” (National
Farmers Union 198%9b: 4).

® National Family Farm Coalition 1989. "Family Farm
Agenda." Volume 1 (Winter 1989), Issue la, p.6; Swenson-1989: 7.
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management in the Family Farm Acts in 1985 and 1987, and none of
their 1989 and 1990 newsletters® indicated major efforts to

take up the issue in the 1990 farm bill. Environmentalists also
seemed reluctant to make the connection to supply management
goals in the 1990 farm bill. As the Center for Resource
Economics”® Ken Cook noted, because of the tighter commodity
markets and the expectations of an improved farm economy, "the
farm policy environment is more volatile now... [thus] it is
riskier in 1989 than it was in 1985 to pursue any strategy of

environmental reforms that is linked in the short term to the

goal of reducing excess capacity in agriculture."®®

3.4.2. Sustainable agriculture and the environment: reform

coalition or "thematic tug-of-war"?

More than the family farm groups, the environmental and
sustainable agriculture groups could be expected to go for major
or fundamental policy reforms, as their constituent and
organizational interests were not as tightly bound to the current
program system. Structural changes such as the mainstreaming of
environmental values and the scientific recognition of

agriculture-related pollution and resource depletion provided

** Center for Rural Affairs newsletter; issues of 1989 and
1990.

%% Cook 1989: 3.
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some of the preconditions that could open a policy window for an
environmental reformation of the farm programs. Several recent
studies, such as the 1988 interim report of an Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) study on pesticides in groundwater *® had
suggested some urgency for new policy initiatives. With their
"Alternative Agriculture," the National Research Council
recommended in September 1989 a commodity program reform of
increased base flexibility so that the establishment of resource-
conserving rotations would not reduce program payments to
sustainable farmers.®’ In addition, the media embraced the
concept of sustainable agriculture. For example, the Washington
Post headlined "Organic farming is blossoming. Pollution and
costs turn growers away from the use of chemicals"® and the New
York Times heralded "Farming without chemicals: Age-old
technologies becoming state of the art."*’

Crucial political support for sustainable agriculture came
from Chairman of the Senate Agriculture Committee Patrick Leahy
{D, VT). At the "National Conference on Organic/Sustainable

Agriculture Policies"™ in March 1989, he called 1989 "the year

*®*Williams/Holden/Parsons/Lorbert 1988.

®” See also General Accounting Office 1990, which supports
the National Research Council’s conclusions on the necessity of
farm program, and specifically commodity program reform.

®® washington Post, November 23, 1987, Page A 3; the article
is equating organic with sustainable or alternative agriculture.

®® New York Times, August 23, 1987, p.18.

° The conference was organized by the Center for Science in
the Public Interest (CSPI) in Washington, D.C.
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of sustainable agriculture"” and the 1990 farm bill "the farm bill
for sustainability.’® Echoing the conclusions of the National
Research Council, Leahy demanded "...an end to the policy
barriers that keep farmers from rotating crops and undertaking
other practices that are beneficial to themselves -- and the
environment."” Policy experts and observers agreed on the
potential for environmental and sustainable agriculture issues to
play a large role in the 1990 farm bill.™

The public impetus for sustainable agriculture and
alternative farm practices seemed to translate into the political
realm, as the so-called conservation coalition focused on and
formulated environmental, conservation and sustainable
agriculture reform efforts. The conservation coalition consisted
of a group of Washington-based environmental and conservation
lobbyists and professionals with roots in the 1985 farm bill
process. In late 1984, a "roundtable" on soil and water
conservation had been formed with up to 40 participants from
environmental, conservation and consumer groups, but also from
some commodity groups, general farm organizations, research
institutes, and various administrative and legislative

agencies. > The 1985 environmental and conservation agenda was

"' Leahy, quoted in Center for Rural Affairs newsletter
April 1989: 1.

’? For instance, Reichelderfer/Hinkle 1989.

7 The 1984 "roundtable" on soil and water conservation
included, among others, the following members: among the
environmental groups: American Farmland Trust, National Audubon
Society, National Wildlife Federation, Sierra Club, Natural
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initiated by this group; a core coalition built around the
American Farmland Trust, Audubon Society, Natural Resources
Defense Council and Sierra Club had considerable input into the
actual formulation and passage of the conservation provisions. By
1988, the conservation coalition had developed into a "rather

"’ with some 22 member groups meeting

loosely knit coalition
regularly, often under the auspices of the American Farmland
Trust. As "semi"-established institution with routines on
decision making and leadership procedures, and with some hope for
compliance as for the lasting commitments of many participants,
the conservation cocalition lowered the transaction costs and
provided a somewhat "natural" discussion forum for future
coalition efforts.

