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Plotting Agricultural Policy Means Changing Course 


The Polztical Economy of U.S. AgrIculture: Chal
lenges for the 1990s Ed,ted by Cawl S Kramer 
Waslungton, DC Resoltrces for the F1ltwe, 1990, 298 
pages, $20 

ReVIewed by DaVId Ervin 

Agricultural and food pohcy lS an emgma to many 
Through sometlmes confhctmg government programs, 
the publIc 'sector often mfluences the agncultural and 
food mdustnes to ach!eve d,verse goals Not sur
pnsmgly, even pohcy analysts have dlfficulty ldentlfy
mg the effects of POI,CY on food productlOn, prlCes, 
trade, the envITonment, and other processes, let alone 
predlctmg the path of future pohcy The papers m th,S 
book help explam how the web of current agncultural 
pohcles was woven, and how to ldentlfy the major 
forces that wlll lnfluence new pohcles It offers 
provocat,ve and productlve readmg for agnculture and 
food pohcy analysts 

The authors pl esent the most complete coverage of 
the cun'ent farm and food pohcy mlX ArtlCles are well 
wntten and argued wlth conslderable mSlght, but 
unfortunately, WIth httle empmcal analysls to support 
strong conceptual arguments m most cases 

Much ofthe work, whlle academlcally mterestmg, does 
not push beyond how we got to where we are, or 'en
ture analyses of pohcy changes that mlght accompany 
a changmg agrlcultural and food agenda To be fall', 
the edltor explams that the book lS not mtended to 
explore new pohcy drrectlOns, but rathel to "examme 
the pohtlcal economy m whIch agrlCultural and food 
pohcy lS formulated today m the Umted States" 
Therefore, thIS volume lS most useful m provldmg an 
understandmg of the evolutlOn to the current pohey 
bettmg, d commendable exerCIse that preceded con
struetlon of the recently passed 1990 farm bdl and the 
stlll emergmg GATT agreement 

FOUl lmportant strams of thought mform the analysls 
mcreasmg roles of external factors, mternatlOnal 
d,menslOns of pohcy, pohcy challenges of new technol
ogy, and contnbutlOns of pohcy analysls 

Agnculture and food pohcles are mcreaslllgly mflu
enced by forces outslde the tradltlonal agncultural pol
lCY domalll, lllcludmg the envlronment, food safety, 
blOtechnology, mternatlOnal trade, and the budget def· 
lClt Partlal eVldence from the 1990 farm bdl process 
,upports the "external forces" premlse The most 

ErVin \\as a branch duefm the Resources and Technology DIVI
Sion, ERS He recently accepted a pOSitIOn In the Department of 
Agncultural Econonucs, Oregon State Umverslty, Corvallis 

lmportant refonn m the 1990 Food, Agnculture, Con
servatlOn, and TI ade Act 1> the lllcreased flexlblhty m 
commodlty program plantmgs, a dlfect I esuIt of 
budget deficlt pl essure and perhaps of GATT strat
egles AgrlCultural pohcy analysts should SOl t these 
outslde lllfluences by degree of lmportance Such a 
rankmg wlll not only help ldentlfy the hkely path of 
pohcy evolutlOn but wlll bettel target the pohcy 
research agenda For example, the effect of budget 
and trade pressures appears to supel sede envn onmen
tal, food safety, and technology concerns In effect, 
the more Important external forces determllle the fea
SIble set of pohcy chOlces for envn onmental, food 
safety, and other Issues 

Global forces are profoundly affectlllg agncultural and 
food pohcles Examples CIted III the analyses lange 
from ImmIgratIOn pohc!es fOJ farmworkers to lllterna
tlOnal technology transfer to trade agreement negotm
tlons When the h'StOJ y of agncultural development m 
the 1990's IS wntten, the lllcreaslllg llltel natlOnahza
tlon of U S agriculture WIll be stressed ThIS 
"opemng" of the agl1cultural mdustry ,,"II not hkely be 
reversed The mtegratlOn of monetary bystems wlth 
large mternatlOnal capltal mvestment lS a powerful 
force Stlll other mternatlOnal mfluences may emerge 
PI essure mounts to have mternatlOnal agreements on 
slgmficant global resource changes Th,S book IllumI
nates th,S Important mternatlOnal d,menslOn 

