








It was in the context of these three failed opportunities that farmers of color recognized the need to be more 
proactive in the policy arena by demanding a seat at the table in the 2008 Farm Bill debate. Past farm bills for 
the most part had failed farmers of color and the USDA continued to conduct business as usual, resulting in a 
slow yet inexorable decline in the number of farms owned and operated by people of color.

Food and Farm Policy Diversity Initiative
Realizing that acting alone and in isolation was counterproductive and 
understanding that they shared common problems and concerns; in 2006 a 
broad coalition of rural interests comprising African Americans, American 
Indians, Latinos, Asian Americans and farm workers joined forces to develop 
and implement strategies to influence the 2008 Farm Bill debate. They 
wove together the previous proposals of many of the partners, adopting 
the shared definition of “socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers” that 
defined all of the groups as those who had suffered discrimination. Many of 
the DI elements ultimately enacted were included in a 2006 resolution that 
was endorsed by virtually every major national Latino organization at the 
Latino Congreso sponsored by William C. Velasquez Institute and others. 
The Congressional Black Caucus, the Congressional Hispanic Caucus, the 
Congressional Asian Pacific American Caucus, the Congressional Native 
American Caucus and others strongly supported the platform. The National Congress of American Indians 
was among the additional groups who endorsed the Diversity Initiative Platform, and more than 140 groups 
signed a statement of support for the policy principles of the DI.

The Diversity Initiative developed a comprehensive farm policy that accurately reflected the role, contribution 
and importance of farmers of color. It was formed and informed by grass roots participation at all levels. 
Important sections of these proposals are included in the Final Farm Bill passed by congress and enacted into 
law. Those sections are detailed in this report.

DI team member Rudy Arredondo 
congratulates Rep. Joe Baca on House 

passage of Farm Bill.
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For the first time a farm bill has made some headway toward addressing the problems faced by farmers 
of color; problems that persist even after being acknowledged by the USDA. In the past, policy makers, 
the media and many groups that claim to represent all farmers and to a large extent past farm bills have 
marginalized even ignored farmers of color.

This Farm Bill of 2008 provides nearly one and one half billion dollars for small farmers and ranchers of color 
and minority serving institutions to implement sustainable strategies that will keep them on the farm and 
productive members of rural communities. The amount of money is meager when compared to the nearly 
three hundred billion dollar budget and the bill itself is far from perfect, yet it represents a small and long 
overdue step toward a more diverse and equitable agricultural system in this country.

Farm Bill Wins on Equity
The 2008 Food, Conservation and Energy Act (H.R. 2419) has been enacted into law and contains many 
important wins for socially disadvantaged farmers, ranchers and farmworkers. The new law includes many 
provisions that provide new opportunities for American Indian, African-American, Latino, Asian-Pacific and 
other small farmers and ranchers to secure equitable access to all programs of the Department Of Agriculture. 
The investments made by the law for new opportunities, coupled with the increased resources provided to 
existing programs that benefit people of color total a historic $1.5 billion for the five year period covered by 
the new law.

Currently, over 35 million people in the United States live in households that face food insecurity and/or 
hunger. The vast majority of these families are people of color, and nearly 50 percent are children. The new 
law helps to alleviate this problem by increasing support for nutrition and community food programs and by 
providing greater food safety measures for consumers and increased market access and affordability of local, 
healthy, and fresh foods.

Equitable Access to Programs
The new law includes many measures that would significantly help expand and accelerate the growth, 
resources and viability of socially disadvantaged farmers, ranchers and farm workers, and hold USDA 
accountable for equitable service. The provisions included in the law will also help counteract patterns of past 
discrimination and recognize the importance of investing in these producers.

Some of the most prominent wins for socially disadvantaged farmers include the following historic provisions:

Land Loss and Preservation

Thousands of farmers and ranchers face 
imminent foreclosure following inadequate 
protection and outcomes of civil rights 
complaints, as well as individual and class 
action lawsuits. The 2008 Farm Bill seeks 
to halt the accelerations and foreclosures for 
socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers 
through a number of critical measures.

