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The Farm Bill is the shorthand name for an omnibus piece of legislation that has been 

renewed approximately every five years since its inception in 1933. The 2012 proposed version 

contains about 72% of its allocations for nutrition programs (including the Supplemental Nutrition 

Assistance Program, formerly known as “Food Stamps”) and 16% towards farm supports in the 

form of subsidies for commodity production. (“Fiscal Year,” 2013) 

History 

The very first Farm Bill in 1933 emerged as a reaction to a series of massive crises in the 

United States. The Dust Bowl era was one of both environmental and financial devastation where 

topsoil was blowing away (300,000 tons of it during one Texas storm), farms were foreclosing in 

huge numbers and one third of Americans were experiencing desperate poverty that affected their 

access to food. (Imhoff, 2007) 

“Ironically, the farm crisis of the 1930s was triggered not by too little food, but by too 

much.” (Imhoff, 2007, p34) Eighty years later, we are again experiencing a crisis that includes both 

hunger as well as too much food. The Farm Bill, “one of the most ambitious social, cultural and 

economic programs ever attempted by the US Government,” (Imhoff, 2007, p.34) is having a 

major impact on the health of Americans today. It must adapt in the future in order to rectify some 

of the unintended consequences it has manifested. 

The economic largesse of the 1920s led to technological advances in farming, like tractors 

and nitrogen-based fertilizers, and the deregulatory atmosphere of that era led to financial 

speculation and a chronic overproduction of most crops. (Imhoff, 2007) “In 1933, the price of corn 

actually plummeted to zero—as grain elevators simply stopped buying surplus corn altogether.” 

(Imhoff, 2007, p34)  With 25% unemployment and widespread fears of social unrest during the 

Great Depression, F.D. Roosevelt was elected in 1932 with a promise to give the American people 
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a “New Deal.” He appointed a man named Henry Wallace as his Secretary of Agriculture and 

asked him to design the very first Farm Bill. 

Wallace was a farmer himself, a vegetarian and a visionary. In addition to funding research 

into plant and animal diseases, programs to benefit sharecroppers, and land-use incentives to 

encourage crop rotation and the fallowing of fields, Wallace instituted a farm support program 

called the “Ever-Normal Granary.” This was an ancient concept used in China and Rome and 

described in the Old Testament wherein the government sets a price range for commodity grains 

and livestock. If the market gets flooded with a commodity and the price plummets, the 

government agrees to buy enough to normalize the price. If the price goes too high, the 

government releases its stores into the market to bring down the price. “This helped to accomplish 

two important goals: (1) raising market prices for farmers by contracting supply; and (2) 

distributing meat and grain products in times of need.” (Imhoff, 2007, p35) 

Many of the New Deal Agricultural policies were controversial. The tension between 

individual autonomy vs. state intervention could be seen during this era. “Many farmers considered 

hunger relief a shameful charity and a threat to free markets,” despite the evidence that government 

dollars generated up to seven-times the business in the economy. (Imhoff, 2007, p36) This led to 

instances where millions of government-purchased hogs were slaughtered and dumped into the 

Missouri River and millions of gallons of milk were dumped out instead of feeding the hungry. 

(Imhoff, 2007) 

While the 1933 version of the Farm Bill included some nutrition assistance, it wasn’t until 

1939 that the first “Food Stamp” program was implemented with the goals of providing “good, 

basic foods” (including butter, eggs, pears, cheese, milk, potatoes, snap beans and whole wheat 

flour) to people in need from stores of government-purchased “agricultural surplus.” (Schumacher, 

Nischan & Simon, 2011, p.124.) While the government spent one dollar, the unemployed would 
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get $1 worth of orange stamps for any grocery item (excluding liquor and drugs)  and  50 cents 

worth of blue stamps for seasonal and surplus items like fruits and vegetables. Therefore it was 

both a “farm-recovery program” and a “healthy-food incentive program.” (Schumacher, et al., 

2011, p.126.) 

It is important to underscore the success of this original Food Stamp plan in improving farm 

income as well as improving public health. Efforts were local, farms were mostly small, 

polyculture and “organic” simply because chemical pesticides were not widely available yet. Farms 

were sustainable and they produced products that improved people’s health—nutrient-dense fruits 

and vegetables grown in whole, organic soil and animal products from pastured animals. In the 

growing season of 1941, all fresh produce was placed on the surplus list, while canned and frozen 

vegetables were removed. In addition, “soft drinks” were banned from the list and retailers were 

alerted not to exchange those items for orange or blue stamps. (Schumacher, et al., 2011, p.128.) 

