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According to the most recent Agricultural Census,  
minority farmers receive 1 percent of all commodity payments.

The remaining 99 percent is distributed to their white counterparts.
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Producers of color struggle with the same problems facing white farmers, including fickle weather, rising costs, 
market price fluctuations, and competition from abroad. But those challenges are compounded by a shameful 
legacy of discrimination that has kept many farmers of color shut out from many federal farm benefits. Those 
programs mostly serve the interests of large commercial farms, most of which are owned by whites. 

In 2000, people of color made up approximately 18 percent of the US population.1 During the same period, they 
constituted approximately 5 percent of all farmers, but received a much smaller share of benefits.2 For example, 
federal payments for commodity crops like wheat, rice, corn, cotton, and soybeans generated outlays of about 
$12.5 billion a year during the last Farm Bill.3 Yet in 2002, white farmers received nearly 99 percent of the  benefits 
awarded through commodity programs.4 

“The face of American farming is white and will stay that way unless we make enhancing the number and pros-
perity of minority farmers a major goal of US farm policy,” says Richard A. Levins, professor emeritus of applied 
economics at the University of Minnesota and a consultant for Oxfam America. African-American, Hispanic, 
Asian, and American Indian farmers will continue to lag behind, he says, unless steps are taken to end racial 
and ethnic discrimination and to make federal farm policies more equitable.5 

“Socially disadvantaged farmers to a large extent will not access federal farm programs unless the programs are 
targeted to meet their particular needs,” says Robert Zabawa, a research professor at Tuskegee University who 
led a research team commissioned by Oxfam to examine how farmers of color were faring.6 

The 2007 Farm Bill will govern the US farm, food, and conservation policy for the next five years, affecting not 
only farmers and consumers across the US but millions of other farmers around the world. It offers a prime 
 opportunity for Congress to rebalance inequitable farm programs in favor of fairness for African-American, 
 Hispanic, Asian, and American Indian farmers and ranchers. Farm policies can either invest in those who have 
been most marginalized or perpetuate a broken system that enriches large commodity growers while failing 
producers of color and poor rural communities.

Oxfam is working with its partner organizations in the Farm and Food Policy Diversity Initiative (hereafter 
Diversity Initiative), a collective of organizations representing producers of color, to ensure that the 2007 Farm 
Bill will directly address the needs of “socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers”—those identified by the US 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) as having been subjected to racial or ethnic prejudice.7 

These changes are urgently needed. Levins predicts, “If we keep doing what we have been doing with farm 
programs, we can expect even further declines” in the number of minority farmers.8

The current Farm Bill represents a broken promise to America’s rural communities— 
particularly African-American, Hispanic, Asian, and American Indian farmers and ranchers.  
US farm policies have created a faulty system that favors big farms over small farms, 
 rewards overproduction of commodity crops instead of conservation and diversified 
operations, and disproportionately benefits white farmers over producers of color. 
Reauthorization of the Farm Bill, which is currently being debated in Congress, provides 
a rare chance to make sure that African-American, Hispanic, Asian, and American Indian 
farmers and ranchers get the kind of support they have failed to receive for so long. 

The 2007 Farm Bill offers a chance to redress inequities

SHUT OUT: How US farm programs fail minority farmers is based on research commissioned by 
Oxfam America and conducted by Robert Zabawa, Tasha M. Hargrove, and Ntam Baharanyi of Tuskegee 
University and Richard A. Levins of the University of Minnesota. Zabawa, Hargrove, and Baharanyi  
have 50 years of combined experience in research, outreach, and technical assistance focused on  
small, limited-resource farmers in the rural South. Levins is professor emeritus of applied economics 
at the University of Minnesota. Research methods included literature review; analysis of USDA data 
sources; and 25 interviews in the field with farmers, community-based organizations, and USDA program 
directors. The report was edited by Steve Greene and Jaeda Harmon, with additional research support 
from Julie Thayer. While the researchers’ contributions provide the foundation for this report, Oxfam 
America assumes full responsibility for the content and recommendations.
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Candice Wright has been driving a tractor since she was old enough 
to walk, and was harvesting corn, squash, and collard greens on her 
family’s farm while most of her classmates were hanging out at the mall. 
Now 32, she spends a typical day feeding hogs, collecting eggs from the 
henhouse, planting or hoeing or harvesting vegetables—and exploring 
opportunities to expand the family business. 

