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INTERNATIONAL 
FOOD AID: 

Interest Groups 
and 

Clients 
by Vernon W. Ruttan 

Ever since Herbert Hoover headed the world 
famine relief efforts after the first World War, the 
United States has been attracted to international 
food assistance. In this article, Vernon Ruttan 
reviews the support for international food aid in 
the past forty years. This examination of history 
is a basis for a second article also by Ruttan 
which will be in the forthcoming issue of 
CHOICES. It focuses on how food aid programs 
might be structured in the 1990s to the advan
tage of the United States, as well as those who 
are inadequately fed today. 

- Editor 

Vernon W. Ruttan is Regents Professor in the Depart
ment of Agricultural and Applied Economics and in 
the Department of Economics and Adjunct Professor 
in th e Hub ert H. Humphrey Institute of Public 
Affairs, University of Minnesota . 

This paper is drawn from a larger paper on the poli
tics of food and policy, "Food Aid, Surplus Disposal, 
Development Aid and Basic Needs " (Draft, May 21 , 
1990) which is available from the author. 
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W 
e have got to look upon America's food abun
dance, not as a liability, but as a real asset...Wise 
statesmanship and leadership can convert these 
surpluses into a great asset for checking commu
nist aggression. Communism has no greater ally 
than hunger: and democracy and freedom no 

greater ally than an abundance of food. " (Hubert H. Humphrey, 
July 16, 1953). 

International food aid is one of the most popular of the United 
States' foreign assistance programs. The feeding of hungry people 
appeals to the most fundamental humanitarian instincts of the 
American people. It represents a natural expression of generosity 
on the part of a nation blessed-or burdened-with surplus food 
production capacity. While seeming to do good for others, we also 
appear to be doing good for ourselves-or at least for the producers 
and handlers of agricultural commodities. However, U.S. farm and 
world economic and political conditions differ dramatically from 
the years when Senator Hubert H. Humphrey (D-MN) championed 
food aid. U.S. grain stocks are lower than at any time during the 
last decade. Commercial export markets are relatively strong. And, 
political attention is focused on Eastern Europe rather than on the 
poor countries of the Third World. 

The easing of the Cold War undercuts the strength of one of the 
justifications used to support food aid, as well as other forms of 
economic assistance in the past. Economic and security assistance 
to poor countries has declined since the mid-1980s, along with the 
decline in tensions between the United States and the USSR. At 
the same time this easing of tensions prOvides other opportunities 
for the use of food aid to further U.S. international interests. Over 
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time, the influence of changes in the level of U.S. commodity 
stocks on food aid levels have been greater than the influence of 
tensions between the U.S. and the USSR. Fluctuations in U.S. food 
aid have varied directly with the level of U.S. surplus stocks and 
inversely with the strength of commercial export markets. 

Consequently, the future of U.S. food aid is uncertain. Even so, 
there is a potential for a constructive role for food aid in this evolv
ing world setting in: 

- Relieving stress on domestic markets of countries attempting 
to implement economic and agricultural policy reforms; 

- Meeting the emerging needs of countries caught up in the trau
ma of natural disaster or the breakdown of political order; or 

- Supporting development efforts designed to relieve chronic 
food scarcity. 

Unfortunately, the self interests of the several food aid con
stituencies have directed food aid toward less desirable objectives. 
Even a cursory glance at the list of countries that have been the 
major recipients of food aid suggests that strategic objectives have 
carried a heavy weight relative to development or humanitarian 
objectives. (Figure) 

In this first article I review the role of the several interest 
groups-agriculture, agribusiness, maritime and the private volun
tary organizations-that have played a major role in shaping food 
aid programs and policies since its inception. An understanding of 
hew these groups have shaped food aid is critical to thinking about 
international food assistance in the 1990s and beyond. 

Three Phases 

The U.S. food aid program is a source of considerable self-con
gratulations by the interest groups, politicians and bureaucrats 
involved in program development and management. Support for 
food aid has moved through three phases. In the 1950s and into the 
mid-1960s, major support came from the agricultural constituen
cies and their Congressional patrons. The 1950s and early 1960s 
were years of large U.S. farm stocks. From the 1950s into the late 
1970s Senator Hubert H. Humphrey (D-MN) led the Congressional 
effort to initiate and expand food aid. Indeed, it is difficult to write 
a history of food aid without it becoming a biography of Senator 
Humphrey. 

During the 1960s and into the 1970s when food aid was being 
heavily oriented toward political and security objectives, the 
administration itself became the major con-
stituency for food aid. Food, for example, 
provided large financial support for Viet- Million 
nam activities. It was during this time also 
that Israel and Egypt became large recipi- $200 
ents of food aid. 