A nation-wide poll in 1939 revealed a 70% approval rating of the Food Stamp Program 

from both Democrats and Republicans because the program offered solutions to multiple problems. 

The original food stamp program ceased in 1943 when unemployment fell dramatically due to the 

war effort, but policy makers became aware of how important the issue of nutrition really was 

when 40% of draftees were rejected from military duty due to poor health. “Hunger was no longer 

simply an issue of poverty or potential social unrest; a malnourished country threatened national 

security” (Imhoff, 2007, p43). (The same could be said to be true today when 35% of military-age 

youth are unqualified for military service due to obesity. [McMichael, 2009.]) 

The Food Stamp program wasn’t revived until JFK signed his first Executive Order in 

January of 1961, entitled “Providing for an Expanded Program of Food Distribution to Needy 

Families.” The objective was clearly to improve public health as the order explained “the variety of 
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foods currently being made available [to needy families] through commodity distribution programs 

is limited and its nutritional content inadequate.” (Schumacher, et al., 2011, p.128). 

One 1961 study showed that participants in Detroit’s pilot program "purchased 11.4 pounds 

of fruits and vegetables weekly, whereas non-participants only purchased 8.28 pounds..." 

(Schumacher, et al., 2011, p128). By 1964, the program had expanded to 22 states. At this point in 

the nutrition assistance program, most Americans still believed that the “worthy poor” deserved to 

have some help. There were political entities that disapproved of giving away food for free, so 

Food Stamps participants still had to pay a small amount to get the food they received. 

The “Double Subsidy” 

The Food Stamp Act of 1964 was a turning point in the history of the Food Stamp Program 

and in the health of Americans. In that year, the House passed a version of the Act that excluded 

alcoholic beverages, tobacco, imported foods as well as “soft drinks, luxury foods and luxury 

frozen foods.” But when the Senate reviewed the bill, they removed the exclusion on soft drinks 

and luxury foods because they presented an “insurmountable administrative problem.” One senator 

(who was originally from Maine) made an impassioned plea to the Senate to amend this legislation 

to remove soft drinks because he could see that it would eventually undermine the efficacy of this 

much-needed program. However, President Johnson signed the bill into law in August of that year. 

Food Stamps could now be used to purchase soda and luxury (processed) foods. This was a major 

gain for the food industry. Now, not only were they receiving their commodity crops for 

below-market prices, they had the federal government paying for their products to be consumed by 

Americans. 

These changes to food stamps and the double subsidies it created, opened the door 

for recipients to shift their purchases from good, basic foods toward items such as 

sugar-laden soft drinks, carbohydrate-laden minute meals and low-nutrient chip and snack 
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foods. Major soft-drink and convenience food companies significantly improved their 

marketing budgets to capitalize on the new opportunity, resulting in explosive growth of 

sales and consumption. (Schumacher, et al., 2011, p.130). 

 

In 1968, Senator George McGovern (D) watched a moving CBS documentary about 

hunger in America. The next day he introduced a resolution to create the Senate Hunger 

Committee. He worked closely on the issue with Senator Bob Dole (R) and in 1977 passed the 

first Food Stamp Act that did not require participants to pay even a modest amount to receive 

benefits. By this point, changes in the program had removed restrictions to purchasing soda and 

other industrial commodity products and families who relied heavily on the program began to 

experience negative health outcomes as a result. The political entities that disapproved of 

government intervention in the lives of individuals and families in the form of Food Stamps were 

ultimately swayed by the economic impact Food Stamp dollars had in the economy.  

By the mid 1970s, the economy of farming had also shifted to being much less local and 

one economist calculated that “the majority of the food dollars spent at retail (62%) goes to 

transportation, processing, and the wholesale and retail handling…little of the dollar gets to the 

farmer” (Schumacher, et al., 2011, p130). At this point the broad political and public support for 

the program began to dissolve and making common-sense changes to the program got more 

difficult in Congress as business interests squared off against the Hunger Committee and public 

health advocates. 

