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Mr. Chairman and Committee Members:

My name is Michael Robichaux.  I am a fourth generation sugarcane farmer from Franklin, Louisiana where my partner and I own Frank Martin Farms.  We farm about 2,800 acres of sugarcane and I appear before you today to discuss the effectiveness of crop insurance for sugarcane farmers in Louisiana.  I am representing the American Sugar Cane League and the Louisiana Farm Bureau Federation and my testimony reflects the views of sugarcane farmers in my state.  

In Louisiana, sugarcane is a vital cog in our state's economy.  It is one of our largest row-crops generating $1.75 - 2 billion in statewide economic activity every year.  Sugarcane also produces more employment than any other agronomic crop in our state with some 27,000 jobs dependent on the Louisiana sugarcane industry.  

Sugarcane differs from most annual crops in that it has a 3 -5 year growth cycle. About 25% of our acreage is planted every year from July to September.  Harvest is 7 days a week from September until early January.  Sugarcane crop insurance operates differently from other annual crops in that we purchase our crop insurance in September, the year before we harvest our crop and certify insured acres in the spring. We also do not have crop insurance coverage for replanting. 

In our climate, sugarcane is a hearty and resilient crop that is very tolerant to drought, pests, diseases as well as the occasional hurricane.  Much credit goes to the efforts of scientists at the USDA-ARS, LSU Ag Center and Audubon Sugar Institute who have consistently adapted our sugarcane varieties over the years to perform against disease and pests pressure.  
Sugarcane is popular in climate change discussions because it is a C4 plant that is an excellent converter of CO2-and its long growth cycle enables it to sequester large quantities of carbon for years at a time.  The large amounts of biomass produced from sugarcane also make it a key crop for cellulosic ethanol production.   

Sugarcane farmers recognize the need for risk management and support crop insurance.  The majority of Louisiana sugarcane producers purchase crop insurance and 80% of Louisiana sugarcane acres are insured.  However, the vast majority of producers only purchase Catastrophic (CAT) levels of crop insurance because until 2008, APH multi-peril was the only policy available, 75% was the highest coverage level and the cost of buy-up coverage was too expensive for the coverage provided.  CAT is not a viable coverage level since it only insures crop losses above 50% at 55% of the market price.  Farmers purchase CAT solely to maintain eligibility for Ad-hoc disaster assistance programs as required by Congress. 
In 2006, we began development of a more affordable sugarcane crop insurance policy with higher buy-up levels.  The American Sugar Cane League and the Louisiana Farm Bureau Federation contracted Crop Insurance Systems, Inc. and successfully developed a Sugarcane Group Risk (GRP) Plan Crop Insurance Program through the 508(h) process. The GRP Policy became available in 2008 with a maximum coverage level of 90% and no premiums higher than $17 per acre.   It is not an ideal policy because it doesn’t insure individual crop losses, only parish wide crop losses.  However, it gives us an option to insure against regional events, like a killing freeze that can destroy the majority of our crop.  

I would like to mention that the Risk Management Agency acknowledged that our complaints regarding high rates on our APH Policy were correct and on the day FCIC considered our GRP Policy, they implemented a 45-75% rate reduction on our APH Policy.  
However, despite the addition of a new GRP Policy and lowering rates on our APH Policy, participation has not improved.  It has become apparent that our state’s tie to the rise and fall of a single sugarcane variety over the past 15 years is reflected in every Louisiana sugarcane producers APH and is the reason why we have insufficient coverage when we purchase sugarcane crop insurance
Variety LCP85-384 was first released in 1993 and within a couple of years, it’s superior yield potential caused farmers to quickly plant Variety LCP 85-384 on the majority of Louisiana sugarcane acres.  From 1993 when LCP 85-384 was released, yields increased from 25.7 tons of sugar/ acre to a high of 37 tons/acre in 1999.  In 3 years, over 90% of Louisiana’s sugarcane acreage was planted to Variety LCP 85-384.  As a result of Variety LCP 85-384, from 1993 – 2001, Louisiana’s average sugar yield was 32.1 tons/acre.  In 2000, brown rust was found in LCP 85-384 and brown rust quickly spread across Louisiana’s sugarcane acreage.  As it infected over 90% of Louisiana’s sugarcane acres that were planted to Variety LCP 85-384, statewide yields plummeted by 16.5% to 26.8 tons/acre during the 2002-2007 period.  In the latter part of this period, improved rust-resistant varieties were developed and released, but removing Variety LCP384 from Louisiana sugarcane acres was delayed when many of the improved seedlings were destroyed in research plots by Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005.  Currently we estimate that LCP 85-384 remains in about 10% of Louisiana sugarcane acreage and the variety should be completely removed from production by next year.  
As a result of replacing LCP 85-384 with new improved sugarcane varieties on Louisiana sugarcane acres, yields have increased each year from 26.2 tons/acre in 2005, 31.2 tons/acre in 2006 and 34.5 tons per acre 2007.  It is important to note that these yield increases have occurred despite direct and lingering hurricane damage to the fields and sugarcane plants, raising our expectations for better yields in the future.

The crux is that the yield declines from LCP 85-384 make up almost our entire Actual Production History (APH) base period and creates an artificially low yield guarantee that is used in our traditional APH policy and new GRP policy.  The net effect is that when Louisiana sugarcane producers purchase crop insurance, they are insuring an APH yield history that reflects the negative trend line of Variety LCP 85-384.  This means Louisiana sugarcane producers are forced to insure a yield that is more than 20% below our current yields and even less of the yield of our new varieties.  Unless some sort of transitional yield number can be utilized in place of this obsolete rust-affected yield history, buy-up coverage levels will continue to insure an insufficient amount of our actual sugarcane production.  

Louisiana sugarcane producers recognize the correlation between their crop insurance buy-up levels and their sugarcane APH which is used to determine our revenue guarantee under the new SURE Permanent Disaster Program.  After we were hit by Hurricanes Gustav and Ike in 2008, we worked on disaster assistance through the SURE Program.  We quickly discovered first-hand how our APH yield collapse due to Variety LCP 85-384 left our hardest hit farmers, including my friend Rodney Foret who is with me here today, unable to receive assistance through the SURE program because our APH history is comprised mostly of yields from the decline of Variety LCP 85-384.  

Louisiana sugarcane growers appreciate that Congress has recognized the multi-year nature of our crop by providing us with simultaneous planting and harvesting seasons in the SURE box and for providing language in the recent disaster package to address losses for multi-year crops.  We are not sure whether the disaster provision for multi-year losses can offset our problem of depressed APH yield histories but we sincerely appreciate the efforts of this committee and this Congress in trying to help our producers. 

Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee, fixing the APH problem would go a long way toward improving the performance of the crop insurance program and the SURE program.  As producers, we need to be able to insure a more realistic percentage of the value of our crop, instead of insuring a value where our farmers absorb a 20% loss of our sugarcane crop insurance guarantee from the onset.  Our financial institutions have also stressed that they want us to be able to insure more realistic yields as a means of providing greater security toward our crop loans. In the current financial climate, with input costs continuing to rise, we simply cannot do it without a realistic APH yield.  

We humbly ask the Committee to direct RMA to substitute transitional yield figures into our APH yield history to better reflect current yield trends.  

I thank you for your kind attention and your dedicated efforts on behalf of US farmers.  
I welcome your questions.  

