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WHAT NATIONAL POLICY LESSONS HAVE WE LEARNED IN RURAL DEVELOPMENT?

by Joseph D. Coffey

The purpoée of this paper is to outline some key policy lessons I
believe have been learned in rural development and thereby hopefully
stimulate additional thinking on this important topic. The lessons are

drawn primarily from the three years I worked in the U. S. Department of

Agriculture in Washington, D. C., and to a lesser extent on the observa-

tions made at the state and sub-state level in Virginia during the past

three years; They are directed largely to U. S. Department of,Agriculture‘/ ‘

programs.

Although the ideas contained herein are largely based on the

conditions of the past six years, I still believe they are valid and

relevant for future policies. 1 say this knowing that recent data
indicate dramatic changes in 3 long-standing trends (U. S. Department of

Agriculture): (1) People are migrating to nonmetro areas and nonmetro.

' popuiation is growing faster than metro population; (2) Off-farm migration

has slowed to a trickle 1f not reversed; and (3) Farm income per‘capita

now. is equal to non-farm income. In my view, these are transitory

changes, akin to the short-lived back—~to-farm moVementvduring the 1930’§>

and will not persist.

Joseph D. Coffey is Professor and Head, Department of Agricultural
. —— .

Economics, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University,

Blacksburg, Virginia.' Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the

American Agricultural Economics Association, Columbus, Ohio, August 12,

1975.
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Background

I shail use the term "rural development policy" to denote the

Federal efforts designed to (1) increase the real per capita income in
. rural areas bbth absolutely and relative to the metro population and

(2) bring about less cpncéntration of population in'iarge megalopolitan
Cenﬁers. The term "rural" is used interchangeably with "nonmetroﬁolitan."
The nonmetro areas encompass one-third of thé'poéulatioﬁ.and nine-tenths
ofbthe land area not inicounties containing a City‘of 50,000 or more and
thé contiguous countieé that are closely interdependent with it.

The recent'history of ruéal develobment in“the Federal‘goveinment
dé;es‘back to‘1954-when rural development wasfformalizéd in the Department
of'Agriculture during the‘Eisenhower,adminis;xation. Tﬁe significance
of this 1954 undertaking is that it répresentéd onevof the first acknowl-
edgements by the Department of Agriculture that farm péople had "special
neeas"; that'ié, needs which‘wefe not being addressed by the traditional
farm éommOdity programs. In 1967 "The People Left Behihd," a report bj
the President's‘National Advisory Cbmmission on Rural Poverty, was
published}_ This landmark étudy and set of recommendations brought thé
plight of rural Americabgo the attention of the man‘on‘the street and

‘perh;ps ﬁore impo;tantly made iﬁ legitimate in the Federal establishmentv

to fight rufal povérty. Anbther Presidential report, ﬁA New Life for the
Countryside," issﬁed in 197Q,»madé within a more conservative framework
rural development recommendétions. However, it was not until Congress
passed the Rural'Development Act of 1972 that the Department of Agriculture‘
was given anyvmajor new éuthoritieéﬂbbut'to date not sufficienf appro--
priations--to tackle the developmenfal needs of fu:al people on a

significant scale.



Lessons

1. A serious lack of knowledge has handicapped rural development°

The absence of an adequate theory and explanation of why development
occurs in certain rural places and why it doesn't in others and how we can
make it occur more rapidly or effectively has hampered the creation of a
,ﬁeaningful'and coherent rural development policy. Wiﬁhout aﬁ adequate
concéptual framework, the policymakers have been fOrcéd to grab for any
straw that comes floating by. The result has been that old-line agencies
have relabeled what they have been doing as rural deveiopment and

justified their continued existence. At present we are faced with the

absurdity of The Guide to Federal Programs for Rural Development containing
576 pages! We economists, of course, must share responsibility for this
hapless state of affairs; and it is urgent that we get busy to remedy it.