In 1971, a controversial Secretary of Agriculture named Earl Butz was appointed by 

Nixon. Butz systematically unraveled many of the New Deal farming best practices and has 

thereby had a massive negative impact on the environment and on public health with the changes 
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he made. He urged farmers to “Get big or get out,” “Farm fencerow to fencerow” and “Adapt or 

die.” 

Farmers who had maintained wild or semi-wild borders around and between fields 

[in accordance with …(farming) best practices], tore out shelterbelts, windbreaks, 

filterstrips and contours. Wetlands were drained and forest obliterated, often with the direct 

technical assistance and financial aid from the USDA Soil Conservation Service. (Imhoff, 

2007, p38). 

The “Ever-Normal Granary” was dismantled, debt was leveraged and over-production 

became the consistent new normal. “By the early 1980s, large grain handlers like Cargill and 

Archers Daniels Midland were essentially writing the Farm Bills.” (Imhoff, 2007, p39)  

The once powerful Anti-Hunger lobby has forged an alliance in recent years with the 

commodity lobby. “The Farm Bill’s hunger safety net, by its very structural ties to 

commodity-based processed foods, has become a calorie delivery system rather than a nutrition 

program” (Imhoff, 2007, p.96). 

Other Nutrition Benefits Programs 

In 1972 Senator Hubert Humphrey sponsored legislation that focused on supplementing the 

nutrition and health specifically of pregnant women and mothers of young children. By 1975 the 

Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program was established in 45 states as a separate program to 

food stamps. Here again food manufacturers created an opportunity to market their wares in the 

form of formula and instant baby food, with no emphasis being placed on fruits or vegetables. By 

1986, Massachusetts piloted a program for WIC vouchers that could only be used at farmers 

markets and by 2011 that program was established in 45 states. (Schumacher, et al. 2011, p.131). 

The concept of government intervention into family autonomy was easily accepted for WIC 

(nearly everyone supported nourishing pregnant moms and babies,) but it was the corporate 
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influence  in  that government intervention that created a backlash, which initiated more fruits and 

vegetables to become accessible through WIC. 

In 1989, Massachusetts again took the lead in developing a farmer’s market program 

specifically for low-income seniors, called Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (SFMNP). 

In addition, the 2008 Farm Bill allocated $5 million annually for Community Food Competitive 

Food Grants which can be used to assist Farmers’ Markets to get set up with implementation of 

EBT systems that allow SNAP recipients to use their SNAP dollars at farmers’ markets. This 

benefits both the low-income food consumer and the local farming economy in much the same 

way the original Food Stamp program did in 1939-1943—an encouraging success-- but it is 

important to point out the scale of investment, $22 million for the WIC Farmers Market program 

yields a modest $30 worth of vouchers per participant per year, whereas the $70+ billion SNAP 

investment is spent mostly on industrial commodity foods. (Schumacher, et al. 2011, p.131). Still, 

it’s a start. 

Goals of the 2012 Farm Bill 

Although each of the hundreds of measures in the Farm Bill articulate their own specific goal, a 

summary of goals can be described as follows; 1) to promote Agribusiness, 2) to promote better 

nutrition and public health, 3) to eliminate food deserts, 4) to encourage domestic/local 

consumption of products, 5) to ensure plentiful food at affordable prices, 6) to produce a surplus 

for international trade and humanitarian donations, 7) to promote sustainable and environmentally 

responsible food production and 8) conservation of natural resources. Each one of these aspirations 

must be set as an intention before it can be realized, but it must be acknowledged that by any 

measure, the United States is not succeeding in most of these goals. And some goals that are being 

achieved, like #5, “to ensure plentiful food at affordable prices,” are in direct conflict with other 

goals, like #2 “to promote better nutrition and public health,” as we will see. While there is 
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immense system-wide inertia, there are small, innovative measures in the proposed 2012 Farm Bill 

that are important steps in the achieving each of these goals. (In late 2013, the 2012 Farm Bill has 

still not been voted into law.) 

Issues-- USDA’s Dual Mandate 

There is very strong evidence that the current system of subsidizing the overproduction of 

commodity crops is leading directly to the obesity and diabetes epidemic that costs $800 billion a 

year for  “health-care costs resulting from diet- and exercise related or preventable diseases.” 

(Schumacher, et al. 2011, p128.) 

At the heart of the tension between the apparently contradictory aims of the food industry 

to grow and sell as much product as possible and the public health imperative to have our nation’s 

children live at  least  as long as current adults are predicted to live, stands the United States 

Department of Agriculture, or USDA. This Federal agency has a double mandate a) to promote the 

business of food and b) to promote the health of the citizens of the United States. 