Settlement of Civil Rights Claims
The new law calls upon the Secretary of 
Agriculture to resolve all civil rights claims and 
class actions brought against the department 
by socially disadvantaged producers in a fair 
and expeditious manner. These class action 
suits include the aforementioned Keepseagle 
(Indian producers, filed 11/24/1999), Garcia 

House and Senate committee leaders listen to House Agriculture Committee Chairman 
Collin Peterson announce House-Senate Agreement on Farm Bill Conference report.
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(Latino producers, filed 10/13/2000), and Love (Women 
producers, filed 10/19/2000). It also provides a new avenue 
for court consideration of late filed or unresolved claims in the 
Pigford v. Glickman Consent Decree, with funding of $100 
million and authority for additional funds for resolution of 
these claims by African American producers. Authority to file 
a claim under this section terminates 2 years after enactment 
of the 2008 Farm Bill.

Moratorium on Foreclosures
The new law places a moratorium on loan acceleration 
and foreclosure proceedings if a claim of discrimination is 
involved. It also waives interest and offsets that are accrued 
during the moratorium period and requires that the USDA 
Inspector General issue a report on SDFR loan foreclosure 
proceedings within a year of the legislation’s enactment.

Credit Programs
Access to credit programs and loan servicing options to meet current needs of socially disadvantaged 
producers is critical. Credit is essential to building a new generation including new entry producers, and 
to assuring the intergenerational transference of land and farm ownership. Current data suggest that 95 
percent of participants in the beginning farmer program are white males. To address this inequity and 
ensure the growth and viability of socially disadvantaged producers, the new law restores priority to socially 
disadvantaged farmers and ranchers when USDA sells inventory property and gives priority to socially 
disadvantaged and beginning farmers and ranchers in credit programs. Lower interest rates, better lending 
terms, and higher maximum purchase price on first time land purchases are provided and FSA loans are 
allowed to be extended to individual Indians to purchase “highly fractionated” parcels of land according to the 
Indian Land Consolidation Act amendments of 2004.

Support for Socially Disadvantaged 
and Beginning Farmers

Socially disadvantaged producers have had to 
overcome past exclusion from programs and 
significant gaps in outreach and information 
that have deterred them from fully 
participating in USDA programs. The need 
for support and technical assistance, including 
direct payments, to help socially disadvantaged 
farmers and ranchers access services equitably 
is well documented. The Beginning Farmer 
and Rancher Development Program, provides 
$75 million mandatory over 4 years to fund 
the grant program for beginning farmers and 
ranchers, with an additional $30 million in 
annual discretionary authority. One quarter of 
the funds are reserved for socially disadvantaged producers.

Value-Added Producer Grant Program
Socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers participate at very low rates in the existing value added 
competitive grant program. Adding on-farm value to existing farm products is especially critical to these 
largely small-scale and diverse producers. The new law provides $15 million in mandatory funds, to be 

Senate Agriculture Committee Chairman Tom Harkin speaks to 
reports following final passage of the 2008 Farm Bill.

DI Team Co-Chair Ross Racine shares Diversity Initiative Recommendations with 
USDA Secretary Ed Shaefer at USDA Partners Meeting, August 2008
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available until expended, with 10 percent set-aside for socially 
disadvantaged and beginning farmers and ranchers, for grants to 
producers to add value to their products. It also authorizes further 
appropriations of up to $40 million annually.

Conservation Programs
Socially Disadvantaged Farmers and Ranchers participate at low rates in 
most conservation programs. The 2008 Farm Bill seeks to address this 
lack of access through a number of measures.

Farm and Ranch Land Protection
Many socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers own or seek to own 
land that is in dire need of access to conservation easements but these farmers currently do not participate 
in state and local FFLP programs. The new law addresses this problem by providing assistance to improve 
access to these programs. It provides a five percent set-aside in the Environmental Quality Incentives Program 
and the Conservation Stewardship Program for socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers and beginning 
farmers and ranchers. It also increases payments within EQIP by providing cost share rates of up to 90 
percent in the Environmental Quality Incentives Program and advance payments up to 30 percent for socially 
disadvantaged, limited resource, and beginning farmers and ranchers.

Through the Conservation Reserve Program Transition Incentives Program, the new law provides $25 million 
over 10 years to encourage owners of CRP land to sell or rent to beginning and socially disadvantaged farmers 
and ranchers. The Congress also expressed its intent through report language that producer associations and 
farmer cooperatives may act on behalf of its members in submitting applications and plans to participate in 
EQIP, and directs the Secretary to clarify this option in any rule or procedure written for EQIP.