2. Farm commodity programs have had a marginal impact on rural

development and reducing rural poverty. Farm commodity price support

programs have not appreciably increased the returns to farm labor nor
alleviaﬁed farm or rural poverty. The benefits have been proportional
to prod&ction not poverty and have beén capitalized into the value of
land. It is difficult to determine whether on-balance farm commodity
programs have fostered or retarded the trend to larger'more capital
intensive farms and interregional shifts in production and accelerated
major production adjustments and off-farm migration andvbfought about
more price and income stability. Although evidence on ﬁhe contribution
or lack thereof of commodi;y programs may be less than desired, the

general policy lesson is unmistakeable. In the words of a recent

 Committee for Economic Development (1974. p. 36) report:
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"Where poverty has persisted on American férms.through
éhé recent period of record agricultural incomes, iﬁ is rooted
in a cohbination of social and economic causes, nof in farm
prices. Assisténce to lowfincome farmers should be cdntingent, 
not upon farm production or a.pfeSUmptionithat low farm prices

are the cause of the inadequate income, but upon need."

3. Rural development dbes‘not mean "letfs keep them down on the
.gggggf Only 8.5 percent‘éf persons employed in nonmetropolitan areas in
1970 were employed in farm qcchations'(Hinés et.al.). _Ih,fact,'26 percent
of persons employed in>farm océupations_live in metro éreasx Furthermofe,
only one-third of the members‘of the workforce living on a farm actually
work on a farm more than pért time._ Thus, the terms nonmetro and farm
are not synonomous.

Farm population hasjﬁéenrdeclining‘for fiQé?aecades and will continue
to deéline. In my opinion, the recent drop in off-farm migratioﬁ‘is
attributable more to favorable farm incomes and lack_of off-farm jobs than
tokany fundémentél change in atéitudes or preferences or supply—démand
conditions. Development opportﬁnities‘rest witﬁ inéreasing rural non-
farm jobs not "with keeping them down on the fafm;" Indeed, those that
quit farming ténd to remain and work in rural areas and theblabor force
participation of theip wives increases (Lianos, p. 29).’ Thus, exjfarmers

"and their wives havévbeen‘a contributor to the rural labor force.

4. A national policy and commitment to rural development is needed.
This policy should contain a set of guidelines useful for making decisions
at the national level concerning the rate and spatialrdistribution of

economic growth. This should be a broad policy and not a detailed plan
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indiéating where eaéh factory should locate. Ceftainly both peoplerand
firms should be given broad latitude and &iscretidn as to where they
locate. However, this does not preclude use of tax and other»locationél
incentives or disincentives.

Although the Federal government should not preempt state and:ldcal‘
v rgsponsibilities, it‘should assume a more vigorous and active role than
at the}present. The Federal role should bé to: a) supﬁort and encourage
state andvlocal-initiative; b) providé a framework and process for
. achieQing consensus and serve as mediatof of conflicts between the states -
and regions; c) handle problemg not feasible and/or no# efficient to
'ménage at lbwer,governmentél 1évels; d). provide.overall leadership
‘ inleding Supﬁortbdf ;esearch, techﬁical assistance‘and informétion
,clgaringhouée function; e) ﬁrovide funds, -especially to develop institu-
tional capabilitiés for cdping witb developmeﬁt and provide assistance to
the distressed or low incoﬁg éreas; f) 1océtébFedérallfacilities’aﬁd.
~ contracts in such a manner as to reinforce the overall national policy of
balanced'growth;vand g) insure eqditable‘distribution of Federal prOgramv
assistance. |

5. Rural development should be a separate and identifiable component

of the hational balanced growth policy. Some argﬁé that it is a mistake 
to make é distinction between rural and urbanvdevelopment‘and that,
therefore, a separate énd identifiable policy is nétvneedgd. ‘It ;s
argued that such a distincfion is arbitafy, tends to create &ivisiveness,
and oVeflooks the close interdepéﬁdence between rural areas and the urban.
centers.:, It 1s, of coufée, true phat rural areas cahnot be developed‘in

a vacuum. They are interrelated with urban areas and should not be
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treated as though they were independent of urban areas. Rural and urban

areas do share cémmon interest and théir mutual interests shoﬁld be stressed.
Otherwise, urban people may outvote rural people and block rural develop-
ment unless they can see.some-behefits accruing to thémselves.

