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Graphically speaking 

Farmers' use of flex acres 
by Stan G. Daberkow, Jim Langley, and E. Douglas Beach 

Critics charge that farm programs trap producers into 
monoculture cropping practices and restrict their reac
tion to market signals. The flexibility provisions of the 
1990 farm bill reduced planting rigidities on up to 25 
percent of producers' crop base. Some producer groups 
prefer additional flexibility in the 1995 farm bill (Wall 
Street Journal, 16 February 1995). Others, however, 
believe too much flexibility would destabilize produc
tion and prices. 

As the debate over potential flexibility provisions 
of the 1995 farm bill intensifies, the question arises: 
How have producers responded to the existing flexibil
ity provisions? 

Background 
The 1990 farm bill eliminated deficiency payments on 
15 percent of participating crop base acres (known as 
Normal Flex Acres [NFA]), regardless of the crop 
planted on those acres. Producers receive deficiency 
payments on an additional 10 percent of base (known as 
Optional Flex Acres [OFA]) only if they plant the 
program crop. Except for fruits and vegetables, the 
program permitted almost any crop on flex acres. 

Overall farmer response to the 1990 
flexibility provisions 
Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation Service 
(ASCS) records show that the share of total NFA 
(summed across all commodity bases) flexed to alterna
tive crops averaged about 30 percent between 1991 and 
1994. In addition, farmers idled roughly 20 percent of 
NFA annually, an indication of the extent of marginal, 
less profitable land in base acreage. Over half of the 

idle NFA came from wheat 

= 1,000,000 acres 
base in the Great Plains, 

where producers commonly winter graze their wheat. 
Farmers flexed about 7 percent of OFA to alterna

tive crops each year, indicating that deficiency pay
ments continue to encourage program crops. 

The total acres flexed to other crops increased each 
year, growing from 7 million acres in 1991 to about 10 
million acres in 1994 (figure 1). The modest participa
tion in 1991 probably occurred because producers 
needed more time to change their crop mixes, and 
because winter wheat producers could forego flexibility 
provisions due to the late passage of the 1990 farm bill. 
Zero Acreage Reduction Programs (ARPs) in 1994 
caused a sizable share of the increase in flexed acres. 
Moreover, higher expected net returns for the flexed 
crop relative to the program crop likely increased flex 
acres between 1991 and 1994. Total complying crop 
base was 169 million acres in 1991 and 174.8 million 
acres in 1994. 

Response to flexibility by type of crop 
base 
The extent of flexing by type of crop base reflects 
expected relative market returns (figure 2). For ex
ample, oats seemed to be the least profitable program 
crop during the 1991-94 period, with almost 50 percent 
of its NFA and over 30 percent of its OFA flexed to 
another .crop. By conh-ast, cotton farmers planted 14 
percent of their NFA and 3 percent of their OFA to 
other crops. Among all program crops, only cotton 
acres increased as producers responded to market 
signals by flexing into cotton from other program bases, 
resulting in a net increase per year of 150,000 acres. 
Barley recorded the highest share (over 35 percent) of 
idled NFA. Rice producers idled over 20 percent of 
their NFA and flexed over 45 percent to another crop. 
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(FigUre 2 ) 
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Stan G. Daberkow and E. Douglas Beach are agricultural econo
mists with the Natural Resources and Environment Division of the 
Economic Research Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and 

Jim Langley is an analyst with the economic and policy analysis 
staff of the Consolidated Farm Service Agency. 
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Conclusion 
This reflects relatively low world prices, water short
ages, and red rice problems. Soybeans, by far, exhibited 
the largest gain in planted acres due to flex provisions. 
Farmers planted nearly 6 million of the 10.4 million 
acres of NFA and OFA flexed in 1994 to soybeans. 

The historical evidence indicates that, at current relative 
prices, increased planting flexibility in the 1995 farm 
bill would most likely lead to only marginal changes in 
crop mixes. Of course, if relative crop prices sharply 
change, we might expect larger shifts in flex acres. 
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