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Executive Summary

A

gricultural policy issues play an outsized role in
the race for the presidency if only because the
primary season begins in Iowa, where corn is king, and
other rural states such as New Hampshire and South
Carolina. On a bipartisan basis, almost every candidate, including President Donald Trump, supports
current price and income-support policies, the federal
crop insurance program, and soil and other conservation initiatives that direct substantial taxpayer-funded
payments to farm businesses. The major difference is
that most of the Democratic candidates seek to shift
such payments toward small and medium-sized farms
and away from large-scale agribusiness farms.
The candidates for the Democratic Party’s nomination do differ on agricultural trade policy. Mayor
Mike Bloomberg is the only candidate whose support for free trade is unequivocal. Some candidates,
including former Vice President Joe Biden, Sen. Amy
Klobuchar, and Sen. Elizabeth Warren, have supported some trade agreements with other countries
(e.g., the recent US-Mexico-Canada Agreement) but
would only support further trade agreements if they
imposed implausibly stringent conditions regarding

environmental, worker-safety, and other regulations in the countries with which the agreements are
signed. Sen. Bernie Sanders seems generally opposed
to any trade agreements and in this area seems to have
more in common with President Trump, who has
been willing to arbitrarily disrupt US access to overseas markets for agricultural products in his trade and
foreign policy initiatives.
Finally, initiatives to address climate change
through reducing carbon emissions are a common
theme among all the Democratic candidates. Several, including Biden, Sanders, and Warren, have
essentially adopted the Green New Deal as their climate change initiative while, somewhat inconsistently given ethanol’s impacts on carbon emissions,
supporting the renewable fuels standards for ethanol
and other biofuels. Bloomberg is a notable exception,
viewing biofuels as problematic but supporting substantial reductions in the use of carbon fuel. In stark
contrast, President Trump has aggressively terminated many of the Obama administration’s climate
change initiatives and, at least ostensibly, viewed climate change as of no concern for his administration.
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residential politics involves the construction of
complex policy concoctions that enable candidates to appeal to sufficiently broad swaths of voters
to win supporters, donations, votes, primaries, and,
ultimately, the presidency. Agricultural policy is integral to that process for five important reasons, even
though farming contributes only 1 percent to the country’s gross domestic product and directly involves only
1 percent of the nation’s workforce and population.
First, rural voters have an outsized influence on
presidential politics because of their importance
in some areas of key swing states such as Michigan,
Ohio, and Pennsylvania and their influence in early
primary states such as Iowa and New Hampshire. Second, many farm owners receive substantial benefits
from agricultural policy, which suggests that they have
vested interests in the political process and are therefore more likely to vote than is the average citizen.
Third, those who own and operate farm businesses
play a major role in managing the nation’s natural
resources, with clear consequences for many other
interest groups, including conservation and environmental organizations, hunting and fishing folks, and
upstream and downstream agricultural businesses.
Fourth, currently many voters are increasingly concerned about climate change, and farming is a significant source of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Fifth,
every voter uses agricultural products every day. At the
very least, we eat and want supermarket shelves plentifully stocked with food that is safe to consume.

It is not surprising, therefore, that both President
Donald Trump and the leading candidates for the
Democratic Party’s nomination have issued formal
policy positions or statements about a broad array of
agricultural policy issues. Those issues include direct
subsidies, renewable fuels programs, soil conversation, carbon emissions, international trade, publicly
funded research, and regulated markets to limit any
perceived market power by firms buying corn, wheat,
hogs, and other agricultural commodities at the farm
gate or selling fertilizer and other inputs to agricultural producers.
The 2020 candidates whose positions on agricultural policy are examined include, on the Republican
side, President Trump and, among the Democrats,
former Vice President Joe Biden, Sen. Amy Klobuchar,
Sen. Bernie Sanders, Sen. Elizabeth Warren, Mayor
Mike Bloomberg, and Mayor Pete Buttigieg. The criterion used to limit the list was whether the candidate
was polling at or above 4 percent in the December 20,
2019, national polls about voter preferences.
The areas of interest that fall under the umbrella
of agricultural policy include 10 different categories in which the federal government has programs
that substantively affect farms, rural communities,
and the concerns of a wide array of interest groups.
Many of the policies are typically managed by Congress through periodic farm bills (e.g., the current
2018 Farm Bill) and administered by the US Department of Agriculture (USDA). Other programs, such
3
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4. Agricultural Trade Policy. These include policies that affect exports and imports and include
tariffs, subsidies, and other policy instruments
such as quota and import licenses that distort
trade.

as the Renewable Fuel Standard (RFS), that substantially affect farm incomes and commodity prices or
have humanitarian implications and generate goodwill abroad (e.g., emergency food aid) are authorized
through other legislation or administered by other
government entities, such as the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the US Agency for International Development.
Inevitably, to a greater or lesser extent, a candidate may put forward a policy proposal that simultaneously targets more than one of the following areas
(For example, conservation program proposals affect
sustainability of some farming systems.) Where that
is the case, proposals are identified in the context of
their implications for each category.
The 10 policy areas are as follows.

5. Renewable Fuel Standard. This includes a
policy under the Energy Independence and Efficiency Act of 2007 that sets blending requirements for using biofuels in motor vehicle fuels.
6. Agricultural Research and Development
(R&D) Programs. There is extensive evidence
that the rate of increase in agricultural productivity generally—and crop yields specifically—
depends heavily on public R&D investments by
the US government. In real terms, these investments have shrunk over the past 15 years as
farm interest groups have lobbied extensively
for direct subsidies for farm owners rather
than productivity-improving investments. The
empirical evidence indicates that, as a result,
productivity growth in the agricultural sector
has slowed substantially.

1. Farm Safety-Net Programs. These include
direct subsidy programs for major commodities
such as corn, cotton, soybeans, and wheat; the
federal crop insurance program that provides
subsidies for numerous commodities but in
practice (as with the direct subsidy programs)
sends 70 percent of all payments to three
crops—corn, soybeans, and wheat—and 94 percent of all payments to those crops plus cotton,
peanuts, and rice; price-support programs; and
the sugar program (mainly based on import and
domestic supply controls).
2. Conservation and Environmental Programs.
These include programs that encourage the conversation of crop and grazing lands to other uses
and programs that influence farm practices to
improve soils, reduce erosion, and protect water
supplies (often called working lands programs).

7. Immigration Policy and Agricultural Labor
Markets. Several areas of the US agricultural
production industry rely heavily on migrant
labor (e.g., fruit and vegetable production in
California and Florida and large dairy operations). The availability of migrant workers is
contingent on the structure and implementation of immigration programs. A related
issue also involves minimum wage legislation,
as many farm managers hire employees for
unskilled and semiskilled work.

3. Climate Change Initiatives. These include
policies that seek to reduce GHG emissions or
encourage carbon sequestration. Climate policies may include carbon taxes that levy charges
on products based on GHG emissions or a
cap-and-trade policy that caps emissions and
allows regulated entities to trade allowances to
meet those caps.

8. Sustainable Food Systems, Product Labeling, and Food Quality. These include programs
designed to encourage ecological diversification, support local and organic food providers, and affect the nature and mix of foods that
show up on supermarket shelves (e.g., regulations about gene-edited and genetically modified varieties of crops).
4
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Current Spending on Farm Programs

9. Competition and Monopoly Policy. This
area includes initiatives regarding antitrust
regulations, the operations of futures markets
for agricultural commodities, and restrictions
on contracts between producers of livestock
(especially hogs and poultry) and crops (e.g.,
malt barley purchased by brewing companies).