Programs should be designed to take advantage of the rural-urban
interrelationship but still not rely solely upéﬁ fhe "trickle down." If
the fural development'poliCy is not considered asva sebarate and identi-
fiable objective, the reéult, in'myvjudgment, will be that the attention
and the monies will gé to the urban areas ana the rural‘areés will con-

tinue to be shortchanged.

6. A growth center égproach will leave behind rural people. - There

 1§ a serious question aboﬁt the growth center approach (what some call
gourging the ox to feed tﬁe sparrows) wherein Federal assistance is
‘concentrated in éertainﬂsdfgg}led growth éeg;ggwcities-on the>assumption
that by concentrating .assistance in the urban areés the behefits will
trickle down to'the rural areas. Evaluations of the Economic Development
Administration's growth center strategy raises q@estions about . the
~workability of such‘a strategy (U. S. Department of Cbmmércej. Growth
.center projects had no greater job impact per dollér invested thén
investments in the diétressed areas themselves. Furthermore, very little
spillover or tricklé down to the residents of neérby distressed areas:
occurred as measured by benéfits from employment opportunities and
public services in growth centers. Outmigration from the distressed
aréas was not stemmed. |

My concern about the growth center approach is tﬁat it will become

a too convenient justification for concentrating Federal assistance in



cities and neglecting the countryside. The size of the growth center
'citiés, although often not specified in agency regulations, is often
specified in the literature as being at least cities of 250,000 population
or more (Hansen, pp. 249-256). If such a definition were adopted, millions
of rural peoble would be outside the effective range éf access to such
cities. |

7. O0ld programs never die, they just slowly change their justifications;

For twenty years the Department ovagriéulture,has held to the view that
‘rural development programs could best be launched through the existing
old-line agencies. Consequent%y, 1ess than a dozen employees engaged in
rufal development of the some 80,000 total employees in thebU. S. Department
of Agriculture are locéted outside the old maiﬁ line agencies.

The rationale behind this philosophy was based on four assumptions.
First, old-line agencies already have an established delivery system of
dfficgs and employees locatéa throughq#t rurai“America. To bring on new
employees and to establish a new delivery system would duplicate the
existing one. Second, the old-line agencies would view a new agency as a
threat and, therefore, would not cooperate with it.‘ Third, many of the
objectives the old-line agencies set out to meet had been accomplished;
and it would be easier to re-direct them in new directions than it would
be to go through the slow, painful and perhaps futile process of pﬁasing
them out and creating others. Fourth, the rural development efforts
needed the assistance of all the agencies;and this assistance would be

more readily provided if they were involved in a major wayvrather than

involved only peripherally.



Despité the admonition "don't put new wine in old bottles;" theté is
sdmething to be said for re-directing the old-line'agencies-—especially
in terms of political feasibility. When.an attempt was made‘in the early
1960's within the Depaftment of Agriculture to set up a new agency which '
had some field staff, the old-line agencies did rebel and quickly snuff
out the new oﬁé. In the more recent times wﬁen a new agency was
established for>fural development the old agencies quickly put themsélveév
in the driver's seat and made the new agency into their staff support

bgréup. It must also be admitted that the Office of Equal Opportunity's
approach of creating new field offices autonomous from other'égencies and
staffing them with brash, young and idealistic professionals did not prove
‘to be an overwhelming success.

Nevertheless, on balance I think the advantages of establishing a
new agency with some field foFce outside thg»g}?—lime agencies outweigh
the disadvantages. Admittedly, there would be some duplication and over-
lapping and confiicts an& infighting. But, compe;ition 1s more likely to
stir agencies into action than is exhortation. Furthermore, if rurél
development is everybody's business, it will in fact be nobody's busineés.
Thus, the establishment of. a new agenéy.presumably within but possibly
outside the U. S. Department of Agricdlture might.be a bétter way to get
activity increased in the old agencies than would be the "jawbone'"
approach that has been used to date.