Specialty Crop Programs
The new law includes numerous provisions related to improving technical assistance, research, transportation 
and distribution, market news and census data for specialty crops. If provided adequate access to these 
new benefits, these programs have the potential to benefit the socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers, 
who comprise at least 12 percent of specialty crop producers. Conference Report language in the specialty 
crop block grant to states requires each state to develop and submit to USDA a plan for reaching socially 
disadvantaged producers when they apply to USDA for these funds. The block grant program will receive 
$224 million in mandatory funding over five years.

Outreach, Transparency, and Accountability

Outreach
Outreach focused on socially disadvantaged farmers and 
ranchers, with real transparency and accountability, is 
essential to achieving equity at USDA. The Section 2501 
Outreach and Technical Assistance Program remain a 
core partnership between USDA and community based 
organizations and minority serving institutions that has 
helped socially disadvantaged farmers remain on their 
land. The 2008 Farm Bill provides $75 million over four 
years in mandatory funds for this important program 
and strengthens its ability to assist socially disadvantaged 
producers to participate in agriculture programs. The 
program is relocated to the Office of Advocacy and 

Outreach. The new law also strikes the requirement that 
tribes provide office space for USDA offices on Indian 

DI Team member Jerry Pennick speaks at USDA
Partners Meeting, August 2008

DI member John Zippert testifies to Congress on
DI priorities.
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Reservations and to EIRP agents, and directs 
extension agents to be placed in areas “where 
there has been a need demonstrated.”

The new law also establishes a coordinated 
function for small, beginning and socially 
disadvantaged producers at USDA. The Office 
of Advocacy and Outreach includes two 
branches: A Socially Disadvantaged Farmers 
Group, which includes the 2501 program, the 
Advisory Committee on Minority Farmers, the 
Farmworker Coordinator, and the functions 
and duties previously assigned to the Office 
of Outreach and Diversity under the Assistant 
Secretary for Civil Rights, and a Small Farms and 
Beginning Farmers and Ranchers Group, which 
will include the Office of Small and Beginning 
Farms Coordination, a liaison to the Beginning 
Farmer and Rancher Development Program, and 
the Advisory Committee for Beginning Farmers 
and Ranchers. This new office is responsible for 
providing coordination among the many office 
and mission areas that provide portions of the 
assistance that small farmers and ranchers and 
farmworkers require.

Farmworker Coordinator and Disaster Emergency Program
The new law also establishes a farmworker coordinator within the Office of Outreach and Advocacy with 
specific functions and purposes. These include serving as a liaison to community-based organizations working 
with farmworkers and coordinating entities, and administering the emergency program previously authorized 
to ensure that farm worker needs are met during disasters and other emergencies.

Transparency, Accountability and USDA Oversight and Compliance
The 2008 Farm Bill requires the Secretary to compile annual application and participation rate data, including 
numbers and percentages, for each county or parish and state in the United States, organized by race, gender, 
and ethnicity. It also provides the authority necessary for agencies to collect the data necessary to respond 
to this section. It further requires the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights to use the aforementioned data 
to conduct oversight and evaluation of civil right compliance. The new law further establishes a receipt for 
service or denial of service to be provided to producers seeking access to USDA programs.

The law requires accurate representation of socially 
disadvantaged farmers and ranchers in the Census of 
Agriculture. It mandates that the USDA’s Farm Service 
Agency (FSA), Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS), and Rural Development programs 
provide, upon request, a receipt to producers who 
request service noting the outcome of their request 
and any further action needed. And it establishes an 
advisory committee in the Office of Outreach and 
Advocacy to provide advice on the implementation 
of the Outreach and Technical Assistance Program 
for Socially Disadvantaged Farmers and Ranchers, 

DI team member Michael Harris (foreground, speaking) discusses DI results 
with delegates at USDA Partners Meeting
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methods of maximizing participation in USDA programs, and 
civil rights activities within the USDA.

