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ABSTRACT

CONFLICT WITHIN A CHANGING NATIONAL AGRICULTURAL POLICY-MAKING PROCESS:
MAJOR AGRICULTURAL LEGISLATION IN 1977 AND 1978

The new macropolitical dimensions of agriculture and food policy have

resulted in an increase in the number and diversity of groups involved in the

national policy-making process and in the potential for conflicts. This

paper examines the political dynamics of the development of recent major

agricultural legislation, focusing on the potential for conflict and its

resolution.



CONFLICT WITHIN A CHANGING NATIONAL
AGRICULTURAL POLICY-MAKING PROCESS:

MAJOR AGRICULTURAL LEGISLATION IN 1977 AND 1978

There is little doubt that the agricultural policy-making process

has undergone dramatic changes over the past several decades. The increase

in the number and diversity of interests that now have access to the process

has diluted the traditionally stable "triangle of power" that existed

between farmers (and their lobbyists), the USDA administrative personnel,

and the Senate and House Agriculture Committees. The activities of labor,

consumer, welfare, and hunger groups have resulted in an agricultural policy-

making process that is often chaotic arid unstable. Indeed, there is evidence

that decisions of the past decade have been a function of "coincidental

events and passion of the moment in Congress and among interest groups" (3).

With this in mind, and with the time for review of major agricultural

legislation drawing near (1981), this paper will focus on passage of the

. most recent piece of major agricultural legislation--The Food and Agri-

cultural Act of 1977--and examine certain aspects of the activities in 1978

to revise the 1977 bill.

Since the 'Congressional process offers the best insights into the

current national temperament in agricultural policy, this paper will focus

on activities within the Congress, keeping in perspective the interactions

represented by the traditional three-sector model (figure 1). The basic

objectives of the paper are to recreate important events surrounding the

development of the 1977 Farm Bill, attempting to explain the political

dynamics, and to compare certain aspects of the 1977 process with those
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which occurred in developing the 1973 and 1978 Farm Bills,- with particular

attention to the potential for and the actual amount of chaos that was

present in 1977 and 1978. In this context, "chaos" refers to the policy-

making process proceeding in an irresponsible manner in which there is

little direction or long-run consideration of the impact of certain decisions.

This paper was developed on the basis of direct interviews with

participants in the 1977 decision-making process. Exceptions are footnoted.

These interviews were conducted in the Spring of 1978, at the height of

moves to revise the 1977 bill. The interview technique offered the advantage

of access to otherwise unrecorded "inside information" and an exchange of

ideas with individuals who viewed the process from vastly different vantage

points. Those interviewed included representatives from the Council of

Economic Advisers, the Office of Management and Budget, USDA, White House

Domestic Policy Staff, the Department of Treasury, the Staffs of the House

and Senate Agriculture and Budget Committees, individual Congressional

Offices and lobbyists from the major agricultural trade groups, and from

consumer, hunger, and labor groups.

The 1977 Farm Bill

The 1977 Farm Bill was multi-faceted. This was, in part, due to the

fact that 1977 was a unique legislative year in that the Agricultural and

Consumer Protection Act of 1973, the Rice Production Act of 1975, funding

and authorization for food stamps, and authorization for P.L. 480 food

assistance programs expired concurrently (5).. The diversity of the bill

increased the opportunity for coalition-building, subsequent trade-offs,

and skillful political maneuvering. The final product of the 1977 process

is a four-year bill that includes 19 titles covering such diverse issues
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as commodity programs, grain reserves, P.L. 480, food stamps, research and

education, promotion for wheat foods, grain inspection, etc.

The Executive's Role in 1977

Before discussing the Congressional role, it is in order to make a few

observations concerning the executive role in 1977. The Carter administration

made an unsuccessful attempt to exert effective White House leadership; 1977

marked the first year since 1965 that an administration has drafted a major

omnibus farm bill. The attempt was unsuccessful because of difficulties in

organization of the executive branch that accompanied a slow transition and

the President's political misjudgement of what support levels the Congress

would accept (see Table 1 for the President's March 22 decisions). An

absence of centralization in the executive decision-making process in 1977

caused conflicts among those executive agencies involved and failure to

resolve them. This forced a number of major issues to the President for

final decisions.
2

One question about which the President was forced to make final

. decisions was the level of support for agricultural commodities. As Table 1

indicates, the President had several alternatives to choose from on March 22.