Mortazavi (2011) suggests that the "USDA's duty to two masters" may not have been in such 

conflict during the post-war years of the early Farm Bill, when the agricultural surplus of the time 

could remedy "the most pressing issue facing most poor Americans....(which was) a calorie 

deficit." (2011, p1706.) But in light of the current climate where a third of adult Americans and 

17% of children are obese and the cost of obesity-related illness has risen 62% in just the last ten 

years to $190.2 billion, (Obesity, p1) Mortazavi points out that “the USDA is not the ideal 

administrative agency to issue dietary guidelines because it has an inherent loyalty to the 

agricultural sector." (2011, p1733.) This loyalty is clearly at a steep cost to Americans' health. 

Issues-- Americans’ Health 
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The health of Americans is indisputably at a crisis point. 35.4% of adults are clinically 

obese, meaning they have a Body Mass Index of over 30 kg/m. Although the US spends the 

second most per capita on health care ($8608) (only Switzerland spends more) we rank only 50th 

in longevity. In contrast, both the United Kingdom and Japan spend less than half of what we 

spend per capita (both less than $4000 per year) but both have longer life expectancy. (“Most 

Efficient…”, 2013 ) Obese people are at increased risk of having cardiovascular disease, type 2 

diabetes, certain cancers and early death. Alarmingly, the rates of overweight children have 

doubled and of overweight adolescents has tripled since 1980. (Mortazavi, 2010). There is strong 

evidence that overweight children grow up to be overweight adults. In 2001, the Office of the 

Surgeon General issued a statement warning that “For the first time in history, our children may 

have a shorter life-expectancy than their parents, as a result of diet-related diseases such as cancer, 

heart disease, Type 2 Diabetes and high blood pressure” (Schumacher, et al., 2011, p.124). 

The annual cost of obesity-related illness in 2012 was $190.2 billion (Obesity, 2013.) This 

dwarfs the approximately $82 billion earmarked for annual nutrition assistance in the 2012 Farm 

Bill and it does not include the price of “40 million lost work days, 63 million doctors visits, 239 

million restricted activity days and 90 million bed-bound days.” (Imhoff, 2007, p.96). 

Whereas in the earliest days of the Food Stamp Program malnourished Americans were 

thin, the context has now shifted so dramatically that many modern recipients of SNAP benefits 

"can be considered clinically malnourished," (Schumacher, et al, 2011, p124.) even if they are 

overweight or obese. Indeed, obesity is often a symptom of food insecurity-- when a person fills up 

on high-caloric food because they are not sure where their next meal will come from, or because 

they regularly experience periods of hunger, skip meals or run out of food and money to buy food. 

Food insecurity affects 15% of Americans, which is 18 million households or 47 million people 



11 
 
(Glickman & Veneman, 2013, p.1). 

Issues-- Fruits and Vegetables are "Specialty Crops” 

While the USDA’s Food Pyramid and Dietary Guidelines recommends that you fill half 

your plate with fruits and vegetables, one study showed that the cost of buying fruits and 

vegetables increased almost 40% between 1985 and 2000, while the price of soda and soft drinks 

decreased 25% during that same period.  (Imhoff, 2007, p.91). 

As Mortazavi points out, the very fact that fruits and vegetables are defined as “specialty 

crops” by our statutory law (while sugar is designated a commodity crop) indicates a “skewed 

understanding of the centrality of these foods in a healthy diet” (2011) by the same agency—the 

USDA—that issues the Dietary Guidelines. Indeed, the intention to ameliorate public health can’t 

be too deep if the USDA is still spending Farm Bill tax dollars to subsidize crop insurance for 

tobacco farmers. (Cox, 2013). 

In fact, 80% of the $112 Billion spent on commodity subsidies between 1995 and 2004 

went to support production of just five crops: corn, soy, wheat, rice and cotton (Imhoff, 2007, p.91) 

and 10% of all corn produced gets manufactured into High Fructose Corn Syrup (Patel, 2007, 

p.115). 

"If anything, the Farm Bill encourages weight gain by subsidizing commodity crops 

that constitute the basic cheap caloric ingredients used in processed foods—soy oil and 

corn sweeteners, for example—and by explicitly forbidding crop producers from growing 

fruits and vegetables"  (Nestle, 2012,  p.16). 

