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John Lavender walks amid the switchgrass on his Tuscaloosa County 
farm just outside of Moundville on Tuesday. Lavender and his son, Jim, 
raise cattle on the 330-acre farm. The cattle feed on the switchgrass, 
which has proven to be more tolerant of the drought than the Bermuda 
grass typically found in area pastures. The two-year drought, however, has 
forced the Lavenders to reduce their herd. They now have about 80 head 
of cattle, when ordinarily they would have about 100 head this time of year. 
Staff Photo | Michael E. Palmer

 Click here to enlarge.
 Buy a copy of this picture!
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Federal farm bill could mean more money for Alabama

By Ambreen Ali
Washington Correspondent

By Ambreen Ali

Washington Correspondent

Members of the U.S. Senate are expected to 
renew the battle on the stalled $288 billion farm bill 
this week, promising a heated debate over more 
than 260 amendments that reach far beyond 
farming and food stamp programs. Funding in the 
bill also goes directly toward key programs that 
affect Alabama.

Already this week, Senate Democrats announced 
that Congress planned to extend a disaster relief 
deadline so that farmers hit by drought this year 
could get cash assistance to offset losses.

The extension — estimated to cost about $600
million — will be included in the bill that lawmakers
will take up this week. They hope to pass the
measure before adjourning later this month, but
some Republicans have criticized the measure as
too costly.

The Bush administration has said farmers can get 
help through existing programs such as loans or 
subsidized crop insurance and that disaster funding is not necessary. The White House opposes new funding 
unless it is offset with cuts in the five-year farm bill.

Farmers would like to see a resolution soon.

“We need a farm bill in place, it’s almost the end of the year,” said John E. Walker III, Tuscaloosa County
president of the Alabama Farmers Federation. “Actually, the old one expired back in August.”

Walker said a bill similar to the most recent farm bill would be satisfactory. “We would like to have one pretty much
like the one we had the previous five years,” he said. “It worked real well.”

Disaster relief

A vote on the Senate version of the farm bill before Thanksgiving failed, and details could yet change as the 
Senate hammers out a final version, particularly since Bush has threatened a veto if certain elements relating to 
agricultural inspections, relaxed trade with Cuba and wage increases for farm construction are not changed.

Republican Sen. Jeff Sessions of Alabama said he could not comment until the Senate version of the bill was
finalized, but he said he “was very disappointed by the procedural tactics the Senate leadership used to prevent
true consideration of the bill.”

One provision would create a permanent disaster relief fund that could be accessed without going through 
Congress. Walker said it took until this summer for Congress to approve disaster relief for 2005-2006.

The bill would include a disaster fund with a set amount of money, which would be proportionally divided among 
those who qualify, Walker said.

Alabamians could benefit from a provision to construct reservoirs to collect water during periods of high rainfall. In 
abnormally dry years, the reservoirs could provide water to prevent millions of dollars in crop losses.
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Mixed-breed cows lick a protein block on Monday at John Lavendar's farm. 
Staff Photo | Michael E. Palmer
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“Farmers have had record high crop prices this year, but Alabama farmers couldn’t produce any crops because of
the drought,” said Keith Gray, director of national affairs for the Alabama Farmers Federation.

The drought also has affected the cattle industry.

Jim Lavender, who helps his father, John, raise cattle on his 330-acre farm just outside Moundville in Tuscaloosa
County, said the drought has forced them to reduce their herd from about 100 head of cattle to about 80. Although 
they made most of the cuts last year, they have had to sell calves earlier than usual for the past two years. If the 
drought were to break by spring, it still would take two years to rebuild the herd, he said.

But he’s not expecting the farm bill to provide relief. “If we get some, that’d be great, but we’re not counting on it,”
he said. The bill tends to help row crop farmers more than cattle farmers, he said. 

Farming subsidies

The most contentious part of both the Senate and 
House versions of the farm bill is the subsidy 
programs: More restrictive programs could 
prevent abuses in the system, but they would also 
hurt farmers who rely on the federal cushion to 
offset crop losses and the increased costs of 
global competition. 

The House version sets a cap on commodity 
payments that subsidize losses from increasing 
farming costs. The House version capped 
payments at $1 million, instead of the current $2.5 
million, for people who get 67 percent of their 
livelihood from farming.

“If you’re making more than that, you probably
shouldn’t be getting any additional assistance
from the government,” said U.S. Rep. Artur Davis,
D-Birmingham, who called the cap reasonable. 

The Bush administration and some senators,
however, have pushed a $250,000 cap, which
Davis called draconian. The U.S. Department of
Agriculture reported in 2002 that fewer than
one-third of Alabama’s 45,000 farms sold more
than $10,000 in products annually.

“Energy costs have gone up for farmers, and it
takes more money to exist in the market than ever
before,” he said. “It’s a real challenge to a lot of
farmers. They may appear to be making a lot of

money on paper, but are often in debt and cash-strapped.”

Another change in subsidies included in the House bill, called the counter-cyclical revenue option, would replace
the current system of direct payments with a flat payment of $15 per acre for all crop losses in years in which a
state’s revenue on a crop is below a figure determined by the USDA.

Gray said the indiscriminate flat rate would be unfair to cotton, peanut and rice farmers, whose production costs
are higher than those growing corn or soybeans. Cotton is the most common crop in Alabama, and the state is the
nation’s third-largest producer of peanuts.

“They have left it an option [to adopt the new direct payment program],” Gray said, “but it’s not really an option if
you’re growing high-cost products like cottons or peanuts in Alabama.”

Walker said crop insurance is a priority.

“We need to maintain our support of the crop insurance program,” said Walker, who farms in north Tuscaloosa
County. “I take crop insurance, most all farmers do.”

Food assistance

The House’s proposed expansion of the emergency food assistance program, including coupons to allow those
eligible for food stamps to shop at farmers markets, could also benefit struggling families. 

But the expansion of food stamp spending is funded in the House bill by a tax increase, which makes it particularly 
susceptible to being killed on the Senate floor.

Dick Hiatt, director of the North Alabama Food Bank, said the increased money would allow states to replenish
their food supplies at soup kitchens and shelters to the levels originally intended in the 2002 farm bill. Because the
amounts set then weren’t indexed to inflation, food banks could purchase less food as prices increased.

“The increase would be very, very helpful,” Hiatt said. “But the big issue is money. With the war sucking money
away, how do you pay for this?”

The House bill would build in an inflation escalator; the current Senate version would not.

Material from The Associated Press was used in this report. 
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