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A Farm Safety Net 
Providing Risk Management with Minimal  
Distortions and Less Environmental Impact 

Farming is a risky business. Modern agriculture involves more 
science and precision than most Americans understand, but un-
predictable factors—including droughts, floods and global political 
and economic changes—can place farmers and ranchers on the 
brink of bankruptcy in an instant. While the overall farm economy 
has recently been a bright spot in the U.S. economy, there have 
been many times in history when farm economic strength was fol-
lowed by severe and painful economic hardship. 

At the same time, existing farm safety net programs need to be 
reformed. They can be inequitable and inefficient while causing 
market distortions that have negative environmental impacts. In 
many ways, they serve neither farmers nor taxpayers well. The 
current budget conditions have created some cohesion among 
agriculture groups that recognize it’s time to change programs that 
were designed for agriculture decades ago while working toward 
programs that better serve farmers and taxpayers.

A 21st Century Farm Safety Net 
While the safety net may be necessary, in this time of scarce 
budget resources the nation needs to question what the right role 
for government is in risk management, and when the government 
should get involved in on-farm decision making.

Today, public policy for agriculture is clearly evolving toward one 
guiding principle: government support should help farmers man-
age risks that are beyond their control. A crop insurance system 
has developed over decades to help producers manage risks 
that are specific to individual farms. Though this system is always 
improving, significant gaps and vulnerabilities remain if we rely on 
this as the only risk management tool. 

Thus a modern farm safety net needs to complement crop in-
surance—rather than duplicate it—while also saving taxpayers 
significant amounts of money. Proposals to do so will provide tens 
of billions of dollars in savings.

A modern farm safety net 

needs to complement, but not

duplicate, crop insurance 

while saving taxpayer money.
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Creating a Stronger Farm Support System 
A publicly defensible safety net—one that enhances the long-term viability and competitiveness of 
American agriculture—must adhere to a few basic principles. 

1 • Responsive to markets and revenue-based: Programs should reflect the current economic 
reality that farms face. Programs with arbitrary target prices set by Congress every five to 
10 years don’t do this and should be changed. In addition, market-orientation means that 
revenue coverage should respond to market forces by moving up and down with prices and 
yields quickly.  

2 • Complements crop insurance but does not duplicate it: Ensuring that crop insurance and 
commodity support programs do not overlap but rather work in concert will ensure taxpayers 
are not paying for duplicative risk protection. Removing overlap and repetition will lead to 
greater efficiencies and a more effective use of available funds. The new program should help 
farmers manage long-term market risks, unlike crop insurance that protects against risks 
within a crop year and impacts individual farms. 

3 • Requires accountability: Farmers should only receive assistance if there is an unavoidable 
loss. Trying to justify a program that that doesn’t meet this standard in the face of the fiscal 
problems our government faces is not a message we can succeed with. As such, there must 
be an objective, real loss requirement included in the program.    

4 • Minimizes distortion: Government payments should not determine where and how intensely 
crops are grown. If the government takes away too much risk, producers’ decisions about 
what to plant become influenced more by government payments than they do by market 
forces. Those distortions have real consequences on our environment by encouraging 
production in areas that can’t be farmed in an environmentally sustainable manner. A modern 
farm safety net should seek to minimize such distortion or have systems in place to mitigate 
such impact. 

To achieve these goals, AFT recommends continuing the shift begun in the last farm bill to replace 
out-dated farm support programs with new, less costly, revenue-based approaches that require a 
loss to receive a payment, shift with market prices and minimize distortions. In addition, AFT rec-
ommends reattaching basic environmentally based accountability provisions to crop insurance as 
well as modernizing their enforcement.