He chose levels below each of these alternatives against the political

advice of several, if not all, of his domestic policy advisors. These

decisions forced Secretary Bergland to make last minute revisions in the

USDA proposal since he was scheduled to present the administration proposals

to the Senate Agriculture Committee on the following day--March 23. The

administration's low support levels received a cool reception in Congress.

Further, in Senate testimony the Secretary failed to provide his personal

support for the administration's position. It became obvious that the



TABLE 1: PROPOSALS AND FINAL 1978 TARGET LEVELS FOR MAJOR COMMODITIES'

President's Alternatives
March 22 . 1977

Bill April2
Talmadge USDA OMB President's Decision Final 1978

Item Unit Bill Proposal Alternative March 22 April 19 Outcome Changes

Wheat Bu. 2.91 2..86 2.69 2.60 2.90 3.00 or 3.05 3.40

Corn Bu. 2.28 2.00 1.86 1.75 2.00 2.10 2.10

Cotton lb. .511 .533 .533 .475 50 .52 .52

Rice cwt 8.52 7.59 7.59 6.75. 7.20 8.60 3.53

1
This table was compiled by the author with the aid of White House memos.

2
The 1978 legislation did not explicitly raise the target price levels. It provided the Secretary

of Agriculture this flexibility and Secretary Bergland responded by increasing the wheat target price
to $340.

01
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administration proposal had no chance in Congres. So, in less than a

month, on April 19, the President increased his proposed support levels to

make his package politically acceptable. For example, the proposed target

price for wheat was raised from $2.60 per bushel to $2.90. With the increase,

the President sent a clear veto threat. This dramatic turnaround in the

President's proposals, coupled with some waivering on veto threats in a

relatively short period of time, resulted in a loss of credibility with

members of Congress, especially members of the Senate Agriculture Committee.

Even more damaging, members who originally supported the administration lost

control over the process in Congress in 1977 and, as a result, the Senate

played its traditional role of passing a generous farm bill on May 24.

After attempts failed in the Senate to keep spending levels at what the

administration considered reasonable, efforts were directed at the House of

Representatives.

Congressional Activity in 1977 and 1978

In the past decade, agricultural legislation has had the most difficulty

in the House of Representatives. With the decline in the number of rural

districts, it has become essential for rural members to gain support of

urban and suburban members In addition to the decline in rural districts,

there has been a huge turnover of House membership in the 1970s which has

eroded the seniority system and the control of the leadership, mainly due

to the role played by the new members. For example, the 1975 removal of

long-time House Agriculture Committee Chairman Robert Poage (D-Texas) has been

credited to the new members; Poage was replaced by Thomas Foley (D-Washington),

whose style of leadership is more democratic. The general turnover has also

affected the composition of the House Agriculture Committee in other ways.



In addition to the Committee's new members being generally more liberal,

average seniority of the members has decreased and geographical representation

has shifted from the South to the Midwest (6, p. 3).

Since agricultural legislation has had difficulty in the House,

proponents have employed three basic strategies to maintain cooperation

among rural members and between rural and non-rural members (6). First, a

basic strategy of "intra-agricultural commodity trading" has been utilized.

Under this strategy, all commodities are placed in one omnibus farm bill

and representatives of different commodities support one another. For

example, representatives from wheat-producing districts would support feed

grains, cotton, tobacco, rice, and peanuts in exchange for support of wheat.

A second strategy used to gain non-rural support since 1964 has been the

inclusion of the Food Stamp program in farm legislation. The third strategy

has been referred to as "urban-rural trade politics." One example is the

wheat and feed grains-labor coalition identified by Weldon Barton in 1973.

This coalition developed as rural Congressmen gained urban-labor support

for the farm bill by voting for the "minimum wage" bill (1). The important

aspect of these strategies and coalitions is the potential stability that

they lend to the process. A relevant question concerning what transpired

in 1977 is, were similar strategies employed and, if so, were they successful?

The first test of the leadership's control and the cohesiveness of

the intra-commodity coalition came as the House Agriculture Committee began

mark-up (i.e., writing, the specific provisions of the bill). The agri-

cultural subcommittees were responsible for drafting sections of the bill

relevant to their jurisdiction. Since members of the subcommittee generally

represent districts that are significantly affected by decisions of their

subcommittees, the result was a bill with even higher total expenditures

than the Senate bill. It was at this point that the President allowed



8

increases in the 1973 target prices in order to gain Chairman Foley's

assistance in developing levels that were below the Senate bill. Chairman

Foley was convinced that the President would veto a bill with the Senate

levels so he forced a full committee vote on lower -target levels for 1978.