During the late 1970s, the humanitarian 
assistance constituency, operating through 
the private voluntary organizations , 
became the dominant constituency for food 
aid. In contrast, the use of food aid as an 
instrument of development has , from the 
beginning, received strong rhetorical sup-
port but it has never been able to generate 100!-
substantial constituency support. 

Since 1980, funding for the promotion of 
agricultural exports through subsidies has 
increased substantially, but principally for 
programs other than PL-480. As a result, 
farm and agribusiness groups interested in 
market development and trade expansion 
have shifted much of their attention from 
food aid to other export enhancement pro-
grams. 
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Farm Groups 

The general farm organizations were strong supporters of food 
aid for many years. The initial proposals for the sale of agricultural 
commodities for foreign currencies was first promoted at the 1952 
American Farm Bureau convention. The interests of the general 
farm organizations in food aid has never strayed far from their 
interest in disposing of surplus stocks of farm commodities. This 
has meant that their interests tended to weaken or even evaporate 
whenever surpluses became less burdensome. The general farm 
organizations have represented neither effective support nor oppo
sition to food aid since surplus stocks began to decline in the late 
1960s. 

During the 1970s 'and the 1980s, the commodity organizations 
have acquired increasing political strength relative to the general 

The easing of the Cold War 
undercuts the strength of one of the 

justifications used to support food aid 

farm organizations. As Clifford Hardin, former Secretary of Agri
culture, pointed out in the 1986 Premiere Issue of CHOICES, the 
changes in political strength among farm organizations have been 
due, at least in part, to the emergence of strong subcommittees 
organized along commodity lines in the House Agriculture Com
mittee. This emergence helped create a symbiotic relationship 
between interest groups and subcommittees. In turn commodity 
organizations, such as the National Corn Growers Association, the 
National Association of Wheat Growers and the American Soybean 
Growers Association were able to use their political resources to 
successfully pursue limited but highly focused political agendas. 

The commodity organizations have been both supporters and 
participants in the market development activities supported with 
PL-480 funding. In contrast, except during the period of high 
prices in the 1970s, as Dean Kleckner, President of the American 
Farm Bureau Federation points out, commodity organizations 
opposed the use of U.S. foreign assistance resources , including 
projects funded with PL-480 resources, to enhance the production 
of commodities in developing countries that might compete with 
U.S. produced commodities. And they, along with the general farm 

Major Recipients of Food Aid 
FY 1989 
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u.s. Grain Sorghum being unloaded at Dakar, Senegal 

Maritime Interests 

The maritime industry, including related shipping, port 
and labor organizations, has been among the more success
ful interest groups in bending the food aid program to its 
own advantage. It may have been a historical accident that 
the "cargo preference" legislation (PL-664) and PL-480 
were both enacted in 1954. But the survival of this youth
fulliaison has not been an accident. The shipping industry 
was successful, in the Food Security Act of 1985, in forcing 
an increase in the portion of food aid shipped on U.S. ves
sels from 50 to 75 percent. In the summer of 1989 shipping 
interests also pressed for a provision that would bring com
mercial grain shipments, and other bulk commodities 
funded under the AID Economic Support Fund (ESF) bud
get under the cargo preference provisions. 

Agency for International Development 

The maritime industry has been able to maintain and 
even strengthen the cargo preference provisions (in addi
tion to ship building and operating subsidies) over the 
opposition of the USDA, agricultural producers, and the 
exporters of other bulk commodities, as well as the Great 
Lakes maritime unions. There are several reasons. One is 
that the direct cargo preference subsidy, reflected in higher 

organizations and the voluntary organizations, have vigorously 
opposed the use of food aid as a bargaining chip for u.s. political 
or strategic advantage. Farm organizations are typically conserva
tive in their domestic politics, but they saw no inconsistency 
between these policy positions and in pressing for sales on conces
sional terms to either the centrally planned economies or countries 
ruled by right wing authoritarian or totalitarian regimes. 