As in 1985, the conservation coalition started to set the
1990 farm bill’s environmental and conservation agenda, this time
making major inroads into the commodity program arena. At the end
of the second legislative session in 1988, the Chairman of the
Subcommittee on Conservation, Senator Wyche Fowler (D-GA), had

introduced a broad conservation bill’® largely drafted by

Resources Defense Council; among the general farm organizations:
American Farm Bureau Federation, National Grange; among
administrative and legislative agencies: United States Department
of Agriculture"s (USDA) Soil Conservation Service (SCS), USDA’'s
Extension Service, USDA's Economic Research Service (ERS);
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), Fish and Wildlife Service;
Congressional Research Service (CRS); and legislative staff.

" Grossi 1988: 20.

7 Wyche Fowler, ‘Farm Conservation and Water Protection Act
of 1988.° Introduced in Oct. 14, 1988.
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conservation coalition members.’® Among the bill’s key

provisions were a sustainable agriculture program granting base
flexibility and cost sharing for resource-conserving crops, a
groundwater protection program aimed at management plans for low-
input practices, an enhanced version of the Conservation Reserve
Program, easement options for erodible lands and wetlands, an
organic certification and food program, and a farmland protection
program. The common denominator of the proposal was its primarily
voluntary, incentive-based and educational thrust. Thus, similar
to 1985, the conservation coalition’s agenda setting initiative
indicated some compatibility with agricultural interests as
regulatory initiatives were kept modest’” and as environmental
recoupling proposals had been limited to a voluntary, though

potentially far-reaching program opportunity.

"Tug-of-war" within the environmental/conservation and

sustainable agriculture community?

Further forums for policy agenda setting and the "floating
of ideas"” for interest group representatives were provided by the

spring rounds of policy seminars on agriculture and the

* For a more detailed analysis of the ‘Farm Conservation
and Water Protection Act’, including the drafting groups, see
chapter 4.

7 The bill insisted on the stringent implementation of the
1985 soil conservation and wetlands protection provisions and
added, as only new initiative, a mandatory pesticide record
keeping provision limited to contaminated watersheds.
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environment in Washington, D.C.”® Contrasting the impression set
by the conservation coalition based Fowler bill, interest group
representatives and influential experts indicated considerable
heterogeneity within the environmental and sustainable
agriculture community. Charles M. Benbrook (policy entrepreneur
during the 1985 farm bill, and until recently Executive Director
of the Board on Agriculture, National Research Council, National
Academy of Sciences) predicted in the end of 1988 a "thematic
tug-of-war" within the environmental/conservation community: the
sustainable production systems® approach, aiming at new
incentives and the removal of current program disincentives,
versus the water quality protection agenda, aiming at best
management practices along conventional, but more scientifically
based practices.”

Along these lines, Ron Kroese of the Land Stewardship
Project, a conceptual core member of the SAC, demanded a
fundamental policy reform in the farm program and research
area, * whereas environmental/conservation leaders Center for

Resource Economic’s Ken Cook and National Audubon Society’s

Maureen Hinkle emphasized source reduction strategies through

’® The most prominent seminars were the Institute of
Alternative Agriculture sponsored symposium on "Sustainable
Farming Systems: Needs and Opportunities”, and the already
mentioned "CSPI National Conference on Organic/Sustainable
Agriculture Policies™, both in February 1989. The discussions
were carried on in the "Journal for Soil and Water Conservation"
and the "American Journal of Alternative Agriculture."”

’® Benbrook 1988.
% Kroese 1989; see also Hassebrook/Kroese 1990.
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regulation and applied technology.®® Cook introduced the
Environmental Stewardship Program (ESP) that presented much of
his programmatic thrust at the Institute for Alternative
Agriculture sponsored symposium on "Sustainable Farming Systems:
Needs and Opportunities." in February 28, 1989. % As successor

of the Conservation Reserve Program, the Environmental
Stewardship Program would allow farmers to enroll environmentally
sensitive lands in 10-15 year contracts and would compensate for
production declines in exchange for farmers adopting more
environmentally sound and scientifically based practices.
Apparently, Cook’s approach embraced the idea of technically and
bureaucratically geared, regulated farm firms, with compensatory
measures translating a genuinely regqulative thrust into a more
acceptable, distributive program structure.

Besides philosophical differences, the potential "tug-of-
war” reflected also the organizational self-interests of the
actors. The "technical fix" solutions promised policymaking roles
during implementation, monitoring and oversight, whereas
commodity program reform which facilitated resource-conserving
rotations would increase the demand for sustainable agriculture
expertise, research, and extension. The latter would build up the

membership strength of the sustainable agriculture groups.

® Cook 1989c: 366.