These levels were accepted in an apprehensive committee role call vote in

which Chairman Foley cast 14 proxy votes and won by a one-vote margin. The

closeness of the vote (23-22) prompted representatives from wheat and feed

grain districts to band together in an attempt to gain higher support levels

when the bill went before the full House. Such a move was viewed as a threat

to the intra-commodity coalition since it divided rural members.

A new coalition developed between urban and consumer-oriented representa-

tives and the rural members from wheat and feed grain districts leading

this move. The rural members solicited support for increasing target and

loan prices for 1977 crops from the Consumer Federation of America (CFA).

This support was to be repaid when the Consumer Protection Agency (CPA) vote

came to the floor.
3 Rural members were more willing to make this trade

since the CPA vote was not expected in 1977. In fact, the CPA vote did

*not occur until February of 1973, by which time the coalition had broken

down, and many of the rural members failed to deliver on their votes.

Some observers speculated that if the coalitions developed by these

"maverick" Congressmen could obtain a victory on the 1977 levels, the

probability of gaining higher levels for subsequent years would be increased.

As the voting date approached, Chairman Foley realized that the move had

possibly gained enough support to carry. Foley contacted the President and

suggested that the administration support some increase in 1977 levels to

avert possible increases for subsequent years. The President agreed to

support somewhat higher prices for the 1977 crop in return for Foley's



support on some administration proposals. On July 21, Congressman Foley

caught the House by surprise when he introduced the English Amendments to

increase support levels for 1977 wheat and corn. Since Foley introduced

the amendment, it passed overwhelmingly with an implicit understanding

that the President would likely veto any bill with higher levels. This

understanding prevented support levels from being increased for 1978 and

subsequent years.

The primary significance of the above narrative lies in the fact that

representatives from wheat- and grain-producing districts who led this move

did not have much seniority but they were quite successful in building

effective coalitions. A portion of the success must be attributed to the

continuing deterioration of agriculturl prices during deliberation over

the bill. But as the 1977 Congressional Quarterly (p. 1599) suggests, all

three strategies mentioned above aided in the success:

. . . in part it also was attributed to trade-offs for votes
with urban members concerned primarily with the food stamp
provision of the bill, members primarily interested in protecting
the interests of producers of crops in their districts, such as
sugar, tobacco or peanuts, and members interested in other bills
such as the minimum wage bill. References were made on and off
the floor to logrolling on the bill--a farm bill tradition.

Although the above initiative by "maverick" Congressmen threatened

the inter-commodity trade because it indicated that dissension existed

among theimembers of the House Agriculture Committee, a greater threat

arose as Agriculture Committee member Margaret Heckler (R-Mass) introduced

an amendment on the House floor to drastically cut the price support for

peanuts.
4 

Representative Heckler had support from consumer organizations

that were concerned about saving taxpayers' money and keeping down the

price of peanut products. Traditionally, labor and consumer groups are

closely aligned on agricultural issues. However, in this case, labor
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disassociated itself from the Heckler amendments. As one labor. lobbyist

put it, "Although we may have philosophically agreed with Heckler, we did

not support her because we did not want to antagonize Congressmen from

peanut-growing districts." Labor was particularly concerned about what

Congressman Dawson Mathis (D-Georgia) might do, concerning plans to offer

a "work for food stamps" amendment. Consequently, when the Heckler

debate occurred, the labor lobbyists were absent in order to avoid stating

their position. Since the vote was extremely close (207-210), it is safe

to conclude that, had labor supported the attempt, it would have succeeded.

The feeling of some Agriculture Committee members was that "if peanuts go,

there will be a domino effect . . . cotton, tobacco, rice, corn, wheat, • •

all will fall one by one" (6, p. 10). In other words, the inter-commodity

coalitions would break down. This example represents another instance in

which the potential for a breakdown in the process was present (i.e., "chaos"

as referred to above).