Agribusiness 

The role of the agribusiness industry in support or in opposition 
to food aid is difficult to document. Their representatives do not 
play an active role in House and Senate hearings. However, the 
leading firms in the industry, several of them with headquarters in 
Minnesota, had relative ly easy access to Senator Humphrey. 
Dwayne Andreas, chairman of Archer-Daniels-Midland, a major 
soybean and corn-processing firm and a close friend and financial 
supporter of Humphrey has commented to reporters about his abil
ity to influence the regulations governing the administration of the 
PL-480 program. Dan Morgan, in his book Merchants of Grains, 
relates that representatives of Cargill, working through Senator 
Humphrey, were effective in persuading the Agriculture Depart
ment to put surplus government grain up for sale at inland as well 
as at port locations. Populist and radical critics, including Susan 
George and Lappe and Collins, are particularly vigorous in criticiz
ing what they interpret as "incestuous" relationships among the 
grain trade, the U.S. Department of Agriculture and Congressional 
interests that have supported 'the use of local currency sales pro
ceeds to support the market development objectives of food aid. 

The agribusiness sector, however, has generally opposed farm 
programs that have been responsible for surplus accumulation. 
They have been more favorable to programs that partially or fully 
"deUnk" commodity prices and payments to farmers. Cargill was, 
for example, particularly active in the mid-1960s and again in the 
1980s with proposals to delink U.S. farm commodity prices and 
farm program payments and thereby reduce the role of the govern
ment in international trade. 

The agribusiness sector has also supported negotiations, during 
the several rounds of GATT negotiations, for a more "liberal" inter
national trading regime. It seems apparent that the agribusiness 
sector, the grain trade in particular, was more effective in influenc
ing the implementation of programs rather than specific legislative 
policies. 
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shipping costs on PL-480 commodities, is relatively small- run
ning in the neighborhood of $80-100 million-in contrast to subsi
dies to agricultural producers running in the $15-25 billion range 
since the early 1980s. 

Another reason is the secondary employment benefits in the 
Congressional jurisdictions represented by the members of the 
Senate Merchant Marine Subcommittee and House Merchant 
Marine and Fisheries Committee. Senator Paul Sarbanes (D-Mary
land) is a vigorous supporter of cargo preference. The Port of Balti
more is in his state. Also, several members of Congress from the 
Midwest, have failed to support the elimination of cargo prefer
ence even though they are strong supporters of PL-480. The flow of 
Political Action Committee (PAC) contributions from the Seafarers 
International Union, the Transport Institute, the Maritime Research 
and Development Institute, and related "front" organizations helps 
explain this seeming contradiction. The single interest focus of 
these maritime interests apparently gives that industry greater 
leverage cin this particular issue than the opponents are able to 
organize. 

Voluntary Organizations 

The interests of the private voluntary organizations in food aid, 
predates the passage of PL-480. Their interests have been repre
sented primarily through the Surplus Commodities Policy Com.
mittee of the American Council of Voluntary Agencies and the 
Inter-religious Task Force on U.S. Food Policy (now Interfaith 
Action for Economic Justice). From the Marshall Plan era to the 
present, the most active agencies have been CARE, Catholic Relief, 
Lutheran World Relief, Church World Services, and the American 
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. 

The commitment of the voluntary agencies to broad humanitari
an objectives has led to continuing tension with the government 
agencies responsible for food aid. The agencies with the strongest 
humanitarian commitments tend to view governments as unfortu
nate barriers to fuller and more productive relationships among 
peoples across nations. For the voluntary agencies, the primary 
objective of foreign aid should be the elimination of hunger, dis
ease, and injustice. They view the use of food aid in the interest of 
political or strategic advantage as subversive of the basic humani
tarian impulse of a society based on moral purpose. 

There has, however, been considerable stress within the PVO 
community over how to achieve consistency between their basic 
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humanitarian concerns and their client relationship to the govern
ment food aid program. CARE has limited private financial sup
port. Therefore it is driven by both bureaucratic ambition and 
financial imperatives to suppress whatever qualifications it might 
have about the surplus disposal and security objectives its 
distribution programs serves. Catholic Relief Services, motivated 
by a worldwide evangelical mission, typically takes the view that 
more is better whatever the objectives of its patron-the U.S. gov
ernment. 

Lutheran World Relief and Church World Service have both 
experienced greater internal tension in attempting to resolve their 
client role with their convictions about church-state relationships. 
Lutheran World Relief has resolved the problem in a manner remi
niscent of Solomon-by limiting government support to less than 
50 percent of its level of program activity. It has also occasionally 
opposed efforts by CARE and Catholic Relief Services to broaden 
government financial support for PVO program activity. Several 
other voluntary relief organizations, such as the American Friends 
Service Committee and the Seventh-Day Adventist Service, view 
any government support as a corruption of the concept of volun
teerism. 