At Happy Land Farms in Clarkton, NC, a couple dozen miles inland  
from Wilmington, she helps her parents, Harold and Ann Wright (who  
last year were named the state’s small farmers of the year), run their  
500-acre operation, where they raise hogs, chickens, and turkeys as well 
as produce. They market these products to customers visiting the farm  
or at a local farmers’ market. 

Yet the Wrights’ ability to succeed through direct sales is limited by their 
location in a county where the median income is just 69 percent of the 
state average. “Being that we’re in a poor county, it’s hard,” Wright says. 
“Most people aren’t going to pay a premium for all-natural products” like 
the pork and poultry sold at the farm. 

As for many small farmers, diversification is the name of the game. In  
addition to their farming operation, the Wright family runs a day care 
center for more than 20 children as well as a trucking and a contracting 
company. And Wright adds value to what her family produces by creating 
strawberry pies and preserves, pepper relish, and pickled watermelon 
rinds that have won her recognition throughout Bladen County. 

Part of the farm is in the process of being certified as organic, and  
Wright hopes this year to raise a field of organic squash for which she 
has already lined up a buyer. After that winter crop is harvested, she says, 
she will put in organic strawberries, which fetch a substantial premium  
in some markets. 

The Wrights would also like to convert an old tobacco barn into a facility 
for curing meat so that they could produce hams and other preserved 
meats. But it has been difficult to secure the financing they would need 
for such projects. 

Looking farther afield, Wright would like to package washed and cut-up 
greens in convenience packs and market them directly to wholesalers 
or grocery stores, or sell them on the Internet along with her jams and 
relishes to people around the country. To do that, however, she needs a 
small processing facility that would enable her to expand her operation, 
which she now runs from the kitchen of her family’s home. 

The USDA runs a competitive grant program intended to help farmers like 
the Wrights, called Value-Added Producer Grants (VAPG), that provides 
up to $100,000 for planning grants and up to $300,000 for working 
capital grants that promote innovative marketing and product develop-
ment. But although Wright thinks such a grant would help her obtain the 
processing plant she needs to realize her dream, she found the applica-
tion process too complex to complete this year, particularly given the 
short 30-day application period. 

Wright is not alone in her assessment that the VAPG application is too 
cumbersome. A 2006 study by the Center for Rural Affairs also recom-
mended that the USDA simplify the application process, particularly for 
smaller grants.9 Wright hopes next year to find the technical assistance 
she needs to submit an application.

Happy Land Farms in the past has been enrolled in a federal conservation 
program and has received disaster aid, but Wright finds it difficult to get 
information about various programs for which her family might be eli-
gible. “I don’t know where to look or where to go,” she says. Furthermore, 
she observes, racial bias has not disappeared. “Sad to say, discrimination 
is still alive,” she says. “Being African American, you get denied right off 
the bat because of the color of your skin.”

Candice Wright, North Carolina
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Consolidation at the top
Federal farm programs were initially set up in the 1930s to help farmers who were struggling with the combined 
effects of the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression. Over the intervening decades, Congress has modified 
farm policies, adding programs to address such goals as environmental conservation. But a focus on maximiz-
ing  production, combined with the effects of technological advances and other pressures, has resulted in a 
consolidation of farms in the hands of fewer and fewer owners, who collectively receive the vast share of federal 
support payments. 