Sugar was another commodity that presented difficulties. Major sugar

legislation expired in 1974 and the House defeated a new program because of

adverse publicity and high sugar prices. The only sugar policy in early

1977 was an ineffective global import quota system. On May 4, 1977, the

administration announced a program for payments to processors which were

then to be passed on to producers. Toward the end of July, while the

House debate on the farm bill was occurring, the legality of this program

was questioned. There were no sugar provisions in the Senate bill or in

the House bill out of the Agriculture Committee. At this point, a coalition

of sugar producers, refiners, and high fructose corn sweetener. (a sugar

substitute) developed. The coalition set out to introduce an amendment

on the *House floor to initiate a sugar support price of approximately
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14/lb. Congressman de la Garza (D-Texas) offered the amendment which

passed by a substantial margin (225-159). What has been termed "urban-

rural trader politics" was responsible for this wide margin. Labor

supported the amendment to obtain an increase in minimum wages for sugar

workers (a traditional trade-off where sugar bills are concerned).

Congressman Richmond (D-New York) also won non-rural support for the

amendment through trades on the Food Stamp program.

The sugar scenario is another example of the decision-making process

proceeding in an irresponsible manner. The entire sugar program resulted

from an amendment on the House floor proposed without the benefit of

hearings or research as to its impact. Such action gave little time for

other groups to express their preferences and thus the process was unrespon-

sive. The opposition was unable to use the media to build a case against

the program. It is significant that such a powerful ad hoc coalition

developed when strong countervailing power came from the administration

and such powerful sugar users as the soft drink industry.

The Food Stamp Program was used in 1977, as it has been in the past,

to build urban-rural coalitions. Congressman Richmond, a representative

from a strictly urban district and the Chairman of the Agriculture Sub-

committee on Domestic •Marketing, Consumer Relations and Nutrition, was

instrumental in building these coalitions. Richmond was able to prevent

any successful amendments to the Committee version of the Food Stamp

Program. Proposed amendments included some of the traditional items such

as eliminating food stamps for strikers and an attempt to defeat the

Carter proposal to eliminate the purchase requirement. As an indication of

the rural support Richmond obtained, only 28 percent of the rural members

voted in favor of this ameridment (6, p. 16).



12

One of the primary constraints under which the 95th Congress operated

in passage of the 1977 Farm Bill was the set of self-imposed deadlines

associated with the relatively new Congressional Budget Process. Under

these deadlines, the Agriculture Committees were required to recommend

spending levels for fiscal year 1978 as early as March 16. Since the process

of determining the content of the major agricultural spending legislation

(the 1977 bill) was barely underway, no accurate estimates could be submitted

to the Budget Committees. When the first concurrent resolution (i.e., the

initial approval of spending levels by the full Congress) came up in mid-

May, it was still too early to know what effect the 1977 bill would have on

spending. The result was that the first resolution contained inadequate

-
spending levels for commodities when the bill finally came before the

Congress. This sequence of events led Alan Walter of the USDA to conclude,

"The March 15 deadline is much too early in a year such as 1977 to expect

realistic estimates from the Agriculture Committees" (9, p. 9). The issue

of staying within the spending levels set out by the first resolution was

of primary importance in the Senate. Senator Muskie, Chairman of the

Budget Committee, made two major attempts to bring spending levels down

when the bill was before the Senate. Muskie offered an administration

compromise pledging that Carter would accept a $2.65 target price for 1977

wheat if the Senate would lower 1978 and subsequent crop-year levels. This

compromise was offered in the form of an amendment to lower the 1977 wheat

target to $2.65 from $2.90. Muskie argued that the $2.90 figure violated

the budget resolution. This amendment was narrowly defeated (46-50).

Muskie's other attempt to reduce the 1978 and subsequent target and loan

levels was also defeated.
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Even though Muskie's attempts were unsuccessful in 1977, it cannot

be concluded that the budget process is an ineffective device in controlling

spending. When the activities surrounding the development of the 1978

"Emergency Farm Bill" are considered, it can be argued that the budget pro-

cess changes the nature of the debate so that more emphasis is placed on

cost and inflation impact of specific legislation (7). In response to

pressure from the American Agriculture Movement, the Senate attached three

separate bills to a raisin marketing order bill already passed by the House

in order to expedite conference committee action. The legislation was

urgent because it was April and farmers were already making planting

decisions that may have been altered with passage of another farm bill.

This urgency prevented the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) from putting

together cost estimates in time for the initial Senate passage of the bill.

Without the aid of such cost estimates,. the Senate passed each of the three

amendments (payments for land diversion, higher target prices and loan levels,

and a flexible parity program tying acreage set aside to higher target

prices) by substantial margins. The closest vote was on'flexible parity

(55-39).