®2 Cook 1989b: 162.
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4. Environmental groups’ strategies

Within the 1990 farm bill process, the crucial question was
whether the new policy claimants® strategic and substantial
interests to coalesce for a fundamental policy reform would hold
against organizational "niche" preferences, against inherent
coalition weaknesses, and against institutional policymaking
biases. Strongest among the identified policy challengers, the
environmental groups were the primary agents for fundamental
policy change, and were the necessary base for a broader reform
coalition. Environmental and sustainable agriculture concerns
were raised and negotiated first in the Senate; subsequent
strategic alignments guided the course of the entire farm bill

legislation.

4.1. The conservation coalition: forum for fundamental policy

change?

When the chairman of the Senate conservation subcommittee,
Wyche Fowler, set the environmental and conservation agenda with
his broad conservation bill in late 1988, the conservation
coalition appeared as the organizational forum for a united
reform effort of the environmental and sustainable agriculture
groups for the 1990 farm bill. The original drafters of the bill

mostly represented the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition (SAC),
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but also the American Farmland Trust, the Audubon Society, the
National Center for Appropriate Technology (NCAP), the Natural
Resources Defense Council (NRDC), the Center for Resource
Economics (CRE), and the Soil and Water Conservation Society
(SWCS). With only minor adjustments, Fowler reintroduced the bill
in May 1989 as the "Farm Conservation and Water Protection Act."?®
As this initiative was supposed to set the tone for the 1990
discussions, the key provisions are presented in more detail.
Fowler's 1989 conservation bill entailed the following:

(A) a broad, incentive based program for low-input,
sustainable agriculture including 40 percent base flexibility for
resource conserving legumes or legume/small grain mixtures,
deficiency payment proliferation on these acres, governmental
cost-sharing of legume cover crops on set aside acres, farm
demonstration projects, and special federal crop insurance
premiums;

(B) a Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) based soil
conservation proposal including the augmentation of the existing
CRP to 60 million acres, further incentives for tree planting,
new eligibility criteria allowing for the inclusion of
groundwater sensitive areas and wildlife habitats, and easement
options for currently enrolled CRP lands;

(C) a wetlands conservation program including more strict

implementation mechanisms that would establish punishments for

' Wyche Fowler, ‘Farm Conservation and Water Protection Act
of 1989.° Introduced on May 2nd, 1989. Further on, the bill will
be referred to as Fowler two.
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the drainage of wetlands, options for wetlands easements, and a
wetlands restoration program;

(D) a groundwater protection program including well-testing,
either federal technical assistance to develop voluntary low-
input management plans or mandatory record keeping of chemical
usage in case of contamination, and a monitoring program for
contaminated watersheds;

(E) a national organic food program including the
establishment of a federal "Organic Food Commission”" and the
setting of national standards; and

(F) a farmland protection program that would regulate and
monitor the usage of farmland for non-agricultural purposes.

The "Farm Conservation and Water Protection Act" reflected
the multitude of agriculture-related environmental hazards as
much as it reflected organizational priorities and political
constraints. As has already been indicated, the bill was
compatible with mainstream agricultural interests as it
emphasized voluntary, incentive based and educational means, and
asked mostly for new, add-on programs. Most importantly, the
commodity programs themselves were not questioned. Nevertheless,
with governmental support for resource conserving crops on
potentially up to about half of the program acreage,®’ the

sustainable agriculture provisions suggested a major step towards

2

The acreage that would be supported by payments if planted
with resource conserving crops depended on percentage of annual
set-asides. The historical range of about 5-15 percent, added to
the suggested 40% flexibility scheme on base acreages, amounted
to "about" half of the program acreage.
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environmental recoupling. Regulatory initiatives were kept
modest. The bill insisted on the stringent implementation of the
1985 soil conservation and wetlands protection provisions and
added, as only new initiative, a mandatory pesticide record
keeping provision, but limited only to contaminated watersheds.

Not surprisingly, the environmental and sustainable
agriculture agenda looked politically promising as pushed by
Chairman Fowler, and with the co-sponsorship of Patrick Leahy
(chairman of the Agriculture Committee), Al Gore (chairman of the
Environmental and Energy Study Conference), George Mitchell and
Senator Alan Cranston (Senate Majority Leader and Whip).