8. Word output and dollar input are inversely correlated. Fourteen

years ago Don Paarlberg (p. 1517) very perceptively identified one of

the major problems with rural development programs:



"One has the feeling . . . . that Federal inputs have
COnsistgd e + . o of liberai quantities of inspiration and‘
publicity, with very modest inputs of‘fuﬁds and central.
di;eétion. 1f one were to compugé a rétio of Qord output
per dollar input, pfqgram by pfogram,_the Rural Development
Prdgram would,;I’think,vrank néar the top . . . ."

fIn the Rural Development Program, an objective has been
to stimulate State and local participation, and this is good.
If one were to compute fhe ratio of’Federal to non-Federal
inputs, program-by-program, the Rural Development Program
would undoubfedlylproduce a low ratio. Again, in a manner
of speaking_a loﬁ ratio of Federal to non-Federal putlay
‘méy be a:measﬁre of success. This is true if one is
interested in a low rati§ rather than-a large accomplishment.
In planting a crop, one is more interested in increasing

the total yield than in achieving a low ratio of seed per

acre."

Whethér the Rural Development Act of 1972 will result ih an
iﬁproved ratio of Federal dollar input to word output remains to be seen.

9. Rural development has not been championed by the rural pgbple

themselves. Farmers have been slow to perceive hoﬁkthey-ﬁill benefit
from rural de?elopment._ Many are congerned that development will result
in incrgased'local wage rates. They also are coqcerned that development
will result in the influx éf outsidérs who will aemand‘improved community

facilities, schools, etc., resulting in increased,grgperty taxes.
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Non-farm rural residents also have not been ovérly enthusiastic
about rural development becaﬁse they, too, wére cohcérned about the influx
of dﬁtsiders and the reéulting disequilibrium'in local cohmunity affairs
aﬁd way of life ﬁhat might result, Localrindustrialists and‘other
employers may also be concerned about ihcreased competiﬁioh for local
workers, On the other hand, local merchants and bankers are most likely
to support development since increased pbpulation and income would
increaée their business. In fact, those that woﬁld‘have benefited most
from development are the young who would have preferred to have stayed,

worked and lived in their home rural communities rather than being forced,

due to lack of job.opportunities, to migrate to the urban centers. These
out—migrants, of éoursé,,are noﬁ iﬁ'the rural communitieé and cannot
‘readily exert their energies and leade?sﬁip in bringing it about.

It could also ﬂe addedlfﬁét those in tﬁé%éities have not_neéessarily
been in support of rural developmént. Big city mayors and urban congress-.
men,are concefned‘tﬁat rural development efforts may diQer; funds away
from the urﬁan development programs and therefore are viewed as a
competitor for the scarce Federal‘program dollar.

thwithstanding the fact that both rural and urban people have much
to gain from the development in éur rural communities many fail to
recognize ﬁhis pbtential gain. Thus, there has not béen nor is there
likely to be a groundswell demanding rural development.

10. Both local initiative and outside assistance are necessary.

Rural development programs cannot be run by the Washington-Based Federal
employees.b¢¢ause they simply do not have a good understanding of the
local needs and conditions and because they do not always have the

confidence of the local people. On the other hand, the local citizens
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may lack the resources and expertise to tackle the’probleﬁs by themselves
-or the problems may -1ie in part outside of the local gommuhity. Presumably,
1f only local inputs were needed, the problems would have been solved
already. Thus,vneither aﬁ entirely Federal nor an entirely local éppréach
is sufficiént; rather a combination approach using local involvement with
.some‘outside resources is needed.

11. The environmental movement may thwart rural development. I am

concerned thatvin the attempt to reduce pollution and improve our
en&ifonment that we are haphazardly passing laws and writing regulations
'which may have the overall effgct of reinforcing the status quo and make
itkmuch more difficult and costly to achigvé increased economic activity
in rural areas. Some énti—pollution regulatioﬁs, such as automobilé
emission control devices, are blindly imposed*écross the board apparently
withogt regard to their cost/benefit ratio and thereby’adding gnnecessarily
to costs in rural areas. Making rural areas a more’atﬁractive piace to
1ive and work would leésen envi:onmental stress by reducing congestion'
and concentration of pdpulation in the megaiopolitan‘cgnters; Thus, -
paradoxically, whilg,we éttempt'through passage qf legislation to improve
our environment these véry laws and regulations may haVe the opposite

long-run effect.

