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Congress Should Separate Food Stamps

from Agricultural Programs
Daren Bakst

Q- bout every five years, Congress passes a farm bill.

espite its name, the farm bill covers more than
just agricultural programs. In reality, food stamps
account for about 80 percent of the projected cost of
the 2014 farm bill.!

Agricultural programs and food stamps should
not be combined into one bill. Instead, they should
be considered on their own merits in separate piec-
es of legislation. This would help to make reform of
these programs possible.

In 2014, Congress almost separated the farm bill
into distinct bills for food stamps and agriculture
programs. They should finish the job this year.

Combined for Political Reasons

These distinct programs are combined for politi-
cal reasons, and supporters of this status quo open-
ly acknowledge this. For example, in 2013, Senator
Thad Cochran (R-MS), then Ranking Member of
the Senate Agriculture Committee, told the North
American Agricultural Journalists group that food
stamps should continue to be included in the farm
bill “purely from a political perspective. It helps get
the farm bill passed.”

This is classic logrolling, enabling legislators to
secure support for their programs, which other-
wise might not pass. Legislators who want to pass
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agricultural programs might vote for the farm bill
despite serious concerns with food stamp legislation
and vice versa. The very admission that these pro-
grams need to be combined together to pass them
makes a strong case for legislators to reevaluate each
program on its own merits.

Helping to Make Reform Possible

The combined farm bill helps legislators to avoid
accountability for supporting agricultural programs
or food stamp legislation. For example, a legislator
who otherwise would oppose food stamp legislation
can point to agricultural programs as the reason
for voting for the farm bill. If the legislator’s con-
stituents strongly oppose food stamp legislation, the
unrelated agricultural programs give the legislator
cover for the farm bill vote.

There is an alliance of “food stamp legislators™
and “farm subsidy legislators.” They have a strong
incentive not to criticize the other legislators’ pro-
grams because the criticism may come back to hurt
their own favored programs. They also want to avoid
examining the issues in depth and instead push a
combined farm bill through the process.

This lack of accountability and motivation for
reform helps to maintain the status quo. Unless the
programs are considered separately, reform will be
difficult. Legislators should be expected to address
these different programs independently so that they
can be properly analyzed and debated.

Wide Support of Separation

In the 113th Congress, the House almost suc-
ceeded in separating the programs. It passed two
separate bills, an agriculture-only farm bill* and
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another bill for just food stamps.* The agriculture-
only farm bill authorized programs for five years,
while the food stamp bill authorized food stamps
for three years. This would have put these programs
on different timelines helping to ensure that in the
short term their reauthorizations would be consid-
ered separately. The House combined both bills back
together when the legislation went to conference,
but the different timelines remained intact.” How-
ever, legislators removed these different timelines
during conference.

The public also supports separation. In the Octo-
ber 2013 Food Demand Survey® conducted at Okla-
homa State University,” members of the public were
asked whether they supported or opposed the follow-
ing statement: “Separate the food stamp program
from the farm bill and debate its merit separately
from farm supports and subsidies.” An incredible 73
percent supported this statement.

Media outlets across the ideological spectrum
from The Wall Street Journal® to The Washington
Post have supported separation. The editorial board
of The Washington Post praised separation:

The House has finally passed a farm bill, and
we’ll start our discussion by listing the legisla-
tion’s good points....

..[Flor the first time in many years, represen-
tatives passed agriculture-support programs
separately from food stamps, ending the old log-
rolling arrangement between urban and rural
delegations that insulated both programs from
scrutiny on the merits.’

What Congress Should Do

Congress should:

= Address separation this year. This does not
require a farm bill. The House Agriculture Com-
mittee is already conducting a thorough review
of the food stamp program, and Chairman Mike
Conaway (R-TX) has said the committee will be
looking at separation.’® The committee should
pass a simple fix to existing law by making a pro-
cedural change that changes authorization time-
lines for the programs—similar to what the House
did with its farm bill. Food stamps should be
authorized through fiscal year (FY) 2016, while
the agricultural programs would remain autho-
rized through FY 2018. This would help to ensure
that the programs would not overlap in the near
future and would not be reauthorized together in
a single piece of legislation.
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= Move the food stamp program to the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services (HHS).
The best way to ensure separation for the long
term is to move food stamps from the Depart-
ment of Agriculture to HHS. Food stamps should
be moved to HHS regardless of separation. The
food stamp program is a large, means-tested
welfare program, similar to the numerous other
welfare programs run by HHS. This would place
food stamps in the department best suited to
administer it.

Conclusion

Separation is not about a specific substantive
change. It merely provides legislators with a means,
regardless of their ideologies or positions on agri-
cultural programs and food stamps, to carefully
evaluate and possibly make changes to these pro-
grams. The current farm bill process prevents this
from happening.

Members of Congress need to thoughtfully dis-
cuss significant issues regarding agricultural pro-
grams and food stamps. If these issues are consid-
ered separately, thoughtful discourse and potential
reforms could become a reality. All Americans
from farmers to taxpayers to food stamp recipients
deserve nothing less.

—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.