To provide some context for the discussion, it is helpful to examine current federal government spending on agricultural and rural development programs
(Figure 1). The latter are readily addressed: In the
budget for farm bill authorized program, funding for
rural development programs is trivial. In 2019, the
overwhelming majority of direct subsidies paid to
farmers were for three programs authorized under
the farm bill: federal crop insurance; the price and
income support programs, primarily the Agricultural
Risk Coverage (ARC) and Price Loss Coverage (PLC)
countercyclical payments programs; and conservation programs.
In addition, the Trump administration has made
substantial payments through ad hoc supplemental
assistance programs to compensate farmers for losses
associated with the administration’s trade policies. The
Congressional Budget Office (CBO) generates projections of expenditures on all mandatory farm subsidy
programs, and the USDA’s annual budget report provides estimates of spending on agricultural research.
In fiscal year (FY) 2019, the CBO projected that
federal spending of farm safety-net programs authorized under the farm bill would be $6.9 billion. These
programs included the PLC and ARC initiatives for
crop producers (70 percent of which flows to farmers raising corn, soybeans, and wheat) and much
smaller subsidy programs targeted to dairy farms and
livestock producers. The CBO projected that subsidies for the federal crop insurance program would be
$8.17 billion. Together, therefore, the CBO projected
that the major farm income safety-net programs
would generate about $15 billion in subsidies for programs targeted to agricultural producers.2
The CBO also reported that Market Facilitation Payments (MFP) in FY 2019 would be about
$9.1 billion.3 These are the Trump administration’s
payments to farmers for market-related revenue
losses in 2018 caused by the administration’s trade
war with China. Similar MFP payments for 2019
losses, to be paid in FY 2020, will amount to $15 billion, effectively doubling the amount of tax revenue
used for farm safety-net support in that year.

10. Rural Development Programs. Examples
include initiatives to expand internet access,
improve the rural infrastructure (roads, public utilities such as county and small-town
water and sewage systems, etc.), encourage small businesses, and improve access to
health care.
Candidate positions were generally taken from the
candidates’ website.1 For the president, we drew on
policy decisions his administration has made or proposals put forward in the administration’s annual
budget submissions to Congress. For a number of
issues, it was often necessary to draw on published
interviews and statements.
Candidates have also proposed economy-wide
policies that may affect agricultural businesses.
These include proposals regarding inheritance and
wealth taxes that many farm interest groups (e.g.,
the American Farm Bureau Federation, or AFBF)
view as of central concern because many of their
members operate large farms and enjoy considerable wealth. Candidate positons on these issues are
not examined.
Remarkably, but not surprisingly, while many of
the candidates’ proposals involve substantial outlays
by the federal government, there is little discussion
about where the funds required to implement them
will be found. As has been the case for decades, like
their predecessors, many current policymakers take
a “manna from heaven” view of how their farm, climate change, and rural development proposals will
be funded. In fact, whether the candidates are Republican or Democrat, in practice the approach is effectively to assume that government borrowing or the
tax base represent a “bottomless pit” source of funds
for their preferred programs.
5
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Figure 1. Spending on Agricultural Programs, FY 2019
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Source: Congressional Budget Office, “USDA’s Mandatory Farm Programs—CBO’s May 2019 Baseline,” 2019, https://www.cbo.gov/
system/files/2019-05/51317-2019-05-usda_0.pdf.

The CBO also projected spending under current
conservation programs in FY 2019 to be $5.7 billion.
Finally, in its annual budget, the USDA reported that
FY 2019 outlays on agricultural R&D programs would
be $2.9 billion (not much more than the $2.6 billion
targeted as subsidies that would directly or indirectly
accrue to insurance companies under the federal crop
insurance program).4

for program delivery through direct subsidies
and underwriting gains.5 Every year, an additional
$100 million or so is paid to the USDA to support the
work of the USDA Risk Management Agency, which
oversees the program. The CBO projects that the
PLC and ARC programs will cost taxpayers between
$6 and $7 billion annually over the next 10 years
(Figure 2).
Trump. The Trump administration, in its most recent
annual federal budget proposal, supported cuts to the
federal crop insurance program. The president’s fiscal
budget for FY 2020 proposed reducing average subsidies to farmers for their crop insurance from 62 to
48 percent of the premiums for their coverage. In
addition, as would be the case for subsidies from the
PLC and ARC programs and conservation programs,
farm owners and operators with adjusted gross
incomes averaging $500,000 or less over the previous
three years would be ineligible for any crop insurance
subsidies. The budget also proposed a small reduction
in revenues paid to crop insurance companies by limiting underwriting gains.

Farm Safety-Net Programs
The two major farm safety-net subsidy programs are
the federal crop insurance program and a program
that gives farmers a choice between two options. ARC
makes subsidy payments based on perceived shortfalls in crop-specific, countywide, per-acre revenues;
PLC makes payments based on perceived shortfalls in
crop-specific prices.
The CBO forecasts that on average the federal
crop insurance program costs taxpayers $8.5 billion a year over FY 2020 to FY 2029, of which about
$2.6 billion accrues to private insurance companies
6
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Figure 2. Projected Spending on Farm Safety-Net Programs, FY 2018–29
15
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Source: Congressional Budget Office, “USDA’s Mandatory Farm Programs—CBO’s May 2019 Baseline,” 2019, https://www.cbo.gov/
system/files/2019-05/51317-2019-05-usda_0.pdf.

Whether the budget proposals accurately reflect
the president’s position on farm safety-net subsidies
is unclear. The president has supported substantial
MFP subsidies for farm businesses to compensate
them for lower prices and revenues associated with
the administration’s trade war with China (about
$10 billion for losses incurred in 2018 and $15 billion
for losses incurred in 2019). These payments effectively doubled farm safety-net subsidies in each year
and raised questions about the president’s commitment to budget savings from farm programs.

expensive form of crop revenue insurance and tighter
payment limits for farm safety-net subsidies. However,
those budgets did not recommend major changes for
other farm safety-net programs, and President Barack
Obama did sign the 2014 Farm Bill, which introduced
the PLC and ARC programs, albeit accompanied by
claims by the House and Senate agricultural committees that it would cost only about $3.6 billion a year.
This would have been less than the $5 billion a year
spent on the Direct Payments Program it replaced, had
those estimates been credible.
Biden’s general policy approach appears to focus
on low-income and middle-class households (he proposes a new microloan program for new farmers,
including young people) and perhaps might continue
that focus with farm safety-net initiatives. Nevertheless, only about 2 percent of all farm households
have incomes below the federal poverty line. In fact,
most households that own and operate farm businesses have incomes well above the average household income for all US families, an outcome that has

Biden. It is difficult to find much information about
Biden’s approach to farm safety-net programs. He supports helping small family farms, but what that means
in terms of safety-net policies is unclear. The Obama
administration generally took a similar position to
the Trump administration regarding the federal crop
insurance program. Annually, the Obama administration’s federal budget proposals included reductions
in premium rates and ending subsidies for the most
7
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held for the past four decades. Thus, it is tempting to
assume that Biden would cut farm safety-net subsidies. However, he also has demonstrated an unwillingness to make radical changes that would alienate
important voting groups.
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supports almost inevitably send more subsidies to
large-scale farms than small- and medium-scale
farms because large farms sell more crops and livestock. In addition, matching domestic supply with
consumer demand has never been accomplished
by price-support programs. Further, over the past
80 years, there is no evidence that, anywhere in the
developed economies of the world, “grain reserve”
and similar stock piling programs have resulted in
anything other than the accumulation of substantial
unused stocks by the government.
A proposal to establish a standing disaster aid program, instead of but not in addition to other farm
safety-net programs (such as PLC, ARC, and subsidized crop insurance), has some appeal (in a relative sense). Such programs could be based on either
whole-farm or whole-household income impacts
from droughts, floods, earthquakes, and so forth. They
could also be structured to comply with US international trade commitments. Potentially, as Sanders
advocates, they could also be targeted to small and
medium-sized farms. However, the devil is always in
the details, and this proposal is just one among several initiatives Sanders proposed to address the same
issue of guaranteeing income security for small and
medium-sized farms.

