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 n Large agribusinesses are the 
beneficiaries of most of the agri-
cultural subsidies and receive 
subsidies at a much higher rate 
than smaller farms.

 n The median income for farm 
households was 19 percent higher 
than all U.S. households from 
2005–2014, and farm households 
had 10 times the net worth of all 
U.S. households in 2013.

 n The use of the term “safety net” is 
misleading. Agricultural policies 
cover even minor dips in expect-
ed revenue.

 n The heavily subsidized federal 
crop insurance program does not 
require a disaster, any catastroph-
ic loss, or for that matter even a 
yield loss for participating farmers 
to receive indemnity payments.

 n Agricultural subsidies in the farm 
bill crowd out private solutions, 
undermine private risk manage-
ment, and hurt free trade.

 n The federal government should 
be aggressive in promoting free 
trade and eliminating policies, 
specifically regulations, which 
hamper private risk management 
and create unnecessary obstacles 
for farmers and ranchers to meet 
consumer demand.

Abstract
The next President should bring attention to the expansive role the 
federal government plays in agriculture, well before the next farm 
bill is introduced. Farmers in America receive a seemingly endless ar-
ray of subsidies. These subsidies have little to do with helping strug-
gling farmers, but are instead mostly provided to large agribusiness-
es. When the government intervenes through agricultural subsidies, 
farmers are acting, not in response to the market, but in response to 
the subsidies. Subsidies create serious harm, including hurting farm-
ers by crowding out private solutions to help manage risk and under-
mining free trade. Consequently, there is a need for a strong, proac-
tive agricultural agenda that is based on principles of free enterprise 
and economic freedom, not harmful government intervention. The 
focus should be on how the government makes it more difficult for 
farmers and ranchers to manage risk and run their operations.

at the outset of the next administration, the President should 
bring attention to the overly expansive role the government 

plays in agriculture. The farm bill, which is reauthorized approxi-
mately every five years, is the centerpiece of agricultural policy. 
Instead of waiting until 2018, when the next farm bill legislation 
will likely be introduced, it is critical to get ahead of the process and 
develop a vision for the proper role of government in agriculture.1

This paper gives a general framework and a starting point for 
discussing agricultural policies. Furthermore, it provides a pro-
active and positive approach that can help move the nation away 
from the status quo of government intervention in agriculture 
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toward reforms that empower farmers and ranch-
ers to best provide the food and fiber that meet 
market needs.

The Problems of the So-Called Safety Net
Farmers receive a seemingly endless array 

of direct and indirect federal subsidies. exist-
ing policies are not really about protecting strug-
gling farmers from serious and unforeseen losses 
that are beyond their control and they have little 
to do with the so-called safety net; rather, they are 
really about providing handouts to large agri-
businesses to help ensure they do well financially. 
In general, agricultural policies have little to do 
with helping struggling farmers. The large major-
ity of farm households are not struggling and have 
much higher income and wealth compared to all u.S. 
households. The median income for farm house-
holds was 19 percent higher than all u.S. house-
holds from 2005–2014, and a staggering 50 percent 
greater in 2014.2 Farm households had 10 times the 
net worth of all u.S. households in 2013.3 Only two 

percent of farm households are in the bottom half of all 
households in terms of both income and wealth, based 
on 2011 data.4

agricultural subsidies tend, in general, to benefit 
large agribusinesses. according to the environmen-
tal Working Group, the top 20 percent of crop insur-
ance policyholders in 2011 were the beneficiaries 
of 73 percent of the total premium subsidies.5 For 
commodity payments, the top 20 percent of recipi-
ents accounted for 78 percent of payments in 2012.6 
according to the 2012 Census of agriculture, and in 
regard to government payments in 2012,7 farms with 
$250,000 or more in sales constituted only 23 per-
cent of the farms receiving such subsidies but they 
received 60 percent of the payments.8

Further, these large agribusinesses, which are 
well positioned to manage risk, generally receive 
subsidies at a higher rate than smaller farms. Data 
regarding government payments (conservation and 
commodity payments) from the u.S. Department 
of agriculture’s (uSDa) “Family Farm report 
2014 edition”9 show that 31 percent of small fam-

1. For important principles to guide agricultural policy, see Daren Bakst, “10 Guiding Principles for Agriculture Policy: A Free-Market Vision,” 
Heritage Foundation Issue Brief No. 4213, May 5, 2014, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2014/05/10-guiding-principles-for-
agriculture-policy-a-free-market-vision.

2. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, “Historic Data on Mean and Median Farm Operator Household Income and Ratio 
of Farm Household to U.S. Household Income, 1960–2014,” November 24, 2015, 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/farm-household-income-and-characteristics.aspx (accessed February 3, 2016), and U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, “Principal Farm Operator Household Finances, 2009–2015F,” November 24, 2015, 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/farm-household-income-and-characteristics.aspx (accessed February 3, 2016).

3. For the net worth of farm households in 2013, see U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, “Principal Farm Operator 
Household Finances, 2009–2015F.” For the net worth of all U.S. households in 2013, see Jesse Bricker et al., “Bulletin: Changes in U.S. Family 
Finances from 2010 to 2013: Evidence from the Survey of Consumer Finances,” Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System, Vol. 100, No. 4 
(September 2014), p. 8, http://www.federalreserve.gov/pubs/bulletin/2014/pdf/scf14.pdf (accessed February 3, 2016). Note that Robert A. 
Hoppe, “Structure and Finances of U.S. Farms: Family Farm Report, 2014 Edition,” U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, 
Economic Information Bulletin No. 132, December 2014, http://www.ers.usda.gov/media/1728096/eib-132.pdf (accessed February 3, 2016), 
also used data from the Survey of Consumer Finances to determine net worth of all U.S. households.

4. Robert A. Hoppe, “Structure and Finances of U.S. Farms: Family Farm Report, 2014 Edition,” U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic 
Research Service, December 2014, Table 10, http://www.ers.usda.gov/media/1728096/eib-132.pdf (accessed February 3, 2016)

5. Environmental Working Group, “Concentration of Premiums Subsidies in the United States, 2011,” Crop Insurance Primer, 
http://farm.ewg.org/cropinsurance.php?fips=00000&summpage=CONC2011&statename=theUnitedStates (accessed February 3, 2016).

6. Environmental Working Group, “Commodity Subsidies in the United States Totaled $5.3 billion in 2012,” Farm Subsidy Database, 2012, 
http://farm.ewg.org/progdetail.php?fips=00000&progcode=totalfarm&page=conc&yr=2012&regionname=theUnitedStates 
(accessed February 3, 2016).

7. These payments include direct subsidies like conservation payments, which are generally not considered part of the “safety net,” but are 
significant in scope, and commodity payments, but do not include crop insurance subsidies.

8. U.S. Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2012 Census of Agriculture, Vol. 1, chap. 1, “Economic Class of Farms by 
Market Value of Agricultural Products Sold and Government Payments: 2012 and 2007,” May 2014, 
http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2012/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_US/st99_1_003_003.pdf  (accessed February 3, 2016).

9. Hoppe, “Structure and Finances of U.S. Farms,” Table 6. Note that government payments appear to be defined differently here than in the 2012 
Census of Agriculture.
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ily farms10 (family farms with less than $350,000 
in gross cash farm income11) received payments 
whereas 80 percent of midsize and large-scale fam-
ily farms (family farms with $350,000 or more in 
gross cash farm income) received payments.12

This is not to say, however, that subsidies would 
be appropriate if the farms were small. The fact 
that a farm is small does not justify subsidizing it 
(especially given that any subsidy is almost certain-
ly unjustified). In fact, more than half of all farms 
had sales less than $10,000, making them more like 
hobby farms than working agricultural operations.13 
Taxpayers should not be forced to subsidize hobby 
farms any more than they should shoulder financial 
burdens for large agribusinesses.

Most farms do not participate in the safety net. 
The safety net refers to the federal crop insurance 
program,14 in which taxpayers subsidize 62 percent 
of the premiums for participating farmers, as well 
as the commodity price and income support pro-
grams.15 However, most farms do not receive these 
subsidies. Only 25.2 percent of all farms received 

commodity payments in 2011.16 based on 2010 data, 
only about 15 percent of all farms participated in the 
crop insurance program.17 These participation num-
bers may seem low,18 but likely are due to most farms 
being extremely small and having little production,19 
not all commodities being eligible, and some farm-
ers simply choosing not to participate.

Moreover, the safety net protects against almost 
all risk. The safety net for farmers not only offers pro-
tection against major losses, but also covers minor 
dips in expected revenue; further, in some cases, 
producers can even receive payments in excess of 
losses sustained. In other words, it is not a safety net 
at all, but instead more like a trampoline. Taxpayers 
should not be expected to cover what often is just the 
risk of doing business.