Issues-- Promotion of “Big Ag Monocultures” 

No longer is the Farm Bill a “farm-recovery program” either. Now that farming is big 

business, the strongest lobby gets the biggest slice of the Farm Bill pie.  
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The richest 10% of farm-subsidy recipients (many of whom are corporations and 

absentee landowners and can hardly be classified as growers) took in two-thirds of…[$112 

Billion.] For many of the country’s two million remaining farmers who receive no 

payments at all and survive primarily on off-farm income, equating the Farm Bill to ‘saving 

the family farm’ adds insult to injury. (Imhoff, 2007, p.59) 

Most farm subsidy payments now go to large farms with annual revenues of $500,000 or 

more. (Foster, 2012, p.242) Schlosser noted that farming communities are losing their middle class 

and becoming stratified into two-tiers; a small group of elite, wealthy agribusiness giants and a 

large group of working poor who are losing—or have lost-- their independence. Either they must 

work for the giants or sell their land to them. (Schlosser, 2002, p.8) Schlosser noted that the US 

now has “more prison inmates than full time farmers.” (2002). 

Issues-- Overproduction 

Because the subsidy payments are set up as price-supports, farmers are encouraged to 

maximize production of only “program crops” (ie: corn, soy, wheat, rice, cotton, etc.) This floods 

the market with these commodity crops, creating artificial deflation. So for example, “in 2000 

farmers spent an average of $2.72 to produce a bushel of corn with a market value of $1.77.” 

(Foster, 2012, p.241) The subsidy payments from the federal government more than make up the 

difference per bushel, further incentivizing maximum production. 

For producers of animal products, this means it is cheaper to buy price-supported grain than 

to grow their own feed. This incentivizes farmers and ranchers to form CAFOs (Confined Animal 

Feeding Operations), an inhumane and environmentally devastating model of modern farming 

where most of America’s meat now originates. “This is a significant contributor to the explosion of 

cheap processed foods and meats” (Foster, 2012, p.247). The CAFO system is having a big impact 
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on American’s health by offering huge portions of cheap (subsidized) meat from sick and inflamed 

animals to feed a sick and inflamed population. 

By the year 2000, America’s farmers had boosted production to be the equivalent of 3900 

calories per day, per American. This is approximately double the caloric intake an average adult 

needs.  A consequence of this overproduction has been that processing and manufacturing 

companies “were forced to find innovative ways to sell food products in an overabundant food 

economy” (Nestle, 2012, p.17) Since 1980, they accomplished this by changing our food culture to 

encourage constant snacking, by increasing portion sizes, and by making food cheap and 

ubiquitous. Fierce competition for market-share between these food manufacturers has led to the 

“creation” of up to 20,000 new snack food products a year out of the same four heavily subsidized 

commodity crops (corn, soy, wheat and rice,) giving the illusion of abundant variety. (Nestle, 2012, 

p.17) 

“Maximum production” farming also has a side-consequence of dissuading farmers from 

diversifying crops, or creating “polyculture” (old-fashioned) farms where a farm produces multiple 

products and the waste products of one commodity (cow manure) is useful for another commodity 

(as fertilizer on a field.) Monoculture crops and CAFOs don’t occur in nature and are more 

vulnerable to insects, viruses, molds and other pests that can devastate huge expanses. They are 

therefore more dependent on chemical and Genetically Modified agriculture supports and on 

petrochemicals for fertilization and machine-harvest. CAFOs also produce humongous volumes of 

dangerous waste that are inadequately contained. (Pollan, 2006, p.79) Since the days of Earl Butz, 

the agricultural sector has been making huge material investments in this version of agriculture, 

which makes transitioning away from this paradigm very complex. Changing course now will 

mean risking financial failure of huge farms that are “too big to fail.” 

Issues-- Obstacles to System Change 



14 
 

As was demonstrated by the 1996 Fair Act, which attempted to “decouple” subsidy 

payments from production levels, the statute acknowledged that “lack of diversification has been 

identified as a major inhibitor to market response, because farms engaged in monoculture cannot 

respond to a change in price by changing the crops in production.” (Foster, 2012, p.248). 