Klobuchar. Klobuchar supports maintaining and
expanding current safety nets (the PLC and ARC
and federal crop insurance programs). The focus
(presumably of expansions) should be on small and
family-owned farms. Note that over 95 percent of all
farms are owned by families or what could credibly be
described as family-based partnerships.
Klobuchar also supports income-based caps on
eligibility for subsidies. (Whose income is the question—farm income or household income?) She also
supports a subsidy program for dairy farms called
the Dairy Margin Coverage Program, established in
2018. She is more specific about her position on farm
safety-net programs than any of the other candidates because she serves on the Senate Agricultural
Committee.
Sanders. Sanders has a 1940s back-to-the-future
approach with farm safety-net policies. Using the
language of the 1948 Farm Bill, he seeks a return to
support prices for agricultural commodities based on
parity prices to “guarantee farmers a living wage.”6 He
also wants support prices to match costs of production to ensure farmers earn positive incomes in ways
that match supply with demand. At the same time, he
wants to target subsidies so that small and midsize
farms receive a larger share of the total.
He also wants to establish a grain reserve program;
presumably taxpayers buy wheat and corn when
prices are below support levels and then sell grain
when prices are above support levels. Sanders also
supports using supply controls to limit production
and raise prices for farmers. Further, he advocates for
a permanent disaster aid program targeted to small
farm operations, as discussed below.
In many ways, some of Sanders’ core farm
safety-net proposals substantively conflict with
his major goal of increasing incomes for households owning small and medium-sized farms. Price

Warren. Warren advocates for a price support program in which prices are set for each covered commodity at the farmer’s cost of production. The
proposal will likely be expensive, because for the same
commodity in the same region (at the county level in
many cases), one farm’s cost of production is often
half that of another farm’s cost of production for a
bushel of wheat, a bale of cotton, or a side of beef, and
typically (though not uniformly) smaller farm operations have higher production costs. Therefore, price
supports would likely be established at higher rather
than lower levels, given Warren’s goal is to focus on
smaller farms rather than what she describes as large
agribusinesses.
Further, there are important questions about what
should count as costs when the phrase “costs of production” is used. Cost “estimates” can be inflated in a
myriad of ways. For example, should health care costs
8
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Figure 3. Projected Spending on Environmental Programs, FY 2018–29
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system/files/2019-05/51317-2019-05-usda_0.pdf.

Conservation and Environmental
Programs

be counted as part of farm production costs when
coverage is provided through another family enterprise? Given that the average “farm” household typically receives about only 15 percent of its income from
farming, this is a serious issue. Anecdotal examples
include, at one end of the spectrum, a farm owner in
Kansas who is a surgeon and, at the other end, a small
farm owner or operator who delivers the mail for the
US Post Office and a spouse who works as an administrative assistant in a nearby elementary school, all
of whom have health care insurance through those
occupations.

Conservation and environmental initiatives involve
programs managed by the USDA and the EPA. Most
of the approximately $6 billion annually spent on conservation programs managed by the USDA are allocated to three initiatives (Figure 3).
One is a land retirement program called the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) through which farms
are paid to idle land that would otherwise be planted
to crops or graze livestock on environmentally sensitive lands. The second, the Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP), pays farmers to adopt farming
practices that conserve soil and other environmental
amenities (or simply to continue such practices the
farm originally adopted voluntarily). The third is the
Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP),
which provides farms subsidies to make investments
that increase their ability to reduce pollution (e.g.,
the extent to which chemical fertilizers, herbicides,

Bloomberg. Bloomberg appears not to have yet taken
any formal position on farm safety-net programs.
Buttigieg. Buttigieg appears to have no specific proposals regarding farm safety-net programs such as
price supports, agricultural insurance, the PLC and
ARC programs, or disaster aid.

9
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and pesticides run off into water courses), reduce
soil erosion, and conserve stream and river courses.
Payments are made on a cost share basis (the taxpayer bears a proportion of the expenses) for capital
improvement such as fencing, tiling fields to reduce
chemical runoff, and confining slurry from dairy cattle and hog operations.
The most controversial environmental issue
addressed by the EPA over the past three years has
involved what has become known as the Waters of
the United States Rule and the Clean Water Act. This
rule states that waters should be defined as navigable
and therefore subject to EPA clean water regulations
under the Clean Water Act.
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program. She also advocates for expanded funding of
the conservation innovation grants program, an initiative to support research at land-grant universities
and other research institutes funded at about $7 million in 2019 (a drop in the bucket in a USDA budget
for public R&D that exceeds $3 billion a year).7
Sanders. With conservation policy, Sanders offers
relatively little in the way of any specific proposals.
He does state that one objective is to help farms of all
sizes transition to sustainable farming practices. This
suggests he would support continuing or expanding
current conservation programs such as the CRP, CSP,
and EQIP that retire land from agricultural production in environmentally sensitive areas and support
adopting farming practices that reduce soil erosion,
chemical runoff, and so forth. He specifically states
he would support financial mechanisms that compensate farmers for improving ecosystems and establish a permanent set-aside program for ecologically
fragile lands. The latter is in several ways an alternative version of the current CRP. Finally, as is the
case for some other candidates, Sanders couches his
conservation-related proposals in the context of his
approach to climate change.

Trump. Under the Trump administration, the EPA has
proposed a revision to a previous definition of navigable waters that, at the margin, modifies the definition
by excluding some waters that were viewed as subject
to clean water regulations under an earlier rule. More
recently, on January 9, 2019, the president announced
an initiative to speed up environmental impact reviews
for initiatives such as pipelines and other projects that
have implications for farming operations and natural
resources such as national forests.
With USDA-managed conservation programs,
in its 2019 budget proposal the Trump administration proposed a reduction of $136 million in spending on conservation programs. A similar proposal
was not included in the administration’s 2020 budget. However, no conservation program subsidies
would be provided to individual owners and operators with adjusted gross household incomes exceeding $500,000, a reduction from the current limit of
$900,000 included in the 2018 Farm Bill.

Warren. In this area, Warren appears to have two
proposals, both of which are explicitly linked to her
focus on the Green New Deal and climate change.
One is to have a land retirement program in which
farmers make competitive bids to place environmentally fragile lands in the program. In fact, the current
CRP land retirement program operates in that way,
so the question is whether Warren would want substantive changes made to the criteria currently used
to assess environmental benefits to more heavily
emphasize carbon capture and other climate change–
related impacts. Warren’s other policy position is that
no public lands should be sold to the private sector,
including national forest lands and land in national
parks and monuments.

Biden. Biden supports the CSP initiative and other
working lands programs. Given the potential for
adopting land use practices that are perceived to capture carbon, his support for establishing effective
carbon emissions markets also has potential implications for conservation practices.