However, neither programmatic modesty nor early political
signs of support would help Fowler and the core drafters of his
agenda setting effort to control the future conservation process.
While continuously meeting with representatives from the
environmental community, Fowler’'s staff set up regular meetings
with commodity group representatives in summer 1989. Fowler’s
role as the conservation chairman demanded that he negotiate a
conservation package with all parties involved. His intent was to
get the environmental groups and the commodity groups negotiating
early on. Setting the environmental agenda first would allow

Fowler to bargain from a united, strong conservation position.®

* Besides Fowler’'s genuine desire to maximize environmental
and sustainable agriculture benefits of the farm bill (for
personal and constituent sympathies with environmental demands
and to fullfill the expectations of a conservation subcommittee
chairman), his strategy to get the confliting factions early on
to the bargaining table might have been driven by self-centered
political reasons. Fowler’'s control over the environmental
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This strategy was supported by the Center for Rural Affairs’s

Chuck Hassebrook, representing the Sustainable Agriculture

Coalition.
[Blecause at that point [the commodity groups] ... were very
scared of the environmental groups; they wanted to get the
environmental issues out of the way so they could focus on
their very narrow interests of getting their commodity
program payments... [The commodity groups] were willing to
give more at that point, to settle the environmental issues

and get them worked out."*

However, the Fowler staff meetings with the commodity groups
catalyzed a political dynamic that was not foreseen or intended
by the conservation chairman. In summer 1989, Fowler's staff had
sketched for the following arrangement: The "Farm Conservation
and Water Protection Act" would set the tone, and then regular
meetings with the commodity groups, and the environmental and
sustainable agriculture groups would eventually result in a
closed bargaining package; everything was to be worked out on the
subcommittee level. In August, the first rounds of meetings were

set up, with Fowler’s staff largely determining the agenda: first

section would have given him considerable influence on the entire
farm bill process, as Ken Cook (Center for Resource Economics)
noted (comment on a draft of my study in August 1991).
Contrasting Fowler’'s preference for an early-on settlement, he
added that the environmental weight in bargainings with the
agricultural committees could also be assumed to increase towards
the congressional floor decisions.

* Hassebrook.

77



CRP, then water quality and well-testing. However, after a series
of meetings in August and early September, the arrangement fell
apart when the main environmental groups, and eventually all of
the environmental community, split away from the conservation

subcommittee process.

4.2. Environmental departure from Fowler process

Although sometimes mentioned as one reason to depart from
the Fowler process, the commodity groups’ strong stand in the
conservation subcommittee provided only some additional,
strategic reasons for crucial environmental leaders to pursue a
different agenda, geared in the long run towards an alliance with
the (full) committee leadership.

Several factors guided the departure of crucial
environmental/conservation groups from the Fowler process. A
minority within the environmental interest group community, for
instance the Natural Resources Defense Council, felt
uncomfortable with the inside strategies demanded by the Fowler
process. Obligated to the public interest ideal, they disliked
the secret bargaining with the arch-enemy commodity groups,
especially at such an early stage of the farm bill process.

Representatives working towards a leadership role had
different, strategic reasons to change political allies. Besides

personal ambitions, those reasons revolved around the question of
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how to make the maximum use of the political resources at hand to
achieve organizationally preferred policies within the given

political and institutional constraints. What had been identified
as representational and institutional biases of the policymaking

process started to drive events.

Organization oriented policy selection

At this pivotal stage in summer 1989, organizational self-
interests to cultivate "issue niches" and to guarantee the long
term inclusion into the agricultural policy network gained more
immediate importance. Some of the environmental groups felt
rather uncomfortable with, and restricted by the conservation
coalition package. Maureen Hinkle and Ken Cook hardly worked any
more on the revisions for Fowler's 1989 Farm Conservation and
Water Protection Act ("Fowler two").® Cook noted, that "we were
so uncertain as to what our agenda was -- the agenda was not
"Fowler two". We were so uncertain as to what it was, that we
said that we don’t want to meet with the commodity groups."®

Thus, the championship of large-scale land use changes, and

the rather voluntary, incentive based, and educational thrust

®* For reasons of convenience, during the 1990 farm bill

process Fowler’ s 1988 Farm Conservation and Water Protection Act
was often referred to as "Fowler one" bill, the 1989 Farm
Conservation and Water Protection Act as "Fowler two™ bill. A
conservation bill to be introduced by Fowler in May 1991 (then
under the auspices of the commodity groups) was often referred to
as the "commodity groups’® conservation bill".

¢ Cook.
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mediated and promoted by the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition
and the American Farmland Trust started to backfire in more
visible ways. Since the drafting of Fowler’'s first conservation
bill in late 1988, Ken Cook had been working on a more tangible
approach and he found a receptive, or at least compliant
audience. The Wildlife Federation together with the Audubon
Society were focused on habitat protection. Maureen Hinkle
(Audubon Society) had long been working on groundwater issues,
and saw mandatory pesticide record keeping on all lands as the
key for any regulatory gains. The Sierra Club was at this point
internally split on agricultural issues; and as the Washington
office did not have an individual lobbyist working exclusively on
agricultural issues until late 1989, the Sierra Club seemed to
follow the general track pursued by Cook and Hinkle somewhat
incidentally. The Natural Resources Defense Council expressed
reluctance toward "inside" strategies in general, and leaving the
Fowler arrangement in late summer 1989 seemed to be as reasonable
as keeping close and permanent contacts to the Sustainable
Agriculture Coalition. Although the Natural Resources Defense
Council endorsed commodity program reforms and land use changes
towards sustainable practices, their lobbyists did not try to
take over a leadership position nor to make this approach a
common denominator within the environmental and conservation
interest group community.