In 1996 when crop prices plummeted in response to the decoupling of price supports from 

production, farmers scrambled to increase production of the only crops they had—monoculture 

program crops-- to make up the difference. Ultimately the effort failed because eligibility for the 

new “decoupled” direct payments, conservation programs and loan support programs were all still 

based on past crop-acreage and past participation in the original program. Apparently the incentive 

to overproduce the main commodity crops did not diminish. (Foster, 2012, p.254.) 

Social workers know that to effect lasting change, it is advisable to work to change a whole 

system and not just focus on changing one aspect of a system. In 2002, legislators voted to resume 

the former dysfunctional system of price-supports for maximum production because reform efforts 

were not aimed at system-wide change. In fact, farmers are now penalized for planting 

non-program crops like fruits and vegetables by losing their eligibility for certain loans and 

conservation benefits programs. (Foster, 2012, p.255). 

There are also significant legal hurdles to effecting systemic change. Price supports are 

considered an entitlement program (like social security) and cannot be removed from eligible 

recipients without due process. Changing regulations can also have an impact on the value of a 

property, which could result in a class-action lawsuit against the government if new regulations 

result in a widespread devaluation. Lastly, reforms proposed by Congress may transgress Federal 

authority to regulate interstate commerce. (Foster, 2012, p.266) 

Another obstacle to change is that the Farm Bill is an absolutely enormous piece of 

legislation. The 2008 version is a 663-page document with a 14-page table of contents. The 2012 
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final version will be about 1000 pages. Nestle points out that the sheer size and “mind-numbing” 

complexity of the Farm Bill means that very few—if any—people understand the whole thing, 

“making it especially vulnerable to influence by lobbyists for special interests” (2012, p15). That 

means that rather than settling on programs that are most effective or most needed, lobbyists ensure 

that programs and allocations reflect their financial backers’ interests.  

Issues—Feeding the Hungry 

The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program  (formerly known as Food Stamps) 

accounts for nearly 85% of the Farm Bill’s allocation now in the 2008 version. One of the reasons 

the 2012 Farm Bill has not been signed into law yet is that both the House and Senate proposals 

cut funding to the SNAP program, fueling intense debate. In 2011 amidst an economic downturn, 

SNAP provided benefits to 46 million Americans at a cost of $72 billion. (Nestle, 2012, p.16). 

Although the Farm Bill encompasses literally hundreds of programs ranging from conservation 

easements to crop insurance to nutrition education services, SNAP is by far the largest program. 

Despite the broad reach of this program to assist low-income families, children and seniors to 

obtain a level of food security, a 2005 study estimated that only 54% of eligible participants were 

receiving SNAP benefits (Fuller-Thomson & Redmond, 2008, p.235) and the average benefit 

amounts to just $4.45 a day (Schumacher, et al. 2011, p.124). 

When a low-income person must feed themselves on $4.45 a day or less than $25 a week 

without experiencing hunger or skipping meals, their nutrition choices are implicitly made for them 

by a food environment where the only calories they can afford are detrimental to their health. 

(Kaiser, 2013, p.512). This underscores the intention that this program is only supplemental and 

not intended to be a family’s only means of obtaining food. A 2007 study found that “demand for 

fruits and vegetables was more responsive to lower prices than other foods” (Kaiser, 2013, p.513). 

In other words, when fruits and vegetables are more affordable, people want to and will consume 
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them, as long as SNAP is not their only source of funding for food. If it is their only means of 

obtaining food, fruits and vegetable are effectively not obtainable. 

Issues-- Food Deserts 
 

For economically disadvantaged Americans, poor nutrition can be a result of transportation 

limitations, lack of funds or geographic location. Research has found that urban impoverished 

people are more likely to live in “food deserts,” which are areas that lack supermarkets or any other 

outlets for healthy food choices. In these areas, there is an abundance of unhealthy food outlets, 

such as convenience stores or fast food restaurants, but few outlets where fruits and vegetables can 

be bought. “…The cost of healthy foods might be higher in the kind of food outlet that is more 

common in the low-income areas.” (Yamashita, T., Kunkel, S., 2012, p.290). Several studies have 

analyzed the data from SNAP vendors and determined that up to 70% of SNAP recipients used 

their benefit dollars at convenience stores where it was determined that prices were 10%-40% 

higher than at chain supermarkets. “The major finding was that low-income households were 

paying more for food because they shopped at small grocery stores and convenience stores, rather 

than chain supermarkets” (Kaiser, 2013, p.513). 