Forestry
Forestry is important to socially disadvantaged producers and 
landowners. Of particular concern are the U.S. Forest Service 
policies related to indigenous producers and landowners. The 
new law seeks to address these concerns by authorizing reburial 
of human remains and cultural items on National Forest System land, including human remains and cultural 
items repatriated under NAGPRA. It prevents disclosure of information regarding reburial sites as well 
as other culturally sensitive information under the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA), and allows the 
temporary closure of Forest System land for traditional and cultural purposes with Secretarial approval. It also 
allows free gathering of forest products for cultural and traditional purposes and increases the availability of 
Forest Service programs and resources to Indian tribes; and aims to strengthen support of traditional practices 
in accordance with the American Indian Religious Freedom Act.

Nutrition

 Our nation’s Food and Farm Policy should make adequate nutrition a funding priority and ensure the 
nutritional needs of all citizens are met. The expansion of Food Stamp Program eligibility and benefit levels 
for all who will need them is critically important. Indian Tribes should also be provided with the ability to 
include traditional foods in nutrition and commodity programs.

Access to Food and Nutrition

Food Stamps
The 2008 Farm Bill renames the Food Stamp program the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP), increases program funding by $3.1 billion, indexes SNAP benefits to inflation, expands program 
eligibility for military and working families with childcare expenses and excludes certain education and 
retirement assets from eligibility criteria. It also allows for the purchase of bison meat from (a) Native 
American bison producers, and (b) producer-owned bison cooperatives, establishes a “Traditional and Locally 
Grown Food Fund” that allows the purchase of foods designated “traditional” or locally grown for inclusion 
into food packages, and supports the procurement of the foods by Native American farmers and ranchers - up 
to 50 percent where practicable. It further directs the Secretary of Agriculture to submit a report to Congress, 

within 180 days of enactment, that assesses the nutritional 
value of the FDPIR food package, how foods are selected, 
and how the Secretary plans to update the packages, and if 
not, why.

Healthy Food Choices
Across the nation the incidence of diet-related diseases 
is highest among non-white populations. Additionally, 
the incidence of diet-related disease is concentrated 
within geographic areas where there are proportionally 
high populations of lower income status. Among these 
populations, consumption of a healthy diet, which includes 
fruits and vegetables are proportionally lower than average. 
The food retail environment – the mix of supermarkets, 
grocery and convenience stores in a community – is a factor 
that affects consumer food purchasing habits. Research 
has documented that often low-income and minority 

communities have fewer supermarkets, less availability of 
DI team CO-chair Ross Racine and member Lloyd Wright, share 

observations during USDA Partners meeting, August 2008
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ranchers in the 2008 Farm Bill reflect the 
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in American agriculture.”
Representative Collin Peterson, (MN), 
Chair, Committee on Agriculture, U.S. 
House of Representatives



produce (determined by store shelf space) and higher prices for fresh foods.

Efforts in the 2008 Farm Bill to include more equitable access to fresh, affordable, and healthy foods included 
policy proposals to improve the market access of small volume and regional producers, investments in 
food distribution and retailing for healthy and locally produced foods, and increased purchases of fruit and 
vegetables in federal nutrition assistance programs.

Farmers Market Promotion
The 2008 Farm Bill provides $33 million in mandatory funding over five years, with a 10 percent set-aside for 
implementation projects, to promote farmers markets.

Community Food Projects
The new law provides $5 million mandatory funding for ten years to community-based projects that meet 
the food needs of low-income individuals, increase the food self-reliance of communities, and promote 
comprehensive responses to local food, farm, and agricultural needs.

Geographic Preference Language
The new law allows local schools using program funding the flexibility to specify “local” as a bid requirement 
in purchasing foods for school meals.

USDA Loan Guarantee Priority for Locally Produced Agricultural Products
This new law allows entities involved in local food distribution and marketing to receive prioritized 
consideration for USDA loan guarantees in the Rural Business and Industries Loan program, and sets aside 5 
percent of annual funds yielding approximately $50 million in loans.

Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations
The new law provides for the creation of a “Traditionally and locally-grown food fund” where 50 percent of 
Native Americans should produce the food, with traditional and locally grown to be defined by USDA.

Equity for Minority Serving Educational Institutions

The 2008 Farm bill supports equity for minority-serving institutions including funding increases to the 1890 
and 1994 Land Grant Colleges and Universities. It provides new capacity building grants to Hispanic-Serving 
Institutions to promote and strengthen their ability to carry out education, applied research, and related 
community development. And it establishes an endowment fund for Hispanic-Serving agricultural colleges 
and universities, and a leadership program to recruit and train Hispanics and other under-represented groups 
in forestry and related fields.