Bloomberg. Bloomberg has one specific policy proposal related to climate change emissions that would
apply to agricultural products. He proposes that

Klobuchar. Klobuchar’s position statement on agricultural and rural policy supports continuing the CRP
10
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Figure 4. Share of US GHG Emissions by Economic Sector in 2017
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domestic industries that incur costs to reduce carbon and other GHG emissions receive export subsidies to ensure their products remain competitive
in global markets and that competing imports from
other countries be subject to tariffs when producers
in those countries are not required to meet similar
standards on emissions to ensure domestic producers also remain competitive in domestic markets.

increasingly variable with climate change. Agriculture
is also a large emitter and contributor to GHG emissions (Figure 4).
Farm groups such as AFBF and the National Farmers Union (NFU) have touted the benefits of the RFS
in reducing GHG emissions. They also have generally supported conservation and other environmental
policies, which would reward farmers for reducing or
sequestering carbon.
Most economists have advocated reducing GHG
emissions based on a polluter pays principal, either
through a carbon tax or a cap-and-trade system that
would allow emitters to trade emission allowances.
Both the AFBF and NFU have vigorously opposed any
regulatory approach to limiting GHG emissions on
agriculture, though the NFU would support a broader
cap-and-trade program that would allow farmers to
sell credits for reducing emissions or sequestering
carbon. The AFBF opposes both carbon taxes and
cap-and-trade initiatives.
The views of the 2020 presidential candidates on climate change are largely split along party lines. President
Trump has been publicly skeptical of human-induced
climate change and has actively disengaged the United
States from international commitments to reduce

Buttigieg. Buttigieg supports the principle of paying
farmers for conservation. He would support expanded
funding for working lands programs (CSP and EQIP)
that reduce soil erosion and provide other ecosystem
services. He also argues for developing public-private
partnerships to increase conservation and reduce
administrative barriers for access to working lands
program funds.

Climate Change Initiatives
Climate policy remains one of the more divisive issues
in US agriculture. Agriculture is particularly vulnerable to weather risks, and most scientific research supports the conclusion that weather will likely become
11
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GHG emissions (the Paris agreement) and rolled back
Obama-era regulations. Most of the Democrats have
supported the Green New Deal, a broad-based package
of proposals that aims at addressing climate change
and economic inequality.
The Green New Deal is a congressional proposal
introduced by Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY)
and Sen. Edward J. Markey (D-MA). The initiative
advocates sourcing 100 percent of the country’s electricity from renewable and zero-emissions power,
digitizing the nation’s power grid, upgrading every
building in the country to be more energy efficient,
and overhauling the nation’s transportation system
by investing in electric vehicles and high-speed rail.8
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supports the Green New Deal as the backbone of his
climate action plan. He promises to ensure that the
US achieves a 100 percent clean energy economy and
net zero emissions no later than 2050. He would seek
legislation that (1) establishes an enforcement mechanism that includes milestone targets no later than
the end of his first term in 2025, (2) makes a historic
investment in clean energy and climate research and
innovation, and (3) incentivizes the rapid deployment of clean energy innovations across the economy, especially in communities most affected by
climate change. He would also support infrastructure
investments, including roads, bridges, electric grids,
and water supplies, to address the potential impacts
of climate change. He would recommit the US to its
obligations under the Paris agreement.
Biden’s climate and environmental justice proposal would include federal investments of $1.7 trillion over the next 10 years, leveraging additional
private-sector and state and local investments to
total more than $5 trillion. To pay for those programs,
he would roll back tax cuts passed under President
Trump, closing tax loopholes and ending subsidies
for fossil fuel production. While silent on a carbon
tax, his proposals would be based on the polluter pays
principle that emitters of greenhouse gases should
bear the full cost of their carbon pollution emissions.
Further, the US economy should achieve ambitious
reductions in emissions on an economy-wide basis
instead of having just a few sectors carry the burden
of change. The enforcement mechanism would be
designed to achieve clear, legally binding emissions
reductions with environmental integrity.
For agriculture, Biden supports technologies that
would promote the production of advanced biofuels.
He also supports technologies that reduce or sequester carbon, such as methane digesters, and would
review regulatory roadblocks to new innovations.
He would have the federal government also promote
investments in climate-friendly farming such as conservation programs for cover crops and other practices aimed at restoring the soil, building soil carbon,
and, in the process, preventing runoff and helping
family farmers deploy the latest technologies to maximize productivity.

Trump. President Trump has adopted a wrecking
ball approach to climate change policies, taking several major steps to dismantle climate change policies the Obama administration put in place. First, on
June 1, 2017, the president announced that the United
States would withdraw from the Paris agreement,
arguing that the Paris accord would “undermine the
U.S. economy” and “put the U.S. at a permanent disadvantage.”9 A memorandum was issued by President
Trump on January 24, 2017, that removed barriers
from the Keystone XL and Dakota Access Pipelines,
making it easier for the companies sponsoring them
to continue with production.
On March 28, 2017, he signed an executive order
aimed toward boosting the coal industry.10 The executive order rolls back Obama-era climate regulations on the coal industry to expand coal production
and, notionally, create new American jobs. The White
House has indicated that any climate change policies
it believes hinder domestic job growth will not be pursued. Trump’s executive order also rolled back six
Obama-made orders aimed at reducing climate change
and carbon dioxide emissions (including regulations
that set stricter fuel efficiency and auto emissions standards) and called for a review of the Clean Power Plan.
Annual Trump administration budget recommendations also proposed large cutbacks in climate research.
Biden.11 Biden has stated that there is “no greater
challenge facing our country and our world.”12 He
12
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Klobuchar.13 Klobuchar has indicated that if she
were elected she would take several steps in the first
week of office to put the US on a path toward zero net
emissions by 2050. These include rejoining the Paris
agreement, reintroducing many of the Obama climate
and environmental regulations that President Trump
has rolled back—such as the Clean Power Plan,
Obama regulations that set state-level CO2 emissions
targets—and restoring automobile emissions targets
and fuel efficiency standards. Like Biden, Klobuchar
would end fossil fuel subsidies, promote more energy
efficiency in federal government, and work with Congress to set policies that would help meet the goal of
no net carbon emissions by 2050.
As president, Klobuchar would support a “carbon
pricing system that does not have a regressive impact
on Americans,”14 and she would institute carbon taxes
on carbon-intensive imports. Like Biden, she would
promote energy-efficient technologies and investments to improve energy-related infrastructure.
She would also prioritize rural energy development,
including expanding storage capacity, and strengthen
the national energy grid.
Klobuchar would strengthen the RFS by investing
in advanced and cellulosic biofuels. She would increase
land conservation and expand new techniques that
help store more carbon in topsoil on productive farmland. She also supports significant new investments in
conservation of working and retired lands.

SMITH AND GLAUBER

How those massive investments would be funded
is unclear. Sanders’ campaign material says that funding would come from “making the fossil fuel industry pay for their pollution, through litigation, fees, and
taxes, and eliminating federal fossil fuel subsidies.”17
Whether those taxes include a carbon tax, a policy
that he championed in the 2016 presidential primaries against Hillary Clinton, is unclear.
Warren.18 Warren was one of the original cosponsors
of the Green New Deal resolution. And as part of her
commitment to the Green New Deal, she pledged an
additional $1 trillion over 10 years, expenditures she
contends would be fully paid for by reversing Trump’s
tax cuts to subsidize the transition to 100 percent
clean energy.
Warren singles out support for the USDA’s CSP
to promote carbon sequestration and GHG-reducing
technologies. She also supports investments in R&D
on green technologies. While not specified in her climate plan, in press interviews Warren has indicated
support for a carbon tax and border adjustment taxes
on carbon-intensive imports.19
Bloomberg. Bloomberg would aim to cut economywide US GHG emissions in half by 2030 and implement policies that would make 80 percent of power
generation zero carbon by 2028. While not explicitly
endorsing the Green New Deal, he has indicated support for many of its goals, including zero net carbon
emissions by 2050. He reportedly supports a carbon
tax but, like many of the other candidates, has given
few details on how he would fund large investments
in clean energy technologies and R&D.

