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Mr. Chairman, Ranking Member Moran and members of the Subcommittee, on behalf of the National Corn Growers Association (NCGA), I thank you for this opportunity to share you with our members’ observations and views regarding implementation of the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008.  I am pleased to add that the American Soybean Association (ASA) has asked to be identified as supporting our statement today.
My name is Ron Litterer, currently serving as Chairman of NCGA.   I am from Greene, Iowa where my wife and I raise corn, soybeans and hogs. 
The National Corn Growers Associations represents more than 35,000 corn farmers from 48 states.  NCGA also represents more than 300,000 farmers who contribute to corn check off programs and 26 affiliated state corn organizations across the nation for the purpose of creating new opportunities and markets for corn growers.  
First, I want to state that NCGA very much appreciates this subcommittee’s steadfast support of the corn industry and your commitment to the passage and enactment of an adequately funded, well balanced and reform minded farm bill.  We also recognize that the ongoing work by you and your staff in exercising your oversight authority can go a long way toward ensuring the Department of Agriculture meets its responsibilities in implementing the 2008 farm bill as intended by Congress.
One of the signature reforms in the 2008 farm bill long advocated by NCGA and ASA was the adoption of a revenue based risk management program that adjusts with annual changes in market prices and crop yields.  This new option in the farm safety net, the Average Crop Revenue Election (ACRE), represents a fundamental change in U.S. commodity programs by reducing market distortions in planting decisions, cutting direct payments and lowering loan deficiency payments.  In contrast to current programs that are linked to set target prices and loan rates, producers now have an opportunity to access a new risk management program that will vary with actual rolling market season average prices and state crop yields.  Equally important, ACRE is designed to deliver assistance when a real loss in crop specific revenue is sustained on the farm.  It is our view that ACRE, if properly implemented, can provide far more effective protection against volatile markets and production shortfalls not adequately addressed by either federal crop insurance or the new disaster assistance program.   
Because of ACRE’s relative complexity compared to other programs and the inherent difficulty of introducing a significant reform along with other changes to the farm bill, NCGA acknowledges that this new option presents some real administrative challenges for the Farm Service Agency.  Further complicating the task was the prior Administration’s opposition to ACRE and its resistance to expedite the rule making as called for in the farm bill.   Despite the multiple policy and regulatory changes called for in the Direct and Counter Cyclical (or DCP) and ACRE Program, plans to move forward with national field training for the State and County FSA offices and a roll out of program enrollment procedures were brought to a halt.  By deferring key decisions on policy and planning to the new Administration, Farm Service Agency personnel in our county offices were left with too many unanswered questions and information gaps resulting in considerable confusion and in some cases, inaccuracies on how ACRE actually functions.       
Consequently, we were very pleased by Secretary Vilsack’s decision to extend the sign up period for the DCP as well as ACRE until August 14th.  Given the delays in planting throughout much of the corn belt, it was welcome news for producers who were short on time to provide the required documents for the enrollment process and to adequately evaluate the ACRE program for their farm operations.  Extension of the sign up period also provided additional time for the FSA to develop some additional information resources as well as the handbook of enrollment procedures for state and county offices.  To be sure, the FSA staff has worked very hard to develop the software and on line resources to help launch the program as quickly as possible.  NCGA was disappointed, though, by the Department’s decision not to proceed with a scheduled national field training program that would have ensured a better exchange of information between FSA national staff and state employees on important questions of enrollment procedures, records for proving crop yields, landowner approvals and alternative learning resources for evaluating the ACRE program.      
As an alternative to continuing with the Counter Cyclical Program, participation in ACRE does not come without trade-offs, including a 20 percent reduction in direct payments and a 30 percent reduction in the marketing loan rate.   Informal surveys by our growers and other reports indicate that many FSA offices remain ill equipped and not properly trained to adequately explain the ACRE program to producers inquiring about their options.  Some county offices have relied on the Extension Service to assist producers with evaluating ACRE, but these efforts can vary widely from one office to another.  
With an estimated 600,000 of the potential 1.8 million DCP and ACRE program contracts yet to be approved, getting producer election, enrollment and yield certifications completed by the deadline of August 14 presents an increasing probability of workload issues for local FSA offices. 

Should more producers and landowners take the time to understand the new ACRE provisions, the majority of the workload for the local FSA Offices is expected to take place in late July through the 14th of August.  In fact, a number of agriculture economists have actually recommended that producers and landowners hold off making a decision on ACRE until later in the signup period to assess the latest market prices and how the specific crops in their state and farm are faring.  Given the likelihood that most growers are likely to delay their decision late into the growing season, we are urging USDA to take advantage of this narrowing window of opportunity to raise a much greater awareness of this new risk management tool. 

In anticipation of possible work load issues in county offices, we have proposed to the FSA a modification in sign up procedures that would enable producers and landowners interested in ACRE to file an “Intention” to Elect and Enroll into ACRE.  This declaration of an intention would encourage producers and landowners to visit their local FSA Offices now and complete all the required paperwork well in advance of the August 14th deadline.  If producers and landowners do not notify the FSA Office that they want to continue with ACRE, their ACRE election and enrollment would revert to DCP.  By allowing producers to make a final decision on ACRE after submitting the initial enrollment documents, the signup process would have already been completed thereby alleviating long waiting lines at the FSA county office.  
I also want to assure you that NCGA has and will continue our own education and communications programs in support of ACRE.  One such program will be a free national Webinar presented by DTN on July 1st featuring USDA’s top experts on the ACRE program and one of the program’s key architects, Dr. Carl Zulauf of Ohio State University.  We are also working with our state associations to remind farmers of the sign up deadline and to encourage appointments with their county FSA offices to complete their enrollment for the DCP and ACRE programs.   
Another top priority for NCGA and ASA concerns the long delayed implementation of much needed changes to the On-Farm (FSA) Storage Facility Loan Program.  Two of the most important enhancements are the increase in the maximum loan limit to $500,000 from $100,000 and an extension of the maximum loan term from 7 to 12 years.   As you know, Congress included these provisions in the 2008 farm bill with the intent of providing reasonably priced credit to help producers meet their increasing storage needs that are growing, in part, because trend-line yields of crops such as soybeans and corn are increasing.  However, many producers have been waiting for the final rules to be issued on Section 1614 for a year now, so that they can apply for assistance under this program.  The implementation must take place as quickly as possible for it to be used by producers to build storage facilities for this coming harvest season.  With the new rules expected to be published no earlier than the middle of July, most builders will be extremely pressed for time to complete these projects by fall harvest.

FSA announced at public meetings in both Ohio and Kansas on the Programmatic Environmental Assessment in early April that the agency would be making available soon in their county offices a list of documentation that would be required to apply for the loan.  Earlier distribution of this information would at least allow producers to begin gathering information and submitting applications for processing ahead of the rule being finalized.   I must emphasize that on-farm storage is very important to a farm operation’s ability to successfully manage the marketing of grain.  Greater storage capacity simply provides growers more flexibility and choices in an increasingly volatile market place. 
Mr. Chairman, I want to thank you again for this opportunity to appear before your subcommittee and discuss NCGA’s concerns regarding the implementation progress of two very important farm programs.  We appreciate your consideration and look forward to working with you and your colleagues in the weeks and months ahead to help resolve these issues. 