Before the conference bill came back to the Senate, the CB0 estimated

that the bill would increase FY 1979 farm program outlays by $5.7 billion.

The Senate passed the conference bill by a 49-41 vote after suspending

the Budget Act so it could be considered. The 8-vote margin should be

compared to a 16-vote margin on the earlier flexible parity bill. This

change occurred despite the continued strong interest group pressure in

favor of the bill and indicates that the budget cost and inflation impact

estimates had an impact on the Senate. The slim margin of support in the

Senate 'signaled that a Presidential veto could not be overridden. This
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factor, coupled with the fact that consumer groups organized against the

bill, resulted in a sound defeat in the House (150-268). Subsequent

legislation was passed to raise support levels (see Table 1).

•

Conclusions

This paper has traced the development and resolution of some of the

major conflicts that arose during the 1977 and 1978 national agricultural

decision-making process. It is evident that there are trade-offs between

a process that is responsive to the many new groups involved and one that

performs in a responsible manner (i.e., with less chaos). A proper mix

is needed. The traditional strategies of intra-agricultural trading and

urban-rural coalitions centered around food stamps and minimum wages will

continue to be necessary in lending stability to the agricultural decision-

making process. However, new areas of trade will need to be developed on

the basis of mutual interest between rural and urban congressional members.

To facilitate the discovery of mutual areas of interest, it is important

for agricultural interest groups to improve flows of communication among

themselves and between the new groups interested in agricultural policy.

Agricultural economists have an important role to play here. Traditional

agricultural groups should recognize the hazards of "going it alone," as

sugar interest groups unsuccessfully attempted to do in 1974 and 1978.

It is noted that sugar groups were successful in 1977 when they joined

forces with intra-agricultural commodity trading groups in an omnibus farm

bill.

The problems the Carter administration had in exerting effective

leadership in 1977 because of disorganization caused by a slow transition

should be noted because the 1977 bill expires in 1981, the beginning of

the next Presidential term. If by 1981 there have been substantial payments
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to farmers and inflation persists, the many participants who have an

interest in agricultural policy will become involved. Since there are

no stable political coalitions in agricultural policy, the result would

be an unstable process with unpredictable outcomes in policy.

The possibility of instability in 1981 is compounded by new percep-

tions of the agricultural sector that were developed as a result of lobby

activities of the American Agricultural Movement in 1978 and 1979. The

presence of the AAM in the Halls of Congress brought into focus the hetero-

geneous nature of American agriculture. Congress no longer views agri-

culture as a homogeneous group. Secretary of Agriculture Bob Bergland

recnetly initiated a new move concerned with the structure of American agri-

culture. As he said, "We must all begin the serious consideration of a

farm policy that would be committed to an agricultural structure in America

that is in the long-term best interests of the family farm operator and the

society in which he lives" (2, p. 11). What is new here is the possibility

of policies that are designed to influence the structure of agriculture.

Such consideration will place new strains on traditional agricultural

coalitions and any new administration that may exist in 1980. A new and

unorganized administration could only add to the instability. If a new

administration is elected in 1980, it should note the mistakes made by the

Carter administration and try to avoid them. Likewise, it should note how

the Carter administration placed personnel such as Bergland and Carol Foreman

to increase the flow of communication between the administration and

Congress and the USDA and consumer groups. Whether or not a new adminis-

tration takes office in 1981, at attempt should be made to more effectively

centralize the executive decision-making process. This would increase the

chances that issues could be worked out at lower levels and could prevent
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the situation in which the President is forced into making certain final

decisions. Such an attempt would involve inclusion of representatives of

the many groups that are now interested in food and agricultural policy.
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FOOTNOTES

1
There is no attempt to delineate the entire process or to point

out the specific provisions of the bill. The reader is directed to
Agricultural-Food Policy Review, No. 3, USDA (forthcoming) and
R. G. F. Spitze, "The Food and Agriculture Act of 1977: Issues and
Decisions," May 1978, pp. 225-35, respectively for these
insights.

2This is an example of Downs (5) concept of increasing conflict
. 

in a decision-making process forcing dccision to higher levels (p. 271)

3
The CFA also endorsed the Emergency Farm Bill of 1975 in hopes

of gaining rural support to override a veto of a bill creating a
Consumer Protection Agency.

4
Heckler and Fredrich Richmond were the only strictly urban

members of the jHouse Agriculture Committee in 1977.
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