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In September, there will be only nine legislative 
days in the House before some farm bill programs 

expire at the end of the month. Even during a rela-
tively quiet legislative period, this small window to 
develop real reform would be insufficient. As the 
debt ceiling looms and the nation could become 
militarily engaged in Syria, developing real reform 
becomes impossible. 

Further, the existing farm bills passed by the 
House and Senate are flawed, so going to confer-
ence with these bills would only lead to bad policy. 
Therefore, the best option now is a new extension of 
the 2008 farm bill.1

Extension and Separation. An extension would 
give Members of Congress the time to identify the 
best ways to keep the food stamp program and farm 
programs separated from each other. Practically, the 
phrase “farm bill” is a misnomer: Close to 80 percent 
of the costs consists of food stamps.2 Congress has 
for decades combined these disparate programs into 
one bill, enabling it to avoid addressing the merits of 
the programs.

Separation is a prerequisite for reform. The 
House, unlike the Senate, took the critical step of 

separating the farm programs from the food stamp 
program. The House recognized the need to take 
this procedural step but missed the purpose of sep-
aration, which is to reform the law once separation 
has occurred. 

This separation can be preserved only if a con-
ference committee is not used as a means to put the 
agriculture-only farm bill back together with the 
food stamp bill. An extension should be staggered 
with two different timelines for the farm programs 
and the food stamp program. This would help ensure 
that separation will not be undone by Congress put-
ting the programs back together again at the same 
time.

Extension and Reforms. Congress should not 
force through a farm bill this fall simply for the sake 
of passing a bill. An extension would give Congress 
the chance to address critical reforms. The House 
and Senate farm bills fail to make even common-
sense reforms and in some cases, make things worse. 
For instance:

■■ Both bills add costly shallow-loss programs that 
protect farmers from even minor losses, effec-
tively guaranteeing their income.3

■■ Both bills increase the cost of crop insurance, the 
most expensive farm program. While President 
Obama would cut about $12 billion over 10 years, 
the Senate would increase costs by about $5 bil-
lion, and the House would increase costs by about 
$9 billion.4

■■ The House bill would not make a single common-
sense reform to crop insurance, such as imposing 
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caps on the subsidies received by farmers or 
implementing a means test. The Senate bill would 
make only a minor reform that would reduce pre-
mium subsidies for farmers with adjusted gross 
income of $750,000 or more.5

■■ Both bills leave intact the sugar program, which 
drives up prices for consumers and has been esti-
mated to cost three manufacturing jobs for every 
sugar growing and harvesting job saved.6

■■ The House bill would make two new costly pro-
grams—the shallow-loss and reference price pro-
grams—permanent law. (That is, the programs do 
not sunset like most other programs.) The House 
bill also makes the sugar program permanent law. 
As a result, Congress would have far less reason to 
revisit and fix these programs in the future.

■■ The Senate bill has no work requirement of any 
kind for food stamp recipients.

Any savings that can be achieved by passing a bill 
now pales in comparison to what the savings should 
be if sound policy is adopted later. By passing a bad 
farm bill, Congress would be locking in five years 
of bad public policy. (Farm bills typically last five 
years.) If the House has its way, major new programs 
and the sugar program would be locked in even lon-
ger because they would be made permanent law.

An Extension Is Common. Congress just passed 
a farm bill extension at the start of 2013. Farmers 

were fine, and the food stamp program continued 
without missing a beat. An extension would also 
address the concern that the expiration of some pro-
grams would lead to the reversion back to perma-
nent law enacted in the 1930s and ‘40s.

Technically, the 2008 farm bill suspended these 
permanent law provisions, and when the bill expires, 
these old permanent laws “come back to life.” If this 
happened, prices for commodities could increase 
dramatically. The “dairy cliff” last year, when there 
was fear that milk prices could double,7 was due 
to the possible return of permanent law. However, 
Congress’s extension addressed this problem by sus-
pending permanent law. Congress could do the same 
again this year.8

An Extension Is Doing Something. The choice 
is not between enacting a farm bill and doing noth-
ing. Instead, the choice is between pushing bad 
policy through Congress and taking some time, by 
passing an extension, so that sound policy can be 
developed in a deliberate and transparent manner.

An extension is in no way the ideal solution. 
Congress should be doing what it can to develop 
a food stamp bill and a separate agriculture-only 
farm bill that make significant changes to address 
the problems in those laws. In the meantime, an 
extension is the necessary bridge that would allow 
Congress to reform the policies in a thoughtful 
manner.

—Daren Bakst is a Research Fellow in Agricultural 
Policy in the Thomas A. Roe Institute for Economic 
Policy Studies at The Heritage Foundation.
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