Sanders.15 Like Biden and Klobuchar, Sanders’ climate plan centers on the Green New Deal. He would
incentivize farmers to develop ecologically regenerative farming systems that sharply reduce emissions
and sequester carbon. He would help farms of all sizes
transition to ecologically regenerative agricultural
practices that rebuild rural communities, protect
the climate, and strengthen the environment with
an investment of $410 billion. This would include
$41 billion to help large concentrated animal feeding
operations that have a large environmental impacts
transition to “ecologically regenerative practices.”16

Buttigieg. Buttigieg also supports the Green New
Deal. He would establish a price on carbon and use the
revenues to send rebates to Americans. He has provided no details on how he would fund infrastructure
investments, but he would support farmers as leaders
on stewardship and conservation in the fight against
climate change by paying them to capture carbon.
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THE FUTURE OF US AGRICULTURAL AND RURAL DEVELOPMENT POLICY

SMITH AND GLAUBER

Figure 5. US Agricultural Trade, 1990–2020

$ Billions USD

150

100

50

10
1990

2000
Exports

Year
Imports

2010

2020

Net Balance

Source: US Department of Agriculture, Global Agricultural Trade System, https://www.fas.usda.gov/databases/global-agriculturaltrade-system-gats.

Agricultural Trade Policy

Farm groups have generally been strong supporters
of free trade agreements. Even the NFU, traditionally
more skeptical of trade benefits than farm and commodity groups such as the AFBF, supported passage of
the US-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA). Agriculture has been a target of retaliation in the recent
trade war with China, though losses suffered through
reduced exports have been blunted somewhat by
the Trump administration’s decision to provide over
$28 billion in ad hoc supplemental assistance to cover
losses in 2018 and 2019.21

Trade has always been important for US agriculture,
but over the past 50 years, US producers and consumers have become increasingly tied to global markets.
The United States exported almost $136 billion in
agricultural products in FY 2019 and imported almost
$131 billion (Figure 5).20 On a farm-level basis, agricultural exports account for about one-fifth of total
US agricultural production. For many row crops such
as cotton, rice, soybeans, and wheat and specialty
crops such as almonds, that percentage is higher
still. For example, over 70 percent of upland cotton is exported. US agricultural productivity gains
are outstripping any growth in domestic demand for
food and fiber. In addition, global demand growth is
increasing due to population and income growth and
increasing urbanization. Hence, future US exports are
expected to expand and account for a larger share of
US agricultural production.

Trump. Trump’s approach to trade has been a
defining characteristic of his administration. One
of his first acts as president was to withdraw from
the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) agreement and
embark on renegotiations of the Korea-US Free
Trade Agreement and the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA). He imposed unilateral tariffs on steel and aluminum imports from a
14
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number of countries, including Canada, China, the
EU, and Mexico.
In July 2018, the president imposed additional tariffs on a wide range of goods from China. China’s
counter-retaliatory tariffs were aimed at many US agricultural exports, primarily soybeans, and caused US
agricultural exports to fall from $21.8 billion in FY 2017
to $10 billion in FY 2019. Those losses were offset by
a $28 billion aid package offered by the administration to cover 2018 and 2019 losses.22 In January 2020,
the president ratified USMCA, signed a bilateral trade
agreement with Japan covering agricultural goods,
and signed the so-called “phase one” agreement with
China, which called for an increase in US agricultural
exports to China of $40 billion over the next two years.
Lastly, the Trump administration has blocked
appointment of new members to the WTO’s Appellate Body, potentially rendering the WTO dispute settlement system powerless to resolve trade disputes.
The US has initiated 27 disputes involving the Agreement on Agriculture since 1995 and has won over
95 percent of the cases taken to a panel, including two
recent cases against China (domestic subsidies and
tariff-rate quota administration).
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Trade Agreement (2006) and the free trade agreement negotiated with Peru (2007).23
Sanders. Sanders voted against USMCA and has
opposed the TPP (and has indicated that he would
not seek to join the CPTPP). Sanders has indicated
that he would renegotiate trade agreements to ensure
strong and binding climate standards, labor rights,
and human rights with swift enforcement. He also
supports country of origin labeling (COOL), despite
a WTO ruling against US mandatory COOL for meat
brought by Canada and Mexico.
Warren.24 Warren voted for USMCA. She opposed
TPP and would not seek to join CPTPP. She would
establish a set of labor and environmental standards
that countries must meet as a precondition for any
trade agreement, and she would renegotiate any existing trade agreements to ensure that the United States’
current trade partners meet those standards as well.
Like Sanders, Warren would also impose COOL. In
addition, in the context of her climate change program, Warren would impose a border carbon adjustment, so imported goods that these firms make using
carbon-intensive processes are charged a fee to equalize the costs borne by companies playing by the rules.

Biden. Biden supported passage of the USMCA. As
vice president, Biden supported TPP, but as a presidential candidate, he is open to joining the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific
Partnership (CPTPP) only if the agreement is modified to include stronger worker and environmental rights. He would negotiate new trade agreements
through a modern, inclusive process that would write
new rules that protect US workers, safeguard the environment, uphold labor standards and middle-class
wages, foster innovation, and take on big global challenges such as corporate concentration, corruption,
and climate change.

Bloomberg. Bloomberg supports open markets and
the principles of free trade. However, his climate policies would use border tax adjustments based on carbon that could be problematic under WTO rules.25
Buttigieg. Buttigieg has referred to tariffs as consumer taxes. He supported passage of the USMCA but
would not support joining CPTPP.

Renewable Fuel Standard

Klobuchar. Klobuchar voted for USMCA. She has
voiced support for the tariffs on steel and aluminum
but has criticized the Trump administration for the
counter-retaliatory tariffs that China has placed on
US soybeans (a major crop in her home state, Minnesota). Klobuchar opposed the Central America Free

RFS was established by the 2007 Energy Independence and Security Act and dictates the amount of
biofuels that must be blended into motor fuel consumption. Big beneficiaries of RFS have been corn
and soybean producers whose crops are used as feedstocks in producing ethanol (corn) and biodiesel
15
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Figure 6. Bushels of Corn Used for Ethanol, 1990–2020
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Trump. Trump approved year-round sales of E15
in 2019, but tensions remain with farmers over the
small refinery exemptions granted by his administration under the RFS. Farmers believe the exemptions
undermine the ethanol mandates of the RFS and
exempted volumes should be fully reallocated so the
mandates are met.

(soybean oil). As shown in Figure 6, corn used in ethanol production increased from less than one billion
bushels in 2002 (11 percent of US corn production) to
over 5.5 billion bushels in 2017 (38 percent).
While popular among grain producers, some livestock producers have criticized the RFS since its
blending mandates can bid up the price of corn and
soybeans during times of shortage, as in 2012 when
the Corn Belt was devastated by drought. As a blending component, ethanol consumption is tied closely
to motor vehicle fuel use. Currently, ethanol accounts
for about 10 percent of fuel blends. Efforts to increase
consumption with higher blends such as 15 percent ethanol (E15) have not resulted in significant increases,
in part because of a lack of the required infrastructure, such as blending pumps (fuel pumps that allow
the consumer to adjust the mix of ethanol). As motor
vehicles switch fuel sources from gasoline and diesel to electricity and vehicle fuel efficiency improves,
demand for biofuels is expected to decline.

Biden. Biden supports the RFS but also the Green
New Deal, which would phase out fossil fuels.
Klobuchar. Klobuchar has strongly supported ethanol and the RFS. She promised to strengthen the
RFS, end the overuse of RFS small refinery waivers,
promote the use of blender pumps, pass a statute to
ensure year-round E15 sales, and invest in advanced
and cellulosic biofuels. However, like Biden, she also
supports moving toward zero net carbon emissions,
which would phase out fossil fuel use.

16
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Figure 7. Brazil, China, and India Outspend US on Public Agricultural Research, 1990–2011
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Research and Development

Sanders. As a strong proponent for the Green New
Deal, Sanders would phase out fossil fuels and replace
vehicles using carbon-based fuels with electric vehicles (presumably using electricity generated by wind,
solar, and non-fossil-based sources of power).