12, Multi-County Planning and Development Districts are the keystone

for development in rural areas. There appears to be a growing Consensus

that_multi—county plénning and‘deyelopmentvdistricts should form the

nuclei for development activities in rpral areas. Qf course, planning
diétficts are not panaceas and many are experienéing problemsvofrrapid
staff turnover, poof relationships:with local governments, difficulty

obtaining even a token amount of local funds, obgession witﬁ'physical
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planning, etc., It is also true that the planning district boundary may -
not simultaneously coincide with the most efficient area for land use
planning, solid wasté disposal, vocational training, public‘Water éhd
sewers, etc.

Despite the various pfobléms, it is evident that some ﬁulti—éounty
cooperation will be needed in order to.support<the technic#l expeftise
and leadership as_well-as the financial undefwriting’necessary to.get
development underway. Furthermqre, these multi-county districts appear
to be a more effective unit for coordinating Federal programs and
assuring that compfehensive area-wide approaéhes which can take advantage
- of cost economies by providing services on a broader scale. Still,
local'governménts must‘bé exﬁected to pla} a majér role in financing due
to the very limited financlalHCapaqities dfvthe multi—cbunty districts.

13. Rural areas can't compete effectively for categorical grants.

The maze of Federal programs and categorical grants has placed the rural
communities at a disadvéntage because they are least able to afford
retaining the specialist needed to wind their way through‘the Federal
bureaucracy and obtain the grant assistance. Reform and reStructuring
obeederal programs and agencies which would reduce fragmentation‘and
dﬁplication, minimize red tape, strengthen the flexibility and capacity
.of local people to act more directly on their own problems could‘greatly
enhance rural development; Grant consolidation, revenhe sharing and |
block grants all represent épp;oaches which.could be éf particular
benefit ﬁo the rural people.‘i1

.The allocation of Federél assistance to furél areas is contaihed‘

in the special reports submitted by the President to U. S. Congress
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(U. S. Government). Per capita Federal assistance, expenditures in rural
areas are low relative to other areas--especially when compared to poverty
population—for human-resource development programs and housing{ The
Federal outlay data used in these reports would be fertile field for
further research on the impact and effectiveness of Federal programs.

14, Like generals, rural developers may be busy fighting the last

war. Increasingly books, magazine and newspaper articles are appearing
suggesting a major shift in the direction of U. S. economic development.

Toffler (p. 3) in The Eco-Spasm Report argues that ''what is happening,

no more, no less, is the breakdown of industrial civilization on the
planet and the first fragmentary appearance of a wholly new and dramatically
different social order: a super—industrial civilization that will be

technological, but no longer industrial.”

f

. o
I view reverse flow back to rural areas as a temporary phenomenon C &&5ﬂ

§é>€ /'yvt , tﬁglﬁ
| e
high unemployment, inflation (especially increasing food, fuel prices, o ﬁﬁ@

. (A .

“stimulated by a multiplicity of forces including favorable farm ihcome,

v L
etc., thereby raising the value of subsistence production), heightened art Y B

MY

sensitivity to environmental issues, a continuing 'rebellion'" and ) vmffi/l,
’ ‘ b
counter-culture movement of youth, etc.  Furthermore, I do not expect L@b“ '
major shifts away from large scale mass productioﬁ to small scale
intermediate techndlogy.
The basic point, however, is that it is terribly important to know
whether there is a strong trend moving us back to a more decentralized,
less urbanized society or whether the underlying forces are still movihg
us toward urbénization and centralization. Program'measures and design,

implementation strategies, etc., would be basically differept for these

two polar situations. -Hopefully, researchers will attack these critical issues.



s

Summary oA

Intstmmaty; these'are 14 lessons I believe we havé‘learnéd, or .
should have‘leérned,ZCOncerning‘U. S; Department éf Agriculture rural
deveiopmeht ﬁolicy{j‘The overriding 1esson,'it seéms'tp me; is ﬁhen we
do not know What to do or how to do it and whenvthe»pubiic is not
'demanding it be done, not much progress is goingvto bevmadetr Whether we
bengfit,frbm»this lesédﬁ;and sét‘out té find out what ought to be dtne
- and how it can be done‘efféttively and educate the éeoble as to the
benefits of rural development reﬁains to be séeh.: Cértéinly this bresents

a formidable,challenge for us éil.
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