If an impoverished person must take public transportation to get to a supermarket more than 

an hour away and then carry heavy grocery bags home, they are less likely to obtain fruits and 

vegetables on a regular basis. People who live in neighborhoods without supermarkets are 

25%-46% less likely to have a healthy diet, compared with people who have easy access to 

supermarkets (Kaiser, 2013, p.513). Food Deserts are usually in poor neighborhoods with high 

minority populations, contributing to a phenomenon called “deprivation amplification” whereby 

those citizens who have the most profound economic challenges are deprived of their most basic 

access to elements –namely healthy food—that can keep them free of hunger, preventable diseases 

and mental health challenges. It is these citizens who are most likely to die prematurely and with 



17 
 
the maximum economic burden to the health care system. This, as an economic reality, informs the 

debate on whether the government should intervene into a family’s autonomy. An impoverished 

family cannot, within the scope of their autonomy, overcome the barriers to health and longevity if 

they rely mostly on SNAP dollars in a food desert. Their lives will be shorter because of public 

policy they have no power to change. 

Issues-- Economic Impact of SNAP Dollars 

A 2002 study used in a USDA report found that “every $5.00 in new SNAP benefits 

generated $9.20 in total economic activity” (Schumacher, et al., 2011, p.132). This works out to 

$1.84 for every $1.00 spent. A separate, independent study found that every SNAP dollar 

“generates $1.73 in real GDP increase.” The data is clear that SNAP is not just a charity hand out, 

it is one of the largest economic stimulus measures our government funds every year. However, 

this economic impact mostly benefits in the global industrial commodity food economy, and not 

local economies. Schumacher, et al. suggest that one SNAP dollar would have a larger economic 

impact if it were spent at a local farmer’s market. A 2005 study found that for every SNAP dollar 

that was spent at an Iowa farmer’s market, $1.58 in additional sales was generated. It also found 

that “for every 100 farmer’s market jobs, an additional 145 jobs are created within the complex 

food production and distribution system.” (Kaiser, 2013, p.514). Schumacher, et al. also point out 

that although $70 + billion dollars are spent each year in the SNAP program, it is meted out in tiny 

$4.45 per person, per day increments so that most of the billions “end up in the hands of the major 

food- processing and distribution corporations, with little impact on smaller American farmers.” 

(2011). 

Issues-- Ancillary Programs 

There are many programs that, although not directly under the umbrella of the Farm Bill 

legislation, they are intricately linked with and profoundly affected by the Farm Bill. These include 
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the Child Nutrition Act (1966), the Healthy Hunger-Free Kids Act (2010), and The School Lunch 

Program (SLP)(1946). In 2009, the SLP fed 50 million children each school day, 31.6 million of 

whom received a free lunch. Although improving health of American children has been a key 

objective of this program since it started in 1946, Mortazavi concludes that school lunches as they 

are currently available “may actually be contributing to the obesity crisis in children” (2011, 

p.1702). Again, 17% of children are now obese and that percentage has doubled since 1980 

(Mortazavi, 2011, p.1706). 

The Farm Bill has an extremely formative impact on what is served on every school lunch 

tray in the following ways; Schools who participate in the SLP receive cash subsidies and surplus 

commodities from the USDA in exchange for compliance with dietary guidelines and for 

providing free school lunches for needy children. In addition, 15-20% of federal school-lunch 

budgets are spent on “entitlement foods.” Added to that are “bonus foods” that are obtained at low 

or no-cost “to support the commodities sector.” This increases the proportion of USDA-sponsored 

food on each tray. (Mortazavi, 2011, p.1704).  

Typically, entitlement foods are canned, frozen, or dried and disproportionately 

favor meats, eggs and cheese… Potatoes are the only fresh vegetable offered and fresh 

fruits include only apples, oranges and pears. In practice entitlement foods often provide the 

basis of unhealthy meals (for example) cooked sausage patties and links, pizza topping, 

pork bar-b-que, beef patties/crumbles/meat balls, fruit pops, turnovers, chicken 

nuggets/patties/roasted pieces, breaded chicken…and pizza. (Mortazavi, 2011, p.1705). 

The Farm Bill has a similar impact on the diets of prisoners and military personnel who 

must rely on industrial commodity food service as a matter of course.  

Players 
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The USDA is the central agency. As stated earlier, Mortazavi suggests that there is an 

inherent conflict of interest with the Department of Agriculture being in charge of human nutrition. 