Federal funding for agricultural R&D has atrophied
in the 2000s. This is a concern, given the compelling evidence that this is one area of government
spending on agriculture that generates substantial net benefits for the US economy (higher yields,
lower rates of livestock mortality, lower prices for
agricultural commodities, etc.). In addition, today
the United States is no longer the dominant or even
leading investor in publicly funded or privately
funded research on agricultural productivity and
food. Other countries, particularly Brazil, China,
and India, have substantially expanded their agricultural R&D budget since the early 2000s (Figure 7).
In a closely related development, US agricultural
productivity growth has slowed substantially. Most
of the 2020 presidential candidates have addressed
public funding for agricultural R&D in their policy
and other statements, some more concretely than
others.

Warren. Warren has expressed support for advanced
biofuels, but as a champion of the Green New Deal,
she also supports policies that would move away
from fossil fuels toward electricity as a fuel source to
achieve a zero net carbon emissions goal.
Bloomberg. Bloomberg’s position on ethanol has
shifted from viewing ethanol as environmentally
unacceptable to viewing it as a transitional fuel in the
shift to non-carbon-based sources of energy.
Buttigieg. Buttigieg supports improving the RFS
by addressing the small refinery waivers but would
reduce fossil fuel use by promoting a zero-emissions
vehicle standard.
17
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Finally, given the impact of agricultural R&D on
productivity, and the concerns of many presidential candidates about mitigating GHG emissions and
carbon capture, surprisingly few have recognized
that feeding the world’s poor while restricting agriculture’s impact on carbon emissions is closely tied
to increased productivity. (Otherwise, more land is
likely to be dragged into production.)
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these funds would be allocated, but it is not clear how
much would be allocated or, beyond a link to climate
change, which areas of research would be funded.
Bloomberg. Bloomberg has no specific proposals
for agricultural R&D or its funding, but he has hinted
at increased support for climate change–related
research affecting the most vulnerable populations,
mainly rural communities in low-income countries.

Trump. The Trump administration’s budget proposed a $100 million increase in funding for competitive grants and about $100 million in additional
funding for renovations of land-grant university and
government agricultural research facilities. However,
there is no evidence of a major focus of increasing
funding for agricultural research that would return
support in real (purchasing power) terms to the level
of support in the early 2000s.

Buttigieg. Buttigieg has perhaps the most concrete
proposals for agricultural R&D support. His proposal
is to increase the federal budget from its current level
of about $3.4 billion a year to an annual average of
close to $5 billion (nearly $50 billion over 10 years).

Immigration Policy and Agricultural
Labor Markets

Biden. Biden explicitly supports expanded funding
for the USDA competitive grants program managed
by the National Institute for Food and Agriculture
(NIFA) and the Sustainable Agricultural Research and
Education program. The former funds a broad array
of agriculture, nutrition, and conservation programs,
while the latter focuses on sustainable systems. No
indication of the extent to which funding would be
increased has been provided.

Hired farmworkers make up less than 1 percent of all
US wage and salary workers, but they play an essential role in US agriculture. According to data from
the 2017 Census of Agriculture, wages and salaries
plus contract labor costs represented 12 percent of
production expenses for all farms but as much as
43 percent on greenhouse and nursery operations and
39 percent for fruits and tree nuts.26
The share of hired crop farmworkers who were
not legally authorized to work in the United States
grew from roughly 14 percent in 1989–91 to almost
55 percent in 1999–2001; in recent years it has been
just under 50 percent (Figure 8). In 2014–16, 27 percent of crop farmworkers were US born, 4 percent
were immigrants who had obtained US citizenship,
21 percent were other authorized immigrants (primarily lawful permanent residents or green card
holders), and the remaining 48 percent were not work
authorized. The share of workers who are US born is
highest in the Midwest, while the share who are unauthorized is highest in California.
The H-2A Temporary Agricultural Program—often
called the H-2A visa program—provides a legal means
to bring foreign-born workers to the United States to
perform seasonal farm labor temporarily, for up to

Klobuchar. Klobuchar supports agricultural research.
She advocates for expanding a modest program for
conservation innovation funding and for investments
in clean energy (wind and solar) research. Wind
research is relevant for rural communities and landowners (many of whom own and operate farms and
ranches), where most wind farms are located.
Sanders. Sanders has no specific statement on agricultural research funding.
Warren. One component of Warren’s Green New
Deal initiative is to commit $400 billion over the next
10 years to certain R&D programs. Programs managed by the USDA, including funding through NIFA,
are explicitly identified as R&D areas where some of
18
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Figure 8. Legal Status of Hired Crop Farmworkers, FY 1991–2016
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10 months. Crop farmers can use this program to
meet their seasonal labor needs, but most livestock
producers, such as ranches, dairies, and hog and poultry operations, cannot use the program because they
have year-round labor needs. An exception is made
for producers of livestock on the range, such as sheep
and goat operations, who are permitted to use H-2A
workers year-round.
One of the clearest indicators of the scarcity of
farm labor is that the number of H-2A positions
requested and approved has increased fivefold in the
past 13 years, from just over 48,000 positions certified in FY 2005 to nearly 243,000 in FY 2018.27 The
average duration of an H-2A certification in FY 2018
was 5.3 months, implying that the 243,000 positions
certified represented approximately 108,000 full-year
equivalent jobs.

labor shortages, the Department of Labor proposed
a number of changes to the H2-A program in 2019
that have been broadly supported by farm groups,
such as the AFBF.
Biden.28 Biden would provide a path to legalization for agricultural workers who have worked for
years on US farms and continue to work in agriculture. Biden supports compromise legislation
between farmworkers and the agricultural sector
that will provide legal status based on prior agricultural work history and a faster track to a green card
and ultimately citizenship. Biden’s proposal would
also ensure labor and safety rules, including overtime, humane living conditions, and protection from
pesticide and heat exposure.
Klobuchar.29 Klobuchar would seek to pass comprehensive immigration reform in the first year of her
presidency. Her website cites the fact that immigrants
accounted for more than a third of rural population

Trump. Trump’s immigration policies to stop illegal immigration have exacerbated an already-tight
agricultural labor market. To help alleviate farm
19
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Sustainable Food Systems, Product
Labeling, and Food Quality

growth from 2000 to 2018, and she believes comprehensive immigration should include providing a pathway to citizenship and updated policies that will help
rural communities get the workers they need when
they need them.30

Food safety and, by implication, food quality have
been a focus of USDA and Food and Drug Administration (FDA) regulation for decades. Product labeling,
in terms of the components of processed foods, has
also been a long-standing concern (e.g., how much
sugar, salt, food coloring, etc., is included in canned
soups). More recently, labeling issues have been
extended to include descriptions of how a food product is produced (e.g., are beef and milk obtained from
cows that are growth hormone free and is a loaf of
rye bread produced solely from organic grains) and
from exactly which farm products such as tomatoes
and celery come.
Much of the increased focus on labeling issues
with production processes has been driven by consumer interests, and organic and other forms of
production process certification have reflected an
industry response to those concerns. Some labeling
issues, however, have been driven by domestic industry attempts to obtain a cost or marketing advantage
over competitors, especially from imports. Almost all
the current legislation to impose COOL for agricultural products, introduced in the 2008 Farm Bill, has
been driven by domestic industry interests seeking to
limit domestic consumption of imports.
A closely related issue concerns what are now
described as sustainable food systems. This term has
different meanings in different contexts. Many policymakers view sustainable food systems as systems
that are economically viable over the long term, a
view that includes the notion that farming practices
will include investments in maintaining soil and soil
quality to ensure that crop and grazing land remain
productive. Others view sustainable food systems in
the context of maintaining and enriching ecological
systems and reducing GHG emissions while protecting small-scale farming that they presume to be less
damaging for the environment.