The voluntary agencies do not, however, share qualms that oth
ers have about how food aid may adversely affect agricultural 
development. Nor are they concerned about the inefficiency of 
commodity aid relative to financial aid that is the focus of so much 

For More Information 
Readers interested in farm organization attitudes toward agricul

tural development assistance will want to read: Dean Kleckner, 
"Trade and Aid Policies: How U.S. Farmers See It" in Wayne E. 
Swegle and Polly C. Ligon (editors), Aid, Trade, and Farm Policies 
(Morrilton, Arkansas: Winrock International, 1989) , pp. 17-22. 
Kleckner, President of the American Farm Bureau, notes that while 
farmers are generally supportive of food aid, they increasingly 
oppose technical assistance for agricultural development. "Most 
U.S. farmers cannot understand-or don't want to understand 
-why we voluntarily finance , train , and equip our own competition 
for world markets" (p. 19). 

"Cargo Preference" refers to requirements that U.S. ships handle 
a specified percentage of certain cargos. The 1954 Act required 
that 50 percent of all U.S. government generated cargo be carried 
by U.S. ships. For the legislative history of cargo preference see 
Charles S. Gitomer and C. Ford Runge, Cargo Preference Legis
lation Agricultural Exports and the Future of the Duluth - Superior 
Exchange: A Legislative History and Economic Analysis (St. Paul : 
University of Minnesota Sea Grant College Program Research 
Report 34, April 1990). 

The discussion of voluntary organizations draws very heavily on 
Robert R. Sullivan, The Politics of Altruism (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University, Ph.D. Thesis, 1968). See also Kathleen Ann 
Cravero, Food and Politics (New York: Fordham University Ph.D. 
Thesis, 1982). The US/AID identifies five functional PVO sub-cate
gories that serve as intermediaries in the delivery of AID funded 
programs: (a) cooperative and credit unions ; (b) AFL-CIO labor 
institutes; (c) family planning organizations; (d) nonprofit consulting 
firms ; and (e) traditional voluntary organizations. The voluntary 
agencies involved in food aid are classified as traditional voluntary 
organizations. See US/AID , A.I.D. Partnership in International 
Development with Private and Voluntary Organizations (Washing
ton, DC: AID Bureau for Program and Policy Coordination Policy 
Paper, September 1982). 

For Wynn C. Fairfield's testimony, see U.S. Congress, House 
Committee on Agriculture, Long Range Farm Program (Hearings), 
Serial R, Part 22, (Washington, DC: US/GPO, 1955), pp. 4332-33. 
Quoted in Sullivan, The Politics of Altruism, p. 234. 
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debate among economists and populists. For the voluntary agen
cies, it is enough that food is available to meet the needs of poor 
people. The view was expressed rather dramatically by Wynn C. 
Fairfield during the first year of the PL-480 program in testimony 
before the House Committee on Agriculture: 

"Just as there is no surplus person in the world, so there is really 
no surplus food in the world in relation to the needs of people. 
The challenge presented by the mountain of surplus food is a 
moral one which if met dynamically, can help immeasurably to 
capture the sympathy and imagination of the world. " 

The voluntary agencies did, however, pressure reluctant State 
and Agriculture Departments in the late 1950s to allow them to ini
tiate programs that would involve the exchange of food for work. 
But it was not until the early 1960s, during the Kennedy Adminis
tration, that such proposals were adopted. 

During the 1950s Senator Humphrey, who shared the sense of 
mission of the voluntary agencies, praised their work and drew on 
their support in his efforts to reform and expand food aid. The gov
ernment became more open to the agencies during the Kennedy 
Administration when George McGovern and later William Reuter, 
one of their own, served as Food for Peace coordinator. President 
Kennedy held a White House reception for the representatives of 
the voluntary agencies. But his support was more symbolic than 
substantial. 

The seeming effect of the voluntary agencies on food aid policy 
and programming was, at least until the mid-1970s, related to the 
size of U.S. food surpluses. During periods of burdensome surplus: 
es, they were welcomed as partners in food aid. But when surplus
es receded, their role as clients was again made clear to them by 
both the executive and legislative branches. The political victories 
of the voluntary agencies were small triumphs-more often in the 
area of program administration rather than food aid policy-gov
ernment funding of transport costs, broadening of the commodities 
available for voluntary agency distribution, maintaining the flow of 
dried milk for the donation programs. 