She suggest that the “entire federal nutrition program would gain legitimacy and integrity by 

reallocating the issuance of dietary guideline fully to an agency principally concerned with health 

or science, such as the Surgeon General’s office, the Department of Health and Human Services or 

the Institute of Medicine” (2011, p.1733). Indeed, the DHHS is already taking measures like the 

Healthy Food Financing Initiative (HFFI) that would fund loan and grant programs that establish 

local, economically, socially and environmentally sustainable food systems that contribute to 

Community Food Security and eliminate food deserts (Schumacher, et al., 2011, p.137) Also, the 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) spearheaded its own initiative (with the 

USDA) by having $50 million allocated in the Affordable Care Act for Community 

Transformation Grants to fund prevention and outreach programs that will include nutrition 

education and local farmers’ markets. Other government agencies are clearly recognizing the 

failure of the USDA to prioritize health. 

Members of the House of Representatives and the Senate are all players in this legislation, 

especially those members of Congress who are on their respective Agriculture Committees. This is 

where each of the hundreds of measures is carefully considered and debated before becoming law. 

State governments are also important players in that they are often the implementing 

agencies. For example, Maine has the highest participation of eligible SNAP recipients (94%) 

because it implemented a computer system that cross-referenced SNAP with other social services, 

like home heating aid. (Schumacher, et al., 2011, p.133)  

Lobbyists are unquestionably impactful on how this legislation gets designed and 

implemented. Lobbyists represent the Big Ag Farmers (ie: The American Farm Bureau), individual 

commodities (ie: the American Sugar Alliance),  the processors (ie: Archer Daniels Midland, 
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Cargill, Staley, etc.) and the food corporations (ie: Kraft, CocaCola, Nestlé, General Mills, 

Kellogg’s Pepsico, etc.) The Anti-Hunger lobby is a collaboration between the private sector and 

powerful non-profit organizations like Food and Research Action Center and Feeding America. 

There are also lobbyists who represent conservation organizations, others who represent advocates 

for human health (ie: Environmental Working Group, Center for Science in the Public Interest) and 

still more who represent advocates for international food aid. 

The largest segment of players in this arena are a group of people who don’t hire 

lobbyists—the working and non-working poor. Many of these are Americans are engaged in the 

economy, trying to provide for their families, but not always making ends meet. They are the urban 

poor, the rural poor, the farming underclass and various other disadvantaged populations like the 

American Indian population and the illegal alien population. Eligibility for benefits does not equate 

to receiving benefits and receiving benefits does not equate to improved health for this population. 

Proposed Changes 

There are a number of initiatives in the two 2013 proposed versions (House or Senate 

versions called “The Agriculture Reform, Food and Jobs Act of 2013”) that indicate that 

law-makers are aware of the urgent need for changes. One of the biggest changes is a shift from 

expenditures allocated for direct payments to commodity farms to subsidizing crop insurance for 

them instead. This is another effort to decouple payments from productivity, but this time there is 

more attention on systemic change.  

The USDA 2013 budget includes $3.5 million for the Sustainable Agriculture Research 

and Education (SARE) Federal-State Matching Grant Program which is aimed at helping farmers 

and ranchers adopt more polyculture practices that can be profitable and environmentally sound. 

(“Fiscal Year 2013…”, 2013) 



21 
 

Of the two bills now in conference, only the House’s would increase resources for 

Community Food Projects (by $10 million each year, with a carveout of $5 million of these 

grants for projects that incentivize low-income households to purchase fruits and 

vegetables). Both proposals would add discretionary authority for a Healthy Food 

Financing Initiative, a financing mechanism to sustain and create food retail opportunities in 

communities that lack access to healthy food. Only the Senate provides $100 million (over 

five years) in mandatory funding for Hunger-Free Communities Incentive Grants, which 

would fund incentives for SNAP participants’ purchase of fruits and vegetables; neither of 

these programs was included in the House bill. (Chite, 2013, p12). 

Although our problems are intractable, it is clear that while a handful of Americans are 

getting rich, the majority of Americans are now dealing with health challenges that are likely to end 

their lives early and incapacitate our social safety net as well as our national security. The 2013 

Farm Bill  must  look different than Farm Bills in the past. While the proposed efforts are relatively 

small, they signify an awareness of the necessity of change at this point in American history by the 

US Congress.  
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