Organizational reasons not to stick with the Fowler process

were more difficult to determine for many of the smaller
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environmental groups with agricultural focus (e.g., American
Farmland Trust, Institute for Alternative Agriculture, National
Center for Appropriate Technology, and Soil and Water
Conservation Society). All were established experts on their
specific fields, on which they would be working under whatever
political umbrella. However, if the assumption was correct that a
broad reform coalition with the sustainable agriculture and the
family farm groups could not question the traditional farm bill
process, the smaller (agri-) environmental groups would gain more
individually if the political resources of the environmental

community were concentrated towards narrower environmental goals.

Opportunities in an "issue network with subgovernmental core"

The future environmental leaders based their activities on
the premise that "... you can not write a farm bill on the

floor."’

Besides the representational bias in favor of program
based farm bill clienteles (and in disfavor of all potential
challengers), the agricultural "issue network with
subgovernmental core" was institutionally protected, making
efforts to secure substantial parts of the farm bill without
committee approval a difficult task. The agricultural committee
controlled much of the logrolling process, as their privilege to

package the farm bill had created, and could multiply, an

"overproportional”, congressional floor momentum. Granted a firm,

7 Cook.

81



though insufficient base for the passage of the farm bill, the
environmental potential might only be sought to add the marginal
votes upon the committee’s acceptance. Alternatives to an
environmental farm bill could be: a cheap farm bill, an equitable
farm bill, or an enlarged farm bill that would create an
additional farm bill clientele.

The logic that the agricultural committees could secure
Congressional majorities by selectively accommodating
dissatisfied interests placed all potential farm bill challengers
in a zero-sum-game relationship, and ultimately undermined the
conservation coalition’s cohesion. If the commodity reform
interests such as the sustainable agriculture and family farm
groups were not able to split agricultural committees or to
challenge their control of the policymaking process on the floor,
than narrower environmental interests would compete with them for
policy benefits in exchange for Congressional floor support.
Under such conditions, commodity reform proposals including
Fowler s sustainable agriculture provisions wereﬂa waste of
political resources for the environmental community. Ken Cook
expressed that he worked on the basis of those assumptions,
suggesting that a necessary "critical mass within the farming

community"®

would be needed for commodity program reform.
Hypothetically, bushel-based supply management and targeting

could fit into an environmental/family farm package, leaving

® Cook.
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aside the "very elaborate proposals for commodity reform"® of

the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition. Nonetheless, Cook noted

that
you have to decide what the environmental gains are and
whether you can make a difference. If you have the National
Audubon Society, NRDC, National Wildlife Federation and the
Sierra Club, me, and a few other environmental groups
sitting around the table, you do have the views of the
environmental community, basically, as it is expressed in
the legislative process. If you have the NFU, the NFFC, the
Sustainable Agriculture Coalition, and AAM sitting around a
table, you have the views of a minority in the agricultural

community.*

Indeed, the problem with the Fowler table was the strong
role of the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition, and their links to
family farm and other, social equity oriented groups, for
instance Bread for the World and the National Catholic Rural Life
Conference. The political weight that socia; equity groups
brought into the policymaking process was not strong enough to
challenge either the cohesiveness of the agricultural committees
or their control of the policymaking process on the floor.
Democratic Midwest legislators would hardly challenge the

committee internal power structure in favor of market oriented

? Cook.
* cook.
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Republicans and Southern Democrats and consequently risk the

passage of the farm bill. As one committee staffer expressed it:
The sustainable agriculture provision [in the early Fowler
bills] was really a decoupling provision, provided that you
adopted certain crop rotation methods. And decoupling was
not going to fly, and everybody knew it, and there was no

point debating it.*!

Even the administration’s market driven flexibility proposal
did not score better for these very reasons: "the department’s
[USDA"s] proposal in the Green Book had decoupling, and they
played it as a sustainable agriculture provision, and it was
essentially dead on arrival."™

In terms of the floor process, it could be assumed that
urban legislators would hardly make major investments for
conflictual recoupling demands. The farm crisis had vanished from
the media fronts, and targeting would hardly be recognized by
urban constituents; on environmental recoupling, the
environmental interest groups were largely in a position to shape
the political perception on the environmental benefits of the
sustainable agriculture agenda. New environmental votes within
the urban cluster would hardly be won through making that policy

link. In light of their own organizational preferences and the

1 Anonymous Senate Agriculture Committee staffer, August
1990.

2 Anonymous Senate Agriculture Committee staffer, August
1990.
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perceived institutional constraints, crucial environmental
representatives left the Fowler process when the committee
leadership signaled the willingness to take forward an

alternative conservation approach.