Since the mid-
1970s, the voluntary 
agencies have ach
ieved somewhat great
er political success. 
Congressional reaction 
again st the security 
orientation of food as
sistance during the 
Vietnam War and the 
publicity associated 
with the world food 
crises of the mid-1970s 
created a more favor
able political environ
ment for the pursuit of 
humanitarian objec
tives. The 1975 Inter
national Development 
and Food Assistance 
Act, as well as subse
quent legislation, in
cluded minimum vol
ume levels for com
modity distribution 
through Title II dona
tions . The share of 
food aid distributed 
under Title II , largely 
through nongovern
mental organizations 

In many, but not all situations, children 
benefit directly from U.S. food assistance 
programs. World Vision photo by David Ward 



(NGO), has risen substantially since the mid-1970s. And the 1987 
Act contained provisions for monetizing not less than 10 percent of 
donated commodities to be used by the voluntary agencies for pro
gram support. Some PVOs have engaged in 100 percent monetiza
tion of food aid in project funding. Since the U.S. government also 
pays the ocean freight this meant that the U.S. government is cover
ing close to the full cost of some PVO project assistance. 

The political significance of the voluntary agencies should also 
be seen in a broader context than their activities in support of their 
particular interests in securing greater resources for their own pro
grams. They share with the agricultural commodity organizations 
an intense aversion to the use of food aid to advance U.S. political 
or strategic objectives. 

Because of their pervasive linkages to the religious communities 
which they (except CARE) represent, they contribute to a broad 
and pervasive support for a basic needs orientation in develop
ment assistance. 

They have very substantial capacity to mobilize public opinion 
and to draw attention to problems that are difficult for govern
ments to address. And NGO field staff have often been an effective 
source of criticism of the corruption and ineffectiveness of official 
aid. They and their constituencies have often been the only source 
of broad-based support for development assistance. They have suc
cessfully pursued a "camels nose in the door" strategy. The Senate 
draft of the 1990 revision of the Food for Peace Act contains a pro
cess that would bring representatives of the PVO's into a new Food 
Aid Consultative Group. 

Some Implications 
One conclusion stands out rather clearly. There is a congruence 

between interest group geography and the regional distribution of 
support for food aid. Legislators from the corn and wheat belts 
have been consistent supporters. 

It also seems clear that the multiple constituencies and the relat
ed multiple objectives of food aid have given it a much broader 
base of support than most other foreign assistance programs. Until 
the early 1970s the food aid program was clearly larger than it 
would have been if it had been targeted to more specific and fewer 
objectives. However, in the 1990s the multiple constituencies 
aspect of food aid may have limited influence. The coalition of 
commodity groups, shippers and PVO's was ineffective in the 
1980s in preventing a substantial decline in food aid shipments 
when commercial demand resulted in a draw down of food stocks. 
Their influence in the 1990s may not be any greater. 

Further, the competition between the communist and democrat
ic systems-for the minds, the hearts, and the stomachs-of Third 
World countries-emphasized by Senator Hubert Humphrey, no 
longer represents an important rationale for food aid. Thus, sur
plus disposal and strategic assistance initiative motivations for 
food aid are abound to atrophy. Even so it may be possible to 
design a new program less burdened by U.S. self-interest and more 
directed toward the needs of the developing world if we effectively 
assess the political and economic developments around the world 
and capitalize on the resources represented by U.S. interest groups 
who have played critical roles. [!j 

. - . 
"This book should be on the reference shelf of everyone teaching or involved in grain 

marketing and policy." - Daniel I. Pad berg· 

Grain Grades and Standards 
Historical Issues Shaping the Future 
Lowell O. Hill 

As long as grain has been bought and sold, there have been disputes about grain quality, meas
urement, and value. In this landmark book, Lowell D. Hill, one of the world's authorities on the 
grading of grain, offers a valuable historical perspective on the age-old problem of producing 
and marketing good grain. He skillfully combines his expertise and extensive knowledge about the 
chronic difficulties of providing top-quality grain for domestic and export use, pointing out that 
producers need to exercise care in choosing seed, using proper production practices, avoiding 
contamination, and controlling moisture content for preservation and safe storage. 

"Hill's highly readable, well-documented review of the evolution of the grain trade and grain 
marketing standards, controversies and all, provides an excellent backdrop to his insightful 
discussions of current research and emerging trends for grai.n quality evaluation and regulation 
in grain marketing. In chapters on 'search for equitable grades' and the 'light at the end of the 
tunnel' for grain grades, his perceptive analysis of current issues reflects the depth and scope 
of his understanding of the scientific and technical knowledge of grain standards and their 
impact in the global marketplace.This book is 'must' reading for anyone involved in grain 
quality standards and marketing." - Orville G. Bentley, past Assistant Secretary for Science 
and Education, USDA $39.95 

Order loll (rep 800/)45-470 i , or I;-olll 
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