Conclusion

The Food, Conservation and Energy Act of 2008 was significant for what it did and did not do. The bill 
retained significant benefits for commodity programs that benefit larger farmers the most. Conservation 
programs were increased, nutrition programs expanded significantly and disaster and energy provisions were 
added. The specialty crop industry received new programs and funding, which also provide some benefits to 
improve nutrition. 

With respect to socially disadvantaged producers — including American Indian, African American, Latino 
and Asian-American producers, the difference from previous bills was stark. In 1990, the groups were able to 
secure one small section of policy, establishing the 2501 Outreach and Technical Assistance Program. In 1996, 
little new was added; and in 2002, significant effort was expended to add a few additional sections of policy, 
including the creation of an Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, and the institution of transparency and 
accountability requirements to track the involvement of socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers in farm 
programs.
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As result of the 2008 Farm Bill, however, the sector of producers represented by the Diversity Initiative have 
a real opportunity to become more engaged in all farm programs. Farmworkers and urban communities have 
secured a place at the table. At long last, it will be in their interests to add their voices even more strongly to 
2008 Farm Bill implementation and subsequent Farm Policy debates.

The Farm and Food Policy Diversity Initiative encourages all it supporters and allies to do just that. Please stay 
informed of the progress on implementation by checking on our work at www.ruralco.org. We also urge you 
to send an email to lpicciano@ruralco.org to join the DI e-update list to stay informed of current action.
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“One of the driving factors that guided us through the creation of the farm bill was to make sure 
anyone who wanted to farm in the United States could,”
Bob Goodlatte (R-VA), Ranking Member of the Committee on Agriculture for the House of Representatives.
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With Gratitude
The Farm and Food Policy Diversity Initiative represents a three-year collaboration of organizations, and advocates who 
provide insight and analysis to federal policy makers. As a result of this collaboration, the Farm Bill of 2008 provides 
nearly one and one half billion dollars for small farmers and ranchers and producers of color to implement sustainable 
strategies that will keep them on the farm and productive members of rural communities. While these resources are still 
meager weighted against benefits to larger producers, and while the bill itself is far from perfect, it represents a small and 
long overdue step toward a more diverse and equitable agricultural system in this country.

These historic gains would not have been possible without the guidance and support of the organizations that helped 
fund these efforts and the members of Congress who worked hard to ensure that, for the first time, our nation’s farm and 
food policy accurately reflected the role, contribution and importance of farmers of color.

Of particular importance to this effort was the invaluable support and important encouragement of the W.K. Kellogg 
Foundation, Oxfam America and the Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation, with additional support from Farm Aid and 
others. We also thank our allies in the Farm and Food Policy Diversity Initiative and in the sustainable agriculture, 
community food, hunger and family farm movements for their collaboration.

The Farm Bill proposals drafted by the United States Department of Agriculture with input from its Community-Based 
Partners were also a valuable contribution to the process. The DI Team notes the importance of the set-aside proposals 
made for the Conservation Title which set the stage for the inclusion of set asides as an important policy tool.

The Leaders and Members of the House and Senate Agriculture Committees and the Congressional Black Caucus, 
Congressional Hispanic Caucus, the Congressional Native American Caucus and the Congressional Asian Pacific 
American Caucus also provided valuable guidance and dedicated support. We thank these members and their staffs for 
careful attention during many long hours over many months to assure the diversity provisions were well-constructed and 
included in the final bill.

Special thanks to my Policy Team Co-Chair, Ross Racine for his leadership, Jerry Pennick of the Federation of Southern 
Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund, Albert Jacquez of the William C. Velasquez Institute, and the Rural Coalition for 
contributions to writing this report, to Rudy Arredondo for the photos, to Dave Livingston for the layout and design, 
and to our whole DI Team for their dedicated work.

Finally, we send our gratitude and solidarity to the hundred thousand, and we hope, growing sector of people of color, 
beginning and small-scale farmers and ranchers, our urban agriculture allies, and the millions of farmworkers, who 
contributed to and we hope will benefit from the work we have done together.

Savonala Horne, Esq. for The Farm and Food Policy Diversity Initiative Team

Savonala Horne, Esq. 
Co-Chair, Farm and Food Policy Diversity Initiative Policy Team.
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