The book lllcludes (1) "IntroductlOn and Ovel vlew" 
by Carol S Kramer, (2) "Why Is Agl1cultUl al Pohcy 
So DIfficult To Reform?" by James T Bonnen and 
Wllham P Brown, (3) "Is There Anythlllg "AmeI1
can" About Amencan Agricultural Pohcy?" by 
Robert L Paarlberg, (4) "SelectIve PerceptlOns and 
the Pohtlcs of AgllcultUl al Polley" by J .lmes Dun
can Shaffer, (5) "Agnculture and the Fallure of the 
Budget Process" by Charles H R!emenschneuler 
and Robert E Young II, (6) "The Pohtlcal Economy 
Of Farm Cred,t Reform The AgncultUl al Credlt 
Act of 1987" by Davld Freshwater, (7) "The Evolu
tlon of Pestlclde Pohcy Envlronmental Interests 
And Agrlculture" by Katherme RelChelderfer and 
Maureen Kuwano Hmkle, (8) "BIOtechnology and 
Agnculture m the Congl esslOnal Pohcy Arena" by 
L Christopher Plein and DaVId J Webber, (9) 
"Food Safety and InternatlOnal Trade The U S -EC 
Meat and HOI mone ControversIes" by Carol S 
Kramer, (0) "Farm \Vorkels, Agnculture, and the 
POhtlCS of ImmlgratlOn Reform The ImmlgratlOn 
Reform and Control Act of 1986" by Rekha Mehl a, 
(ll) "ChOlces and Challenges fOl the 1990's" by 
Carol S Kramer, Barbara J ElllOtt, Lawl ence M 
Rubey, and George E Rossmlller 
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Several authors comment on the forces for change cre
ated by new technologies TheIr comments reflect the 
powerful technological process that agriculture has 
undergone and the potentially greater technological 
revolutIOn ahead But, technology today IS a double
edged sword Many emerging technologies offer the 
prowse of productivity gams but often rruse the spec
ter of health and environmental problems The writ
ings recommend understanding the pUblic's fear of 
new technologies like the bovine growth hormone 
AllaYing those fears has proven difficult despite strong 
countervailing sCientific eVidence Such a recommen
datIOn may help salvage potentially unportant produc
tivity Improvements that may offer lower costs and 
safer food and fiber products In a closmg comment, 
the editor stresses the need for empmcal analysIs to 
document pOSSible external effects of technologies and 
to characterize tradeoffs of policy approaches The 
book analyzes technology as exogenous to agncultural 
and food policy POSSibilities for understanding the 
economic and pohtJcal forces that endogenously deter
mme the path of technologICal change are left largely 
unexplored Both private and public technological 

developments are biased by the absence of prices for 
nonmarket envIronmental servICes and by pubhc com
modity programs Understandmg and documenting 
the nature and magnitude of those biases may help m 
understandmg pubhc fears about new technologies 

The editor Issues five challenges to pohcy analysts m 
the agrICultural and food pohcy process (1) examine 
why things (pohcles) are the way they are, (2) use 
Inputs from multiple disciplines, (3) address the role of 
pohcy mstltutlOns and processes m determmmg out
comes, (4) educate through policy analysIs, and (5) 
explore conscIOUS or unconscIOus assumptions in pohcy 
analyses Perhaps an Imphclt element in some of the 
challenges needs ampllficatlOn The most useful pohcy 
contributIOns come from the best, pohcy-relevant SCI
entlfic analyses Studies of historical or current pohcy 
often focus on the evolutIOn of pohcy Instruments But 
those instruments are products (or symptoms) of 
underlYing problems Understanding the driving 
forces In those problems through sound conceptual and 
empmcal research Yields the best policy analYSIS 
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