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Agricultural Policy: 

Can It Cope With a Changing World? 


u.s Agrrculture m a Global Settmg: An Agenda for the 
Future. Ed,ted by MAnn Tutw,ler Washmgton, DC 
Resources for the Future, 1986" 234 pages, $20 00 

Reviewed by Marc O. Ribaudo 

TradItIonal farm pohcles cannot cope wIth the rapIdly 
changmg enVironment m whIch US agricultural 
pohcy operates, accordmg to the ed,tor of US 
Agncuiture m a Global Settmg An Agenda for the 
Future The contrIbutors present convInCIng eVIdence 
that fundamental changes m farm pohcy and leglsla. 
tlOn are necessary The book does an excellent Job of 
IdentIfymg and dlscussmg the forces that affect the 
goals and ratIOnales for agrIcultural pohcy 

The tItle IS a bIt mlsleadmg It Imphes a d,scussIOn of 
the changing role of the Umted States m the mter· 
natlOnal economy However, the book goes beyond 
trade Issues by exammmg two forces that affect agrl' 
cultural pohcy forces wlthm the agrIcultural sector 
Itself and forces outSIde the domestIc farm sector 
Many farms have become larger, more heaVIly 
capltahzed, and more speclahzed There have been 
large gams m productIOn technologtes, and the 
number of farms has dechned The dechne m pohtlcal 
power of the trad,tIOnal agrIcultural lobby has led to 
many commodlty·based mterest groups, affectmg 
how agrIcultural pohcy IS created 

U S agrICulture's pOSItIOn m the global economy has 
become mcreasmgly vulnerable to changes m domes· 
tIC and mternatlOnal trade pohcles and patterns 
Demand for agricultural products has changed m 
response to changmg demographICS and mcreasmg 
awareness of nutritIOn and food safety Rural econ· 
omles' dIversificatIOn, wIth less rehance on agrlcul· 
ture, has reduced the economIc effect of agrIcultural 
pohcy on rural areas 

Resource adequacy and envIronmental quahty have 
become major Issues for farmers There IS growmg 
concern over the avallablhty of land and water to 
produce adequate levels of food and fiber economIcally 
m the future There IS also concern over the envIron· 
mental effects of the use of pestICIdes and nutrients, 
SOli erOSIOn, and loss of habItat To complete the hst, 
the authors even mcluded changes m global chmate 
as a potentIal effect on agrIcultural pohcy Th,s IS a 
growmg concern m agrIcultural cIrcles and may 
become one of the mBJor Issues m the near future 

Ribaudo 18 an agricultural economist wIth the Resources and 
Technology DIVIsion, ERS 

The forces affectmg agrIculture are placed In the con· 
text of trad,t,onal agrICultural pohcles, whIch, the 
authors argue, have been essentIally unchanged 
smce their mceptlOn m the 1930's An excellent 
presentatIOn of the h,storical background of the cur 
rent pohcy environment, m chapters by Allen and 
Elhot, Thompson, and Browne, prOVIde the economIC, 
phtlosophlcal, and pohtIcal forces that shaped tradl' 
tlOnal agrIcultural pohcy TradItIOnal pohcles were 
deSIgned mamly to mcrease and mamtam farm m· 
come (and the economIc health of rural areas), to pre· 
vent large swmgs In agrIcultural prices, and to 
preserve the tradItional famIly farm 

However, the authors maintain that trawtIonal 
commodlty·based pohcy IS unable to cope WIth the 
changes outlmed above They present eVIdence that 
those pohcles have not protected the agrIcultural sec· 
tor from the effects of external forces on farm mcome, 
and that· they have encouraged envlfonmental degra. 
datIOn and mIsuse of natural resources and hampered 
our competItIveness m the world economy Attempt· 
mg to deal WIth trade, enVlfonment, and other new 
Issues facmg agrIculture through trad,tIOnal pro· 
grams WIll lead only to faIlure, probablY expensIve 
faIlure 

The papers mclude (1) "The Current Debate and 
EconomIc Rationale for U S AgrIcultural Pohcy" 
by Kr,sten Allen and Barbara J Elhott, (2) "The 
PhIlosophIcal RatIOnale for US AgrIcultural 
Pohcy" by Paul B Thompson, (3) "An Interdepen· 
dent and Fragtle Global Economy" by M Ann 
Tutwtler and Barbara J Elhott, (4) "Bnghter 
Prospects for AgrIcultural Trade" by Fred H 
Sanderson and Rekha Mehra, (5) "InternatIOnal 
AgrIcultural NegotiatIOns The Umted States 
and European Commumty Square Off' by MIchel 
Petit, George E RossmIller, and M Ann Tut· 
WIler," (6) "Consumer Demands A Balancmg 
Act" by Carol S Kramer, (7) "The Changtng Face 
of Rural Amenca" by John J KornackI, (8) "The 
Fragmented and Meandermg Pohttcs of Agrlcul. 
ture" by WIlham P Browne, (9) "Agncultural In· 
formation and Technology A Contmuum of 
Change" by A Barry Carr, (10) "Land and Water 
W,ll There Be Enough for AgrIculture?" by P,erre 
R Crosson, (11) "Some Rays of Hope for Agrlcul· 
ture and the EnVironment" by T,m T PhIPPS, 
(12) "Global Chmate Change Holds Problems and 
Uncertamtles for AgrIculture" by Norman J 
Rosenberg, and (13) "An Agenda for the Future" 
by M Ann Tutwtler and A Barry Carr 
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The forces actmg on agTlculture are redIrectmg agrI­
cultural pohcy away from tradItIOnal commodIty 
tools and toward a more broadly defined pohcy The 
authors do not make specIfic pohcy recommendatIOns, 
but present a general agenda for change The major 
recommendatIOns mclude 

• 	 Reassess the goals of agrlcu!tural pohcy, and 
determme whIch problems can best be dealt wIth 
through agrIcultural pohcy 

• 	 Develop programs that mmmllze market dIstortIOns 

• 	 EmphaSIze educatIOn to enable farmers and other 
rural resIdents to cope WIth changes 

• 	 Focus on encouragmg growth In less developed 
IcountrIes, thereby creatIng markets for US 
I

products 
I• 	 Integrate envIronmental and agrIcultural pohcy 
i

One set of recommendatIOns that could have been 
made Involves the mstltutlOnal framework WIthIn 
whIch pohcy IS made ProhferatlOn of specIal Interest 
groups and subcommIttees Involved WIth agrIcultural 
pohcy was JustIfiably CIted by Browne as a major 
problem In creatIng fleXIble, conslstent,pohcy Major 
changes In the relatIOnshIp between Congress, the 
PreSIdent, and speCIal mterest groups would have to 
occur before a new agenda for agrIcultural pohcy 
could be enacted Whether such a change wIll be 
made IS hIghly questIOnable 
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