The heavily subsidized federal crop insurance 
program does not require a disaster, any catastroph-
ic loss, or for that matter even a yield loss for partici-
pating farmers to receive indemnity payments. The 
program offers revenue-based policies that insure 
farmers in the event that they receive less revenue 

10. This data covers family farms, not all farms; however, family farms account for about 99 percent of all farms.

11. “Gross cash farm income (GCFI) is the sum of the farm’s crop and livestock sales, government payments, and other farm-related income.”  
See Hoppe, “Structure and Finances of U.S. Farms,” p. 4.

12. Hoppe, “Structure and Finances of U.S. Farms,” Table 6.

13. U.S. Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2012 Census of Agriculture, Vol. 1, chap. 1, “Economic Class of Farms by 
Market Value of Agricultural Products Sold and Government Payments: 2012 and 2007.” See also U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2012 Census 
of Agriculture: 2012 Census Highlights, “Farm Economics,” May 2014, 
http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2012/Online_Resources/Highlights/Farm_Economics/ (accessed February 3, 2016).

14. To learn more about the federal crop insurance program, see Dennis A. Shields, “Federal Crop Insurance: Background,” Congressional 
Research Service, Report for Congress No. 40532, August 13, 2015, https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=786838 (accessed February 3, 2016).

15. To learn more about Title I commodity programs, see Dennis A. Shields, “Farm Commodity Provisions in the 2014 Farm Bill (P.L. 113–79),” 
Congressional Research Service, Report for Congress No. 43448, March 28, 2014, 
http://nationalaglawcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/assets/crs/R43448.pdf (accessed February 3, 2016).

16. Hoppe, “Structure and Finances of U.S. Farms,” Table 6.

17. See Roger Claassen, “The Role of Commodity, Conservation, and Crop Insurance Programs: The Future of Environmental Compliance 
Incentives in U.S. Agriculture,” U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, Economic Information Bulletin No. 94, March 2012, 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/media/361085/eib94_2_.pdf (accessed February 3, 2016), and U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research 
Service, “Farm Household Income (Historical),” November 24, 2015, 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-economy/farm-household-well-being/farm-household-income-(historical).aspx#sizeoffarm 
(accessed February 3, 2016).

18. Even with the low participation number, the crop insurance program still covered many acres of crops. According to the Congressional Research 
Service, in 2014 about 83 percent of U.S. crop acreage was insured under the federal crop insurance program. Shields, “Federal Crop Insurance.”

19. Most agricultural production comes from large agribusinesses. In 2012, about 4 percent of all farms accounted for two-thirds of all agricultural 
sales. These farms were million dollar-plus operations, with 32 percent of all sales coming from farm operations with $5 million or more in 
sales. Seventy-five percent of all farms accounted for just 3 percent of all agricultural sales (these farms had sales less than $50,000). U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2012 Census of Agriculture, Vol. 1, chap. 1, “Economic Class of Farms by 
Market Value of Agricultural Products Sold and Government Payments: 2012 and 2007.” See also U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2012 Census 
of Agriculture: 2012 Census Highlights, “Farm Economics.”
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than expected (the dip in revenue can be small).20 
Further, there are no payment limits on the total 
amount of farmers’ premium subsidies or total 
indemnities that farmers can receive in the crop 
insurance program.

Why Agricultural Subsidies Are Harmful
The cost to taxpayers for all of the “agriculture-

related”21 parts of the farm bill is significant, reach-
ing approximately $20 billion per year.22 The cost is 
far from the only reason why the status quo of farm 
bill and other agricultural subsidies is unacceptable 
and needs to be addressed. Subsidies can lead to the 
problem of moral hazard, in which farmers will take 
actions they would otherwise not take because the 
costs of the risks are being passed on to taxpayers. For 
example, farmers may decide to plant crops on mar-
ginal lands that have high rates of losses because they 
do not bear the risk. They also may not seek to inno-
vate because there is less reason to do so.