Competing committee interests and political opportunities

In addition to the chance to adjust the political demand
structure to organizational preferences and to political
opportunities and constraints, the departure of core
environmental and conservation groups from the conservation
subcommittee process was facilitated by competing interests
within the agricultural committee. Besides Fowler, the committee
chairman Patrick Leahy (D-VT) and ranking member Richard Lugar
(R-IN) also had personal and strategic reasons to induce and
further the formation of an environmental/conservation agenda
under their own auspices, thus offering alternative political
channels for the departing environmental groups.

Leahy’'s critical standing with the commodity groups
suggested a broadening of his personal power base. Known for his
sympathies, his overt political support of the environmental and
conservation community provided for a perfect leverage in the
negotiation process on full committee level. Urged by his home
state’s soil erosion and groundwater problems, also minority
Leader Lugar had a personal stake in the conservation issue. He

had introduced his own conservation bill, the "Conservation
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Enhancement Act”, in June 1989, which was also respected by
many environmental representatives and by the majority side.™
Aside from personal stakes, the committee leadership and their
staff had considerable strategic incentives to "control" the
environmental agenda, as their reconciliation of the
environmental agenda with the commodity programs could add one
more constituent to the farm bill package. Their role as
committee chairman and ranking member demanded they construct a
farm bill majority for the Senate floor.

In turn, the environmental and conservation groups could
profit from, but could also lose through the committee internal
competition over the farm bill process. Given the conflicting
committee setting, the environmental groups could adjoin the
committee faction which offered most to them. At the same time,
the logic that farm bill majorities used to be sought by
selectively accommodate dissatisfied interests demanded for a
reliable cooperation with the agricultural committee. For their
formal leadership role, chairman Leahy and ranking member Lugar
could ensure the passage and enforcement of any program
achievements. In addition, as both Senators were known for their
environmental and conservational sympathies, their role during

floor debates could increase the environmental threat of

¥ Richard Lugar, ‘Conservation Enhancement Act of 1989°.
Introduced on May 18, 1989.

** Leahy decided not to co-sponsor the Lugar bill, however,
as he was publicly bidding on the democratic Fowler bill,
introduced just weeks previously.
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alliances with more urban oriented Senators. Hence crucial
environmental representatives took the chance (and left the
Fowler process) when the committee leadership signaled the
willingness to take forward an alternative conservation

approach. *®

4.3. Formation of environmental/consumer coalition with

entrepreneurial help

After the withdrawal from the Fowler table, the
environmental community seemed somewhat in disarray about future
strategies, with most groups favoring their specific proposals
and issue "niches". Nonetheless, within the next few months, a
new coalition commonly identified by their policy statement "Farm
Bill 1990. Agenda for the Environment and Consumer" (here
referred to as "Environmental and Consumer Agenda - Coalition",
or just "Agenda Coalition") arose and focused most of the
environmental /conservation and food safety/quality oriented

consumer efforts to influence the farm bill in 1990.

® Chuck Hassebrook from the Center for Rural Affairs,
member of the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition, assessed that
Fowler's staff should have sought enduring support from the
Committee Chairman (comment on study draft of August 1991).
Observing the main environmental groups undermining Fowler's
position, his staff assumed that this move was supported by Leahy
and they focused their cooperation on the commodity groups. This
move from the Fowler office helped Ken Cook (Center for Resource
Economics) establish political links to the committee leadership
while excluding the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition from the
emerging environmental coalition.
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The foundation of the new coalition was expedited by the
policy entrepreneur Ken Cook and his Center for Resource
Economics. With neither membership commitments nor an
organizational history, the Center for Resource Economics
provided the flexibility to promote and advertise an
encompassing, if eclectic, agenda to cultivate communication
links between the environmental groups and to explore the
political opportunities and constraints with the commodity
groups, USDA officials and the agricultural committees. Besides
the organizational base, Cook’s personal background as soil
scientist, journalist and charismatic speaker enabled Cook to
focus the range of environmental and conservation interests and
to lead the future environmental coalition in press conferences
and at the bargaining tables during later farm bill stages in
1990.