Sanders. Sanders would create a pathway to citizenship for migrant farmworkers and end exclusions for
agricultural workers in labor laws. His position is that
“we must ensure farmworkers have the right to overtime pay, strong safety protections, and the right to
collectively bargain.”31 Currently, farmworkers are
exempt from many labor laws that other workers
have benefited from for years. He would reform H-2A
agricultural work visas to substantially raise prevailing wages, allow workers to move between employers,
increase enforcement and hold employers who mistreat workers accountable, and include a pathway to
citizenship for those who want it.
Warren.32 Like Biden, Warren would offer a path
forward for the approximately 11 million undocumented individuals currently living and working in
the United States to become US citizens. She would
extend coverage under the Fair Labor Standards
Act and the Occupational Safety and Health Act to
farmworkers.33
Bloomberg. Bloomberg supports pro-immigration
policies.
Buttigieg. Buttigieg would expand worker protections for farmworkers and domestic workers.
He would ensure that these workers are protected
by labor and employment law and that they are
empowered to continue and expand the use of existing strategies, such as consumer pressure campaigns
and worker-driven social responsibility programs, to
achieve a more dignified workplace. Buttigieg would
also protect undocumented workers from retaliation when reporting labor violations and propose
reforms to temporary work visas so that workers can
move to another employer in their industry and keep
their visa.

Trump. Under the Trump administration, congressionally mandated organic certification and labeling provisions have been implemented. Funding for
20
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the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education
Program has been continued, and awards continue
to be made under that program. Beyond that domain,
it is unclear where the president stands on the labeling issue. The administration has proposed changes
to the scope and functions of the FDA in the context of reducing regulatory burdens. However, also
in the name of reducing the costs of regulation, the
administration appears to have reduced resources
for the Grain Inspection, Packers and Stockyards
Administration (GIPSA), whose personnel inspect
meat processing, grain storage, and handling facilities to ensure that sanitary and quality standards are
maintained.
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food systems to promote access to healthy food. In
that context she supports expanding the Farm-toSchool Program to have local producers provide food
for school lunches. It is not clear that this has much to
do with food safety, as such.
However, in the context of sustainable food systems, in her article on agricultural systems, she makes
the following claim:
We can break the stranglehold that giant agribusinesses have over our farm economy, and expand economic opportunities for small- and medium-sized
farmers, family farmers, women farmers, farmers of
color, and farmworkers. We can also provide consumers with affordable, high-quality, and often local
food, while protecting our land and water and combating the existential threat of climate change.35

Biden. Biden does not have a formal position on
labeling, and while emphasizing that farm programs
should be focused on small and family farms, he does
not appear to have an official position on sustainable
agricultural systems other than expressing support
for maintaining and expanding current conservation
programs. His unequivocal support for ethanol production (including research funding in that area) does
raise important questions, however, because more
ethanol requires more corn, and among the major
crops, corn production is widely regarded as substantially hurting soil and soil quality unless remediated
through heavily using chemical fertilizers.

The implication seems to be that Warren views
small as beautiful and eco-friendly and large as
destructive in terms of food systems.
Bloomberg. Bloomberg has not addressed labeling issues, food safety, and sustainable food systems
directly, although he now views ethanol as a transition fuel in the shift from fossil fuels to carbon-free
fuels, in contrast to initially viewing ethanol as damaging from a climate change perspective.

Klobuchar. Klobuchar has no explicit statements
about organic and other labeling issues or food safety
in her “Plan from the Heartland: Strengthening Our
Agricultural and Rural Communities” blueprint for
agricultural and rural policy initiatives.34

Buttigieg. Buttigieg indicates that he wants to
increase research on food safety, nutrition and health,
and maintaining resources needed for such goals.

Competition Policy

Sanders. Sanders is an advocate for enforcing COOL.
In a catchall statement about cooperatives as business models, he also seeks support for food co-ops,
institutions often associated with marketing organic,
hormone-free, and locally produced foods (meaning foods produced close to the customer), although
many sell a wide range of other foods.

Consolidation is occurring in many food-processing
industries, where plant sizes have increased sharply
and mergers have led to fewer but larger companies.
In many cases, changing processing-plant technologies and the emergence of new scale economies have
facilitated consolidation. Methods of vertical coordination are also changing, with a shift away from the
use of spot markets toward greater reliance on contracting for livestock and some grains (Figure 9).36

Warren. In the formal document on the Green New
Deal, Warren indicates support for more sustainable
21
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Figure 9. Share of Commodity Production Under Contract, 2008
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Biden. Biden would protect small and medium-sized
farmers and producers by strengthening enforcement
of the Sherman and Clayton Antitrust Acts and the
Packers and Stockyards Act (P&S Act).

High and increasing levels of concentration in some
sectors of the food industry, coupled with changing
methods of vertical coordination between producers
and processors, have led to concerns about reduced
competition. Policy issues include thinly traded spot
markets—where processors could use informational
advantages to lower prices paid to farmers—and
increased difficulties in gathering market information and assessing market performance. At the same
time, contracts and vertical integration offer more
opportunities for coordination that may foster gains
in efficiency that would ultimately benefit producers,
processors, and consumers.

Klobuchar.37 Taking on consolidation, Klobuchar
would look at large acquisitions and mergers in the
agriculture industry that have already happened and
assess whether the integration of services insulates
agricultural corporations from competition. She
would also make sure that US antitrust agencies have
the resources they need to aggressively enforce the
country’s antitrust laws. Klobuchar would also give
antitrust agencies and courts the legal tools necessary to promote competition by updating legal standards, shifting the burden of proof for megamergers
to the merging parties to show that their transactions
do not reduce competition, clarifying that existing
antitrust laws should take into account more than
price and should consider vertical integration, harms
to innovation, and monopsony, where a buyer has the

Trump. In 2018, the Trump administration eliminated
GIPSA as a stand-alone agency and merged it in the
USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service. GIPSA facilitates the marketing of livestock, poultry, meat, cereals,
oilseeds, and related agricultural products and promotes fair and competitive trading practices for the
overall benefit of consumers and American agriculture.
22
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power to reduce wages or the prices it pays for agricultural products.
As president, Klobuchar would also require the
USDA to collect and publish concentration information in agricultural markets and allow the USDA to
participate in the review of proposed mergers in the
agricultural sector. A Klobuchar administration would
thoroughly review US agriculture laws and assess
their application in an environment with increased
market concentration.
Klobuchar would support strong enforcement of
trading rules and laws by the Commodity Futures
Trading Commission (CFTC). The CFTC budget has
stagnated in recent years, making it difficult for the
commission to do its job. Klobuchar would provide
the CFTC with the resources needed to make sure
US commodity markets work, encourage the commission to put farmers’ needs first in all its decisions,
and move aggressively to stop price manipulation in
energy and other markets.
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bring suits against unfair practices—including by
clarifying that they do not have to prove harm across
the entire sector to bring a claim.
Bloomberg. Bloomberg has not stated any formal positions on competition and monopoly policy
regarding agriculture.
Buttigieg. Buttigieg would “reinvigorate” GIPSA as
a stand-alone unit under the USDA with additional
field offices to ensure sanitary and product quality
are standards maintained to improve food safety and
quality.

Rural Development
Rural development programs are extensive. They
include loan programs for initiatives relating to smalltown sewer and water systems, federal road construction, loans for small business in rural areas, and Small
Business Administration initiatives with grants and
loans. USDA expenditures on these programs appear
to be in the billions of dollars, but most of those dollars involve accumulated loans to both local city and
county governments and private enterprises (both
small rural businesses and farms). Actual outlays are
a small fraction (less than 1 percent) of the annual
USDA budget.