When the government intervenes through 
agricultural subsidies, farmers are acting, not in 
response to the market, but in response to the sub-
sidies. The numerous subsidies that form the foun-
dation of existing agricultural policy lead to many 
problems, including:

 n Subsidies crowd out private solutions. 
Through the use of subsidies, the federal govern-
ment is crowding out private competition. For 
example, farmers benefit from the crop insurance 

program, but they are also hurt as well. They do 
not have access to private insurance products that 
very well could be available absent government 
intervention. The federal crop insurance program 
is effectively a government-run cartel in which the 
government controls the private crop insurance 
market in collaboration with its approved compa-
nies (17 companies in 201623). In this scheme, if a 
company has a great idea for a new product, it must 
first get the approval of the government.24

 n Subsidies undermine private risk manage-
ment. There are numerous ways that farmers 
can manage risk without government interven-
tion, from off-farm income, crop diversification, 
commodities markets participation, and other 
solutions and innovations that would be devel-
oped if agriculture were allowed to operate with-
out these subsidies. as it is, subsidies can discour-
age farmers from using these private tools.

 n Subsidies hurt free trade. Other countries 
might retaliate in response to the united States’ 
trade-distorting subsidies. This retaliation can 
be directed at completely different industries 
other than agricultural producers. Taxpayers can 
be forced to pay the penalty for the inappropriate 
subsidies, as seen by taxpayers being forced to 
pay brazil $300 million to settle a dispute regard-
ing domestic cotton subsidies.25

20. Agricultural commodities have significant price volatility, but so, too, do many other commodities. Addressing price volatility through 
government intervention is problematic (and unnecessary). As well explained by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD): “Governments have often assumed that the answer to farming risk lies in stabilising prices. In fact, by doing this they 
may actually increase the variability of income and have the opposite effect.… Price interventions will isolate farmers from underlying market 
fundamentals such as high prices that signal a negative supply shock or low prices that signal over-supply. Governments end up carrying the 
entire burden of risk management at high cost to consumers and taxpayers because their actions have crowded out the efforts of farmers 
themselves and the private sector.” See Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, “Risk Management in Agriculture: What 
Role for Governments?” November 2011, http://www.oecd.org/agriculture/agricultural-policies/49003833.pdf (accessed February 3, 2016).

21. This is merely referring to the non-nutrition titles of the farm bill. Some of these non-nutrition titles, such as the rural title, are questionable as 
to whether they are agriculture-related.

22. For example, see Renée Johnson and Jim Monke, “What Is the Farm Bill?” Congressional Research Service, Report for Congress No. 22131, 
July 23, 2014, https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RS22131.pdf (accessed February 3, 2016).

23. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Risk Management Agency, “Crop Insurance Providers List for 2016,” August 17, 2015, 
https://www3.rma.usda.gov/tools/agents/companies/indexCI.cfm (accessed February 3, 2016).

24. The Washington Post gives an example of the consequences when one crop insurance company had a new idea to increase competition. 
Gilbert M. Gaul, Dan Morgan, and Sarah Cohen, “Crop Insurers Piling Up Record Profits,” The Washington Post, October 16, 2006, 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2006/10/15/AR2006101500585.html (accessed February 3, 2016).

25. Daren Bakst, “Why Are We Paying $300 Million to Help the Brazilian Cotton Industry?” The Daily Signal, October 9, 2014, 
http://dailysignal.com//2014/10/09/300-million-help-brazilian-cotton-industry/.
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 n Subsidies will create more government con-
trol at the expense of farmers. as the federal 
government continues to subsidize farmers, espe-
cially at significant cost, policymakers will use 
that as justification to influence or control farm-
ing activities. In many respects, accountability is 
a reasonable expectation of policymakers seeking 
to ensure proper use of taxpayer dollars. Howev-
er, this accountability will likely be a pretext for 
government interference in farming. agricultural 
producers should know all too well that there is 
increasing pressure for policymakers to extensive-
ly regulate genetic engineering, industrial farming, 
and animal practices that may be humane (but not 
to some activists). Subsidies might benefit some 
farmers today,26 but there are individuals and 
organizations that want to inappropriately create 
new subsidies—not to maintain the status quo but 
to pursue their own objectives that very well may 
come at the expense of farmers.

Developing a New, Proactive Free 
Enterprise Agenda

There is a need for a strong, proactive agricultural 
agenda that is based on principles of free enterprise 
and economic freedom, rather than on government 
intervention. as seen in the 2016 Index of Economic 
Freedom, co-published by The Heritage Founda-
tion and The Wall Street Journal, economic freedom 
is positively related to a wide variety of critically 
important social and economic goals.27

The federal government should be aggressive in 
promoting free trade and eliminating policies, spe-
cifically regulations, which hamper private risk 
management and create unnecessary obstacles for 
farmers and ranchers to meet consumer demand.