In his seminar paper "Consider the Source”, Cook had laid
out much of the conceptual groundwork for an alternative
environmental agenda with more immediate, tangible environmental
benefits. Preconceiving the political constraints, Cook developed
a conservation agenda that was not only more in line with the
organizational interests of crucial environmental/conservation
groups, but was also highly compatible with the commodity
programs and the "iron rule of inter-commodity accommodation”.
For instance, source reduction strategies within the
Environmental Stewardship Program (ESP) aimed at the worst

pollution and resource depletion sites, but would leave untouched
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the economic incentives for intensive and specialized practices
at large. The ESP could be targeted regionally and promised
therefore bargaining space and agreements within the agricultural
constituency.

As the sustainable agriculture agenda could potentially
hamper future negotiations with commodity interests, Cook
promulgated his agenda as a fundamental alternative to the
sustainable agriculture provisions as they were written into the
Fowler bills. In his analysis of potential commodity program
reforms, Cook implied that base flexibility and cost-share for
conservation crops would discriminate against current cattle,
forage, and small grains producer, implying "incompatibility"
with the farm bill power structure. He repeated his claim that a
change in the economic incentive structure at large would achieve
less tangible environmental benefits than a program concentrating
on the worst land use practices. Therefore, it might be more
equitable and efficacious ... to improve upon the CRP concept,
perhaps along the lines of ESP, than to attempt ... reform of

"¢ The first criterion

constantly changing commodity programs.
in Cook’s suggested "guidelines for policy reform in 1990" - "How
much will the proposal cost and where will the money come

from?"" - is illustrated with the main recoupling proposal in

the Fowler one bill. "How much would it cost to confer commodity

* Cook 1989b: 164.

¥ Cook 1989b: 165.

89



program status on production of legumes or legume-small grain
mixtures? Will funding come via transfers from existing commodity
programs or merely compete with them, increasing outlays?" '® The
implication is clear: with a tight budget, and powerfully guarded
commodity programs, the political resources of the environmental
and conservation groups should be focused more cautiously. By
implying that the proposals were mutually exclusive alternatives,
Cook apparently aimed at the replacement of the sustainable
agriculture with organizationally preferred, and politically more
promising alternatives.

In October 1989, Cook took the initiative again by inviting
representatives of the major environmental and conservation
groups for some first rounds of informal discussions on their
future course. Those first meetings were directed towards a
future environmental coalition more compatible with political
opportunities. The Sustainable Agriculture Coalition was
explicitly excluded, pointing also at leadership questions, as
the round could have headed for a new course notwithstanding the
Sustainable Agriculture Coalition’s differences. To put it in
simple terms, various environmental/conservation groups such as
the Natural Resources Defense Council, and to various degrees the
Sierra Club, the American Farmland Trust, the Institute for
Alternative Agriculture and the Scil and Water Conservation
Society sympathized with the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition’s

recoupling proposals, thus questioning the new course formulated

® Cook 1989b: 165.
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by Ken Cook and Maureen Hinkle. Among the core members of the
fuﬁure environmental coalition, Ken Cook seemed to have some
predominance on technical expertise and on the capability to
communicate with main stream interests because of his personal
and organizational background. Together with Maureen Hinkle, they
comprised the unquestioned expertise on farm bill legislation as
both had followed the process already for three terms. As the
Sustainable Agriculture Coalition lobbyists represented a similar
potential in technical and policymaking terms, they could
question the new leadership at all levels. And, as the new
environmental/conservation leaders had their own, different
policy network especially with the Senate majority staff, these
exclusive political channels were to strengthen the new
leadership of the emerging environmental coalition (the Agenda
Coalition).

Cook s and Hinkle’s strategy proved successful, as the other
political heavyweights, the Sierra Club and the Natural Resources
Defense Council, were either internally at odds (Sierra Club), or
not able or willing to take over a political leadership role.
Specifically the Natural Resources Defense Council was
handicapped within the emerging coalition, as its Alar "history"
made it an unacceptable counterpart for the agricultural
establishment, and therefore a threat to other groups’ intentions

to demonstrate programmatic flexibility for a settlement with the
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agricultural committees.! Many farm bill observers had expected
that the American Farmland Trust take over a leading position
because of their engagement in the conservation coalition and the
1985 farm bill process. During the coalition formation process in
mid to end 1989, however, the American Farmland Trust did not
work towards a strategic leadership role within the environmental
community, or did not attract the attention other groups did. As
with most of the membership-weaker participants, the inclusion of
organizationally prioritized policy demands seemed to make all
group representatives comply rather willingly with the new
political course.

Some time in December, the participants agreed on the
importance of a common policy statement, one reason being that
the conservation subcommittee chairman Senator Fowler and the
commodity groups were said to be close to introducing an
independent conservation bill. Fowler was in fact stuck with the
commodity groups, and, as a committee staffer described it, "for
the sake of political credibility"*® Fowler s staff had to work
eventually towards a third, now orthodox conservation bill. As
the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition had continued to work with
Fowler, some environmental representatives feared that a

subcommittee agreement between the Sustainable Agriculture

' Because of the Alar incident, "Representatives of some
other environmental and conservation groups agree privately that
the NRDC’s inclusion in the coalition is like waving a red flag
at farmers."; Antham (Feb. 25) 1990.

