Personal History 

I take great pride in this opportunity to testify before all of you today. While I am a scholar on neither farm programs nor agricultural policy, my 52 years of farming experience provide me with some expertise that I offer as qualifications for my testimony today.

I began my farming experience in rural Jefferson County in the mid-1950s. I would likely still be there today were it not for the construction of the Perry Federal Reservoir. Both my farm and my parents’ farm were consumed by the reservoir -- offering ample motivation to pursue other options. My wife, Janice, and I moved our family to Allen County, where we have remained ever since. 

We were blessed with six wonderful children -- and six children total -- and a wonderful life. Each of our children has graduated from college and begun successful careers and lives of their own. Rural life, I believe, has been a major contributing factor in the development of their work ethics and senses of responsibility. 

Although my entire family has benefited greatly from a farm upbringing, I acknowledge that we have seen both the good and bad in agriculture. While my half-century in this profession has revealed many of the negatives in farm programs, I am not here today to criticize those programs.

History of Farm Programs 

Yet it is important to note the sheer quantity of programs that have come and gone. 

I recall former United States Secretary of Agriculture Earl Butz’s tenure -- a time when farmers were encouraged to plant from fence row to fence row. 

I was fortunate to be a personal acquaintance of Secretary John Block, and to become intimately familiar with the programs enacted during the Reagan administration.

I remember farm programs that attempted to entice people to continue farming, even when it was the wrong thing for the individual farmer to do. 

I have seen poor production farmers acquire low-interest loans that they were unable to pay back. These loans were made to farmers struggling so mightily that, even when the loans were written off, many of the farmers still were forced out of business. 

I have seen young farmers who managed to procure start up-loans, only to struggle for years to keep their heads above water. 

These events are not necessarily all bad. But in hindsight, it seems that sometimes the government is not doing these farmers any favors. The many attempts to assist us remind me of a friend of my father, who offered this advice: “You might not want to give your child a farm; you might not be doing them any favors.”

Doing farmers a favor, however, has been the intent of each farm program enacted. Many times it has succeeded -- I could not begin to imagine the number of farmers such as myself who would not be farming today were it not for many of these farm programs. Furthermore, please note that no one forces us to live on the farm; we choose this way of life, and most of us would not trade it for anything. 

To find continued success at the lives we have embraced, we must be skeptical of planting fence row to fence row. This was unsuccessful three decades ago, and probably will not be successful today or in the future. We must, therefore, consider carefully our current policies with an eye toward improvement.

Successes of Previous Bill 

I realize you have heard a variety of suggestions on the upcoming farm program, and I am sure many of them are outstanding ideas. As a family farmer in Southeast Kansas, I have few problems with the current program. I appreciate the flexibility it offers and would change few things about it. There were several successes on which I would like to offer comment.

First, the farm programs that have been a real success are the conservation programs. I believe this has effectively aided farmers in the preservation of our resources, the purification of water supplies, elimination of soil erosion, and several other key areas.

I commend the Congress for providing additional funding to upgrade our waterways, as well as the locks and dams systems. This additional funding will not only upgrade river transportation in our country but provide safer communities to many served by these rivers.

The funding of the farm disaster program was critically needed. We absolutely need protection from disasters over which we have no control. The crop insurance program has been a safety net to at least help cover production costs. While I would applaud its expansion to cover additional operating expenses, I believe it was a huge step toward protecting farmers.

Suggestion: Modify Production Yield History Methodology 

In and effort to protect farmers even further, however, I would like to offer a few criticisms and suggestions that could be potentially incorporated into the 2007 Farm Bill.

My primary concern is with the technique employed in determining production yield histories. This four-year average calculation further penalizes farmers who already have suffered through extended hardships, such as droughts. As yields decrease, the production history continues to decline; consequently, insurance production yields and deficiency payments go down in lock-step. 