Since the 1930s, in fact, the average farm size has grown from 150 acres to more than 440 acres today—
although three-quarters of all farms are still less than 100 acres.10 Small farmers—a disproportionate number of 
whom are minorities who often lack political clout—receive relatively little support from the government. In 2000, 
small farmers received an average of $1,552 in government subsidies, compared with $43,385 for large farms.11 
Benefits also varied significantly by race. About 34 percent of white farmers received government payments in 
2002, compared with 18 percent of black farmers. On average, whites received more than 2.5 times the amount 
of farm payments going to black farmers—$9,300 compared with $3,460 for blacks.12 

Shut out from the beginning
What accounts for this disparity? It is no coincidence that few farmers of color can be found on the nation’s 
largest and wealthiest farms. When farmland was parceled out to homesteaders in the 18th and 19th centuries, 
most African Americans were either slaves or sharecroppers, while American Indians were being forcibly driven 
off their ancestral lands. Those who did own land usually had to make do with marginal property that earlier 
generations of settlers had bypassed.13 

The result is the current pattern of farm ownership, in which American Indians primarily occupy rangeland too 
dry for most crops and suitable mostly for grazing, African Americans have small holdings of marginal productiv-
ity, and new immigrant Hispanic and Asian farmers, arriving even later on the scene, have had to make do with 
whatever small plots they could afford to rent or buy.14 

“A long history of discrimination, now institutionalized into program design, makes it particularly difficult for  
socially disadvantaged farmers to succeed,” notes Levins. 

Unequal treatment in the past and continuing to this day has left farmers of color with diminished opportunities. 
Because of the small size and marginal productivity of much of their land, few grow the handful of commodity 
crops—like wheat, corn, rice, cotton, and soybeans—that qualify for the largest pool of federal farm subsidies, 
amounting to an average of $12.5 billion a year between 2002 and 2005.15 

A legacy of wrongs 
Besides having limited access to the largest pool of federal farm subsidies, minority farmers have also faced 
 discrimination when seeking credit or other forms of assistance, sometimes losing their farms as a result. 
African-American farm ownership peaked in 1920, with 950,000 such farms, compared with 5.5 million owned  
by whites. Between 1920 and 2002, the number of US farms shrank by 67 percent—from 6.5 million to 2.1  
million. But the decline was especially steep among African-American farmers, whose numbers fell by 97  
percent, compared with 62 percent for whites. The portion of farms owned by African Americans fell during  
that period from 15 percent in 1920 to just 1 percent in 2002.16 

The USDA’s Civil Rights Action Team reported in 1997 that “minority farmers have lost significant amounts of 
land and potential farm income as a result of discrimination” by USDA agencies. The report noted that it took 
three times as long in some southern states to process loan applications for African-American farmers as it did 
for white farmers. It attributed much of the problem to the lack of people of color on the county farm committees 
and local staffs that run USDA programs, resulting in “a general perception of apathy, neglect, and a negative 
bias toward all minorities on the part of most local USDA government officials directly involved in decision  
making for program delivery.”17 

 On average, whites received more than 2.5 times the amount of  farm payments  
going to black farmers—$9,300 compared with $3,460 for blacks.
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A devastating freeze last January caused an estimated $1.3 billion  
damage to California farmers, including $800 million in losses for the 
citrus industry. In May, Congress passed a bill to compensate the state’s 
farmers for their losses. 

But May Vang, a Hmong widow who grows vegetables on four acres  
in Fresno, isn’t likely to see a penny of that money. When her lemongrass 
froze, she simply bought new seedlings and replanted them, trimming  
her potential profits accordingly. 

The owner of a large citrus grove across the road from her farm, which 
also suffered significant damage, is likely to claim a big check from  
the government. But because Vang’s farm is small, because she rents 
rather than owns the land, and because she grows a variety of vegetables 
rather than a single crop, she will likely receive little or no government 
compensation for the loss.

Before Vang’s husband died five years ago, the couple farmed nearly 
30 acres, with which they managed to support themselves and their 15 
children. Since then, Vang has sold off much of the farm equipment and 
has mostly reverted to using hand tools to plant, hoe, and harvest, as she 
learned to do growing up on a farm in her native Laos, from which she 
emigrated in 1976. 

While Vang did hold another job for a while, finding good-paying work  
is difficult in a county where the median income is just three-quarters  
of the state average and the poverty rate is much higher—about 23 
percent compared with 14 percent statewide. She now spends her