Critical considerations include the following:

 n Agriculture needs free enterprise, not govern-
ment intervention. The u.S. economy has flour-
ished because of free markets, and so, too, will 
agriculture. When it comes to agricultural policies, 
free enterprise has too often been ignored. Gov-

ernment is seen as the solution with the assump-
tion that farmers and ranchers need handouts 
to succeed, not unlike the thinking that existed 
when the first farm bill was passed in 1933.

 n If agriculture is “special,” that is an argu-
ment for freer agricultural markets.  For some, 
agriculture is seen as more important than other 
sectors of the economy, in large part because it 
helps provide food (a necessity) for the country. 
This is often used as the justification for needing 
government intervention, such as subsidies. yet, 
ironically, if agriculture is so important, it is 
vital to avoid the stifling of innovation and the 
distortion of planting decisions that make agri-
cultural producers less responsive to the market, 
which are some of the typical results of govern-
ment involvement.

 n Questions regarding government interven-
tion should focus on how to get rid of the 
intervention. The question of government inter-
vention usually focuses on how the government 
can intervene to help farmers. This is not the 
right question. The proper question is: In what 
ways does the government currently intervene 
that make it more difficult for agricultural pro-
ducers to manage risk and effectively engage in 
farming and ranching activities? There are many 
regulatory obstacles that need to be eliminated.

Some policy recommendations, beyond getting 
rid of most, if not all subsidies, include:

 n Separate food stamps from agricultural pro-
grams. Food stamps account for about 80 per-
cent28 of the costs of the farm bill, thus really mak-
ing it a food stamp bill. In 2013, the u.S. House of 
representatives did the right thing when it tried 
to separate food stamps from agricultural pro-
grams by passing an agriculture-only bill and a 
nutrition-only bill. These distinct programs are 
combined for political purposes so that these 

26. Subsidies may benefit some farmers, but often at the expense of other farmers. Even for those who receive certain subsidies, there is the 
possibility that those same subsidies will end up harming them in the long run.

27. Terry Miller and Anthony B. Kim, 2016 Index of Economic Freedom (Washington, DC: The Heritage Foundation and Dow Jones & Company, Inc., 
2016), http://www.heritage.org/index/about.

28. Congressional Budget Office, “H.R. 2642, Agricultural Act of 2014: Cost Estimate,” January 28, 2016, https://www.cbo.gov/publication/45049 
(accessed February 3, 2016), and Johnson and Monke, “What Is the Farm Bill?”
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programs can get passed. Legislators who would 
otherwise seek reform of agricultural programs 
(or vice versa) stay quiet in order to maintain the 
status quo of their favored program.

It is illuminating when status quo proponents 
acknowledge that separation would make it diffi-
cult to get agricultural programs and food stamps 
passed. This strange and amusing argument is a 
tacit admission that the programs would never 
get support if they were considered on their own 
merits. What does that say about the programs? 
The entire purpose of reauthorizing programs 
is for Congress to review existing policy and, if 
necessary, change or eliminate ineffective poli-
cies (or expand effective ones). by combining the 
programs, the value of reauthorization is reduced 
because an open and thoughtful process to reas-
sess existing policy (and the chance to make 
important changes) is mostly nonexistent.

 n Aggressively promote free trade in agricul-
ture. both agricultural producers and consumers 
benefit from free trade. according to the uSDa’s 
economic research Service, the $144.38 billion in 
agriculture exports in 2013 created an additional 
$176.0 billion in economic activity, and over 1 mil-
lion full-time jobs, of which 27 percent were out-
side farming.29 Imports provide consumers bet-
ter access to products they demand and can lower 
food costs through greater competition. regretta-
bly, however, agriculture across the globe is heavi-
ly subsidized, including in the u.S. In order to have 
credibility in trade negotiations, the u.S. needs to 
eliminate its own subsidies. Further, the federal 
government can play a critical role in challenging 

trade barriers imposed by other countries; this 
includes being far more aggressive using the World 
Trade Organization dispute settlement process 
where the u.S. has been very successful.

 n Eliminate policies that unnecessarily inhibit 
risk-management methods like the commod-
ities markets. Title VII of the Dodd–Frank Wall 
Street reform and Consumer Protection act30 is 
a prime example of policy that hurts agricultural 
risk management. This part of the statute, which 
covers commodities markets, should not apply 
to farmers. In 2010, Dodd–Frank was enacted to 
address the 2008 financial crisis.31 yet this law 
is being interpreted broadly by the Commodi-
ties Futures Trading Commission to cover busi-
nesses that had nothing to do with the 2008 crisis, 
including agricultural producers. Farmers need 
to be able to effectively use commodity markets 
to manage risk. The application of Title VII of 
Dodd–Frank will make it more difficult to do so.32

 n Devolve power regarding water policy from 
the federal government to states and local 
communities, and stop federal overreach. 
Water policy is critical to farmers and ranch-
ers. Federal policy should not try to establish 
one-size-fits-all policies that fail to address the 
unique ecological features of local water bodies. 
States and local communities should be allowed 
to develop solutions to their unique problems. 
The means to achieving measurable outcomes 
should not be dictated by the federal government.