Anecdotal evidence that I have observed firsthand points to the shortcomings of the deficiency payment system. If I produce a below-average crop, I get paid on a low yield; farmers producing bumper crops receive large deficiency payments. The allocation of deficiency payments simply is not equitable in many circumstances.

Furthermore, crop insurance programs are often handled inequitably. For example, farmers one county south of me can insure soybeans after wheat as a second crop. Farmers in Allen County are ineligible to insure a second crop, putting us a striking disadvantage to others only a few short miles away. Looking farther across the country, friends in Mississippi tell me second-crop milo can be insured for $190 per acre. Assuming this to be true, chances are many farmers are likely motivated solely by the allure of insurance money.

Suggestion: Keep Rural Communities Vital 

As farmers, it is probably unfair to expect the United States government to keep us in business any more than the mom-and-pop grocery stores or shoe stores. However, farmers play a strategic role that perhaps other small entrepreneurs do not -- the American farmer serves the vital role of feeding not only our citizens, but citizens from around the globe. In these times of tragic but inevitable worldwide strife, food production is one of our country’s best defenses. Maintaining this defense means maintaining the viability of our rural communities.

U.S. Representative Nancy Boyda has expressed her commitment to keeping rural communities vibrant. From the time I was involved with American Farm Bureau Young Farmers and Ranchers, this has been an overriding concern. Years of observation have convinced me that having more and smaller farms in our rural communities will not keep them vibrant on their own. Other opportunities must exist in a town to combat many rising costs today’s farmers must face.

The rising costs of farm equipment -- coupled with the tremendous cost of planting a crop -- is prohibitive for many prospective farmers. Still, small farms and farmers can continue to survive, if not thrive, if there is additional employment in the area. To forge an acceptable living, many farmers must seek additional full- or part-time employment in non-farm-related venues.

American farmers are willing to adjust and embrace this additional challenge. To be able to do so, however, they need small industries to locate in rural areas and offer those employment opportunities. As many industries have moved overseas in search of low-cost labor, such opportunities have become increasingly difficult to find.

Suggestion: Ensure Continued Availability of Affordable and Local Health Care 

The availability of affordable health insurance, health care facilities and local medical staff are essential to small American farmers. Health care is as important to farmers as many other farm programs.

I recently spoke with U.S. Representative Jerry Moran at a meeting in Emporia. Commodity prices, I explained, are not the only thing making it difficult for farmers to remain on the farm. Health insurance costs are a major problem. With such exorbitant costs, it is commonplace for at least one member of a farm family to find employment off of the farm to pay for the family’s health insurance.

I am encouraged with the current proposal for funding of rural health care facilities. The present program provides funding for the continued operation of critical-access hospitals in rural communities across the United States. The continued availability of local health care services is paramount to keeping farmers productive in our country.

Suggestion: Address Bio Fuel Industry Challenges 

Alternative fuels from agricultural products provide us with an outstanding opportunity to address one of our country’s most pressing energy crises. As we continue to make advances in this arena, I have an increasing sense of dread at the number of people -- especially farmers -- who are making significant and risky investments into bio-fuels.

My fear is that most of our ethanol and bio-diesel plants are being built using the money of rural farmers and other individual citizens. These investments are being made as Americans face ever-rising prices at the gas pump. A few strategic moves by OPEC to drop crude prices could bring financial ruin on this industry and many of its investors. In a short time, we would see these new plants would shut down. Avoiding such a disaster -- as bio fuels struggle to become more financially viable -- would require the implementation of a price floor in oil imports, ensuring that bio fuels can remain financially competitive in the short term.

Conclusion

I have been farming most of my life. American agriculture has been a blessing for me and my family, and provided more than most people could ever want. It is my sincere hope that great deliberation will be given to these ideas and the ideas of others in generating a new farm bill that builds on the many successes of past programs while improving upon their deficiencies. 

Thank you for the opportunity to offer my thoughts on this topic. Please feel free to contact me with any additional questions.

Gary Parker

Moran, Kansas