*° Anonymous Senate Agriculture Committee staffer, November
1990.
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Coalition and the commodity groups could undermine the impetus of
the environmental groups and drain environmental capital. A
common agenda statement of the major environmental/conservation
groups would challenge ali existing or expected conservation
proposals, that is, Fowler’s and Lugar’s bills of summer 1989,
the expected commodity groups’® conservation bill under Fowler,
and the administration’s proposal. In consequent negotiations,
Leahy was to take over a leadership role, being now in a position
to openly depart from Fowler's endeavors. Most importantly, with
the environmental community appearing as somewhat coherent and
reliable force for political bargaining, the crucial precondition
for committee negotiations under Leahy’'s auspices would be
fulfilled.

For all of the promises of a common agenda paper, the member
groups reconciled some of their internal differences and put
together the "Farm Bill 1990. Agenda for the Environment and

Consumer. "*?

in the amazingly short period of a few weeks,

timing their publication at the Administration’s proposal, the
so-called "Green Book" in February 6.’ The "Environmental and
Consumer Agenda - Coalition" (Agenda Coalition) timed their press
conference on the same day and got an unprecedented press
coverage by portending a farm bill duel between "the

environmentalists" versus federal agricultural policymakers. The

Los Angeles Times grasped the dramatic of the events on the front

2! Environmental and Consumer Agenda - Coalition 1990.
*2 yspA 1990.
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page of their business section:
At 9 a.m. Tuesday (Feb. 6, 1990), a coalition of consumer
and environmental groups told a news conference that farmers
should get no money from the federal government unless there
are strong environmental and food safety strings attached.
An hour later, Secretary Yeutter launched the Bush
Administration’s farm bill with a set of proposals that will
try, he said, to “balance the need for an abundant, safe and
affordable food supply with conservation and improvement of
our environment . And a few blocks away, the American Farm
Bureau Federation staff spent the day defending the much
embattled conventional farmer. ‘I sincerely believe that
farmers are conservation minded, ° says Mark Maslyn, the
bureau’s assistant director for national affairs. ‘It
bothers people that they are being labelled as environmental

23

polluters.”

Other, national newspapers followed and spent as much
attention on "the environmentalists” as on USDA, highlighting the
potential conflict.?* With this coverage, the environmental vote
potential had significantly increased. The Agenda Coalition

established itself as the main threat to the traditional farm

2% La Ganga 1990.

** Lancaster 1990; Holmes 1990; Knight-Ridder News Service
1990.

94



policy makers® (besides a fiscal conservative/urban liberal
assault launched later in the House) and created a cljimate that
demanded a settlement of environmental and conservation issues
within the agricultural committees. The Agenda Coalition had at
the same time monopolized the environmental political capital, as
the Sustainable Agriculture Coalition lost public attention and

their "farmer environmentalist" status.

The new environmental agenda

The policy demands set out in the Agenda Coalition’s agenda
statement reflected nevertheless the multitude of organizational
positions had to be taken into consideration. Although new policy
initiatives were added, the agenda did not fundamentally depart
from the agenda set out in Fowler's 1988 and 1989 conservation
bills, as the Natural Resources Defense Council, and to some
degree the American Farmland Trust and the Sierra Club insisted
on policy reforms that would facilitate sustainable practices.
"Price support, direct payment, acreage reduction, and base
acreage rules that discriminate against resource-conserving crop
rotations should be phased out within the cycle of the 1990 farm

bill. In addition, commodity programs and federally subsidized

?* The label ‘traditional farm policy makers’ (instead of
“traditional farm bill interests’) is used intentionally in order
to include the free market oriented Agriculture Secretary
Yeutter, who was an outspoken opponent of the commodity programs
and other, trade distorting programs, but shared the fear of any
environmental regulation.

a5



crop insurance should be made more flexible for farmers who wish
to diversify their cropping patterns in ways that conserve
natural resources and reduce the use or generation of
pollutants."? Though written in somewhat ambiguous terms, the
statement avoided explicit, across the board reform demands, but
rather implied commodity program reform to be a specific policy
tool for some farmers willing to change cropping patterns, as it
had been suggested in Fowler’s early conservation bills.

The determining program element was the "Environmental
Stewardship Program" (ESP), which Cook had promoted as a specific
alternative to commodity program reforms because of its capacity
to be targeted at the worst land use practices and environmental
hazards while ensuring flexibility in the political realm. The
Environmental Stewardship Program had become the character of an
environmental umbrella program, 