Further, federal overreach like the recent envi-
ronmental Protection agency (ePa) and u.S. 

29. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, “Agricultural Trade Multipliers: Effects of Trade on the U.S. Economy,” 
February 2, 2015, http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/agricultural-trade-multipliers/effects-of-trade-on-the-us-economy.aspx 
(accessed February 3, 2016).

30. Dodd–Frank Wall Street Reform and Consumer Protection Act, Public Law 111–203.

31. As Senator Pat Roberts (R–KS), Chairman of the Senate Agriculture Committee, explained: “Farmers, ranchers and end-users did not cause 
the 2008 financial crisis, and Congress did not intend for them to be subject to Title VII of Dodd–Frank,” Roberts said. “However, five long 
years later, they continue to be subjected to a bounty of rules and regulations stemming from the regulatory implementation of Dodd–Frank. 
As chairman, I am continuing to work with members on the committee to address the regulatory overreach.” See news release, “Chairman 
Roberts Releases Statement on Fifth Anniversary of Dodd–Frank,” Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry, U.S. Senate, 
July 21, 2015, http://www.ag.senate.gov/newsroom/press/release/chairman-roberts-releases-statement-on-fifth-anniversary-of-dodd-frank 
(accessed February 3, 2016).

32. For more about Title VII of Dodd–Frank, see Norbert J. Michel, “Fixing the Dodd–Frank Derivatives Mess: Repeal Titles VII and VIII,” 
Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3076, November 16, 2015, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/11/fixing-the-doddfrank-derivatives-mess-repeal-titles-vii-and-viii.
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army Corps of engineers “Waters of the united 
States” rule,33 which allows the federal govern-
ment to regulate almost any type of water, should 
be repealed. Congress needs to define clearly in 
the Clean Water act34 that the waters covered 
under the statute should be generally limited to 
traditional navigable waters.

 n Treat farmers and ranchers as partners in 
protecting wildlife under the Endangered 
Species Act (ESA), by respecting property 
rights. In order to best protect wildlife, and par-
ticularly species that are deemed endangered 
under the eSa, farmers and ranchers should be 
partners in the protection process. This will hap-
pen only if their property rights are respected. 
The protection of property rights entails provid-
ing compensation to property owners for restric-
tions imposed upon them for the use and enjoy-
ment of their property. Society has made the 
choice to protect endangered species; the cost 
therefore should be borne by society as a whole, 
not individual property owners who are merely 
using their property without interfering with the 
enjoyment of property by others.

Conclusion
The next President should take a step back and 

ask whether, if current agricultural policies did not 
exist, what kind of policies would truly be necessary? 
before the next farm bill, the new President and 
Members of Congress should consider this question 
and develop appropriate and thorough responses. 
agricultural policies should not be the work product 
of a small group of individuals, as they generally are 
now, given the importance of agriculture. everyone 
is affected by agriculture because everyone eats.

—Daren Bakst is Research Fellow in Agricultural 
Policy in the Thomas A. Roe Institute for Economic 
Policy Studies, of the Institute for Economic Freedom 
and Opportunity, at The Heritage Foundation.

33. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, “Clean Water Rule: Definition of Waters of the United States Under the Clean Water Act,” June 29, 2015, 
http://www.epa.gov/cleanwaterrule/definition-waters-united-states-under-clean-water-act (accessed February 3, 2016). 
For a brief discussion on the final rule, see Daren Bakst, “The EPA’s Water Power Grab: Lawmakers Can Use the Appropriations Process to 
Stop It,” The Daily Signal, December 4, 2015, http://dailysignal.com/2015/12/04/the-epas-water-power-grab-lawmakers-can-use-the-
appropriations-process-to-stop-it/, and Daren Bakst, “Congress Deserves Credit for Trying to Rein in EPA, but More Is Needed,” The Daily 
Signal, January 25, 2016, http://dailysignal.com/2016/01/25/congress-deserves-credit-for-trying-to-rein-in-epa-but-more-is-needed/.

34. 33 U.S. Code, chap. 26.