Sanders. In this area, Sanders would continue his
back-to-the-future agricultural policy approach by
enacting and enforcing Roosevelt-style trustbusting
laws to stop monopolization of markets and break
up existing massive agribusinesses. He would place a
moratorium on future mergers of large agribusiness
corporations, break up existing “massive” agribusinesses, and place a moratorium on vertical integration of large agribusiness corporations.
Sanders would also reestablish and strengthen
GIPSA. He would also seek to break up big agribusinesses that have a stranglehold on farmers and rural
communities. He would allow producers to fix their
own tractors (as many already do) and reform patent laws to prevent predatory lawsuits from “massive
agribusinesses” such as Bayer and Monsanto.

Trump. While rural voters are a major focus for
Trump’s political rallies, over the past three years
rural development policy has not seemed to be a high
priority for the Trump administration. However, the
administration’s stated goals to invest heavily in infrastructure have important implications for many rural
communities, and substantial loans are being made to
expand access to broadband in rural areas.

Warren. Like some other candidates, Warren would
strengthen rules and enforcement under the P&S Act.
In 1921, Congress passed the P&S Act to protect independent farmers. But Trump eliminated GIPSA—the
office responsible for upholding the P&S Act—as an
independent office. Warren’s administration would
restore GIPSA and “make it easier” for farmers to

Biden. Biden has several rural policy proposals. Some
are more substantive (in terms of funding) than others. With agriculture, he proposes to expand an existing low-interest loan program for new and beginning
farmers by doubling the maximum loan amount to
$100,000. Funding would also be increased for the
23
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USDA’s farm ownership and operating loans that typically serve beginning farmers who grew up on a family farm but “need low-cost capital” to add to their
family’s operation to support another household.38
Biden would also expand the budget for USDA farm
ownership and operating loans through the Farmers Home Administration program and double maximum loan amounts.
As with other candidates, Biden has a major focus
on rural access to broadband. He proposes investing
$20 billion in rural broadband infrastructure and tripling funding to expand broadband access in rural
areas by tripling broadband grants though the Community Connect program.39 He would also expand
the number of Rural Business Investment Companies
to help rural companies obtain financial capital.
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storage, and distribution facilities. He would also
incentivize community ownership of farmland to provide more jobs for more people as farmers, although
almost surely those people would be condemned to
earn exceptionally low incomes. Like other candidates, he would also make high-speed broadband connections available to all Americans.
Warren. Surprisingly, given her position on immigration, one of Warren’s major proposals is to prevent
“foreigners” from owning farmland in the United
States. The explanation of this apparent paradox is
that, presumably, she means large-scale overseas corporations should not be allowed to expand their land
holding in the United States. She also supports substantial expanded funding, totaling $85 billion over
several years, for the expansion of rural broadband
network to all rural areas, including highly rural communities on tribal reservations.

Klobuchar. Klobuchar also would expand rural
broadband access by connecting every rural household to broadband by 2022 through rural utility service grants and providing incentive for upgrades
to existing broadband services. She would explicitly provide funds to expand rural health care access
through changes in telehealth care rules (which also
implies improved broadband connectivity is needed
to deliver such services) and increase subsidies for
rural hospitals to improve emergency and outpatient
services. Klobuchar would also invest in improvements in rural schools, expand rural rental assistance
programs to increase access to housing for rural residents, provide tax incentives for firms located in rural
areas, and expand loans for small businesses in rural
communities. Like other candidates, she would also
expand loan programs for small and beginning farmers and would introduce a tax credit for current farmers who sell their land to individuals who are young
and new to farming and ranching.

Bloomberg. Bloomberg has few specific proposals
regarding rural development. He has substantive
proposals for health care policy, with a focus on single delivery, cost reduction, and much greater access
for all.
Buttigieg. Buttigieg proposes to expand and connect
Regional Innovation Clusters to provide support for
local rural economic planning and business investments in rural areas. Like other candidates, he proposes to ensure full high-speed broadband coverage,
including in rural areas, with an $80 billion “Internet for All” initiative to expand access to all currently
unserved and underserved communities.
He proposes to reduce the teacher shortage in
rural areas by 50 percent within 15 years by increasing teacher salaries at rural Title I schools and providing student loan forgiveness to teachers, including
rural teachers. He has the goal of increasing the share
of rural adults with a bachelor’s degree by 25 percent
over the next decade to close the gap and providing
new opportunity to rural communities. However, a
crucial issue in this context is whether jobs are available for relatively highly skilled workers in rural areas.
Buttigieg would also “empower local governments

Sanders. Sanders has a wide range of rural development proposals. With farm operations, he would
increase investments in enabling young and new individuals to enter farming through more favorable loan
and grant programs for acquiring land and equipment
for sustainable farming. He would also provide funds
for local independent (that is, rural) food processing,
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to access critical federal development resources
through technology”40 by launching a “Rural Opportunity Center” to streamline grant processes in rural
communities, create a digital tool for officials at all
levels of government to understand and access federal resources, and simplify grant applications.
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Green New Deal, also emphasize switching to electric vehicles and carbon-free energy. These policies
clearly have more to do with seeking support from
urban, environmental, and young voters than support
from agricultural constituencies. Some candidates
(e.g., Biden and Buttigieg) explicitly advocate for substantially increased federal funding for agricultural
research. Others support increased agricultural R&D
investments in principle but are unclear about the
extent to which such investments would be expanded
and link their support to more broad-based, climate
change–related R&D initiatives.
The candidates also have divergent views on
agricultural trade policy. Bloomberg is perhaps the
strongest supporter of free trade among the various
Democratic candidates, while Sanders and Warren
are the most protectionist (though Warren did vote
to ratify the recent USMCA free trade agreement).
Most of the other Democratic candidates qualify
their support for free trade agreements, typically
calling for stronger and somewhat implausible provisions that would require trade partners to implement
worker protection and environmental programs.
Sanders and Warren view agriculture in a more insular world, where farm income would be supported
not through expanding markets but by restricting
agricultural supply as a way of increasing prices paid
to small and medium-sized farms. President Trump
simply views trade policy as a confrontational exercise and impacts on agricultural markets as collateral
damage to be mitigated by side payments to farms
from taxpayers.
Finally, all the Democratic candidates have substantive and potentially costly rural development
programs. Some mainly argue for heavy investments
to ensure all communities and households (and especially rural households) have access to high-speed
broadband services. Some (e.g., Buttigieg) have more
extensive explicit proposals for incentives for manufacturing and relocating other businesses to rural
areas, and some are more focused on increasing the
amount and quality of health care and education services available to rural communities (e.g., Bloomberg).

Summary
Each presidential candidate confronts the challenge
of developing a coalition of voters that will enable him
or her to reach the Oval Office. Farm and other rural
voters (who far outnumber farm votes) are therefore
important constituencies.
For the most part, both the president and most
of the Democratic challengers offer policy prescriptions to cater to farm votes in the context of direct
farm subsidies. President Trump talks about reducing
crop insurance subsidies but has substantially overcompensated farmers for any trade losses through
MFP trade war compensation payments. Most of the
Democrats seek to increase such subsides and target
payments more heavily to small and midsize farms.
Bloomberg and Buttigieg are exceptions, in that they
do not yet appear to have formal positions on farm
safety-net programs.
Apart from the president, who appears to believe
that climate policy is unimportant compared to creating jobs in the West Virginia and Wyoming coal
industry, most candidates have a range of proposals to
mitigate GHG emissions. Several focus on the Green
New Deal proposal as the core of their climate change
programs. In their climate change initiative, regarding
agriculture, several candidates propose expansions of
conservation programs that sequester carbon, including land retirement programs and working lands
programs.
With the RFS, some candidates argue for substantial subsidies (either via R&D investments or industry
subsidies) for the development of biodiesel and cellulosic fuels. However, candidates such as Biden, Klobuchar, Sanders, and Warren, who have embraced the
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