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OVERVIEW OF POLICY OUTLOOK FOR 2013 
 

Issues driving the 2012 farm bill debate 

•  The purpose of farm programs 

•  The quiet revolution in farm programs 

•  Budget issues 

•  Nutrition issues 



FARM PROGRAMS AND THE EQUITY ISSUE: 
FARM VERSUS NONFARM HOUSEHOLDS 





OTHER ISSUES: NUTRITION AND THE 
FUTURE OF FARM PROGRAMS 



OVERVIEW OF POLICY OUTLOOK FOR 2013 
 

Issues driving the 2012 farm bill debate 

Comparison of Senate and House farm bills 
 



Provisions of 2012 Senate & House Farm Bills 
•  Repeal of Direct and Countercyclical 

Payment Program (2008 DCP program) 

•  Repeal of Acreage Crop Revenue 
Election Program (2008 ACRE program) 

•  Retains Nonrecourse Marketing Loan 
Program 
•  Corn:   $1.95 
•  Soybeans:  $5.00 
•  Wheat:  $2.94 



Provisions of 2012 Senate & House Farm Bills 
•  Both introduce Revenue-Based Payment 

Program (think ACRE, but not ACRE in details) 
•  Senate: Agricultural Risk Coverage (ARC) 
•  House: Price Loss Coverage (PLC) and 

Revenue Loss Coverage (RLC) Programs 
•  One-time irrevocable producer decision 
•  Payments made when benchmark guarantee 

(85-89% of benchmark revenue) less than actual 
revenue 

•  House also offers “Reference Prices” (operate 
as “pure” target price programs – no direct 
payments. 





OVERVIEW OF POLICY OUTLOOK FOR 2013 
 

Issues driving the 2012 farm bill debate 
 

Comparison of Senate and House farm bills 
 
The breakdown of the legislative process 

•  The political economy of hostage taking 
•  So why didn’t the old tactics work this time? 



OVERVIEW OF POLICY OUTLOOK FOR 2013 
 

The old tactics of passing farm bills (1973-2008) 
•  All politics of commodity programs are geographic, 

not ideological 
•  All farm bill politics since 1973 has been coalition 

politics or “the politics of accommodation” 
•  Food Stamp/SNAP/WIC/Nutrition programs 
•  Conservation/environmental programs 
•  Specialty crop programs 
•  Energy programs 
•  Risk management/Disaster programs 





IT’S EVEN WORSE THAN IT LOOKS: THE 
“OVERRIDING SOURCE OF DYSFUNCTION” 

 
Serious mismatch of political party behavior and 
governing institutions 

•  U.S. political parties increasingly behave like the 
adversarial parties of a parliamentary system of 
government. 

•  U.S. governing institutions are a separation-of-
powers system of government. 

•  Adversarial parties have ratcheted up over time 
and we have now reached a position of complete 
gridlock in the U.S. political system. 



IT’S EVEN WORSE THAN IT LOOKS: THE 
“OVERRIDING SOURCE OF DYSFUNCTION” 

 
Comparison of parliamentary and separation-of-
powers systems 
 Parliamentary System Separation-of-Powers 

System 

Party control/cohesion/ 
discipline 

Strong Weak 

Choice of executive Parliament/legislature Direct election by voters 

Legislative power Cabinet Legislature 

Accountability Direct by voters/ 
No confidence votes 

Diffuse/ 
Non-transparent 

Balance of power within 
system 

Promotion of majority 
interests/preferences 

Protection of minority 
interests/preferences 



IT’S EVEN WORSE THAN IT LOOKS: THE “OVERRIDING 
SOURCE OF DYSFUNCTION” 

 

Serious mismatch of political party behavior and 
governing institutions 

•  Parliamentary parties are “ideologically 
coherent, internally unified, and adversarial,” but 
majority party has power to act. 

•  Separation-of-powers system is designed to 
make it difficult for majorities to act. 

•  “Parliamentary-style parties in a separation-of-
powers [system of] government are a formula for 
willful obstruction and policy irresolution” (Mann 
and Ornstein). 















“The House has arguably never been so partisan — and yet there 
have probably never been so few members of the House who were 
at risk of losing their seats. 
 
One of the firmest conclusions of academic research into the 
behavior of Congress is that what motivates members first and 
foremost is winning elections. 
 
If individual members of Congress have little chance of losing 
their seats if they fail to compromise, there should be little 
reason to expect them to do so. Republican leaders like…John 
Boehner may conclude that there are risks to their party if they fail to 
reach a compromise, as during the current fiscal negotiations. But…
the individual members of his caucus may bear few of those 
costs directly.” 

      --Nate Silver 
         December 27, 2012 



IT’S EVEN WORSE THAN IT LOOKS: THE 
“OVERRIDING SOURCE OF DYSFUNCTION” 

 
Serious mismatch of political party behavior and 
governing institutions 

•  Parliamentary parties operating in a separation-of-
powers system “are a formula for willful obstruction 
and policy irresolution” (Mann and Ornstein). 

•  Willful obstruction becomes a form of political 
hostage taking. 

•  Ratchet effect means hostages become larger, 
more valuable over time. 



 
 
“I think some of our members may have thought 
the default issue was a hostage you might take a 
chance at shooting. Most of us didn’t think that. 
What we did learn is this -- it’s a hostage that’s 
worth ransoming….This is just the first step. 
This, we anticipate, will take us into 2013….Then 
we will go through the process again and see 
what we can continue to achieve in connection 
with these debt ceiling requests …”  

    -- Sen. Mitch McConnell, R-KY 



 
 
“We weren’t kidding around either. We would 
have taken it down.” 

    --Rep. Jason Chaffetz, R-UT 







IT’S EVEN WORSE THAN IT LOOKS: THE 
ECONOMIC RESULT OF HOSTAGE TAKING 

 

“We lowered our long-term rating on the U.S. because we 
believe that the prolonged controversy over raising the 
statutory debt ceiling and the related fiscal policy debate… 
will remain a contentious and fitful process….We view the 
U.S. federal government's other economic, external, and 
monetary credit attributes, which form the basis for [our] 
rating, as broadly unchanged … The political 
brinksmanship of recent months highlights what we see as 
America's governance and policymaking becoming less 
stable, less effective, and less predictable than what we 
previously believed.” 

       --Standard and Poor’s, August 5, 2011 





IT’S EVEN WORSE THAN IT LOOKS: THE 
“OVERRIDING SOURCE OF DYSFUNCTION” 

 

The fate of the farm bill in an era of hostage taking 
•  Senate passed farm bill 7/20/2012, 64-35 vote. 
•  House Agriculture Committee passed farm bill, 7/11/2012, 

35-11 vote. 
•  Committee bill never given vote in full House. 
•  9-month extension of DCP program included in final “fiscal 

cliff” agreement, 1/1/2013. 
•  Many predictions (1) that Republicans would lose seats due 

to failure of passage, then (2) bill would be passed after 
election, then (3) bill would be included in “fiscal cliff” deal. 
None of those happened. Why? 









 

So what now? 













Conclusions 
 
1.  Congressional support for the farm bill has 
     never been so fragile. 

•  Is the farm program/food stamp deal of 1973 
dead? If so, how do you pass any farm bill? 

 
2. No bill is too large or too small to be taken 
    hostage. The era of hostage taking is far from 
    over – it will get worse before it gets better. 
 
3. In an era of hostage taking, the rational political 
    strategy becomes one of reverse hostage taking. 
    Policy outcomes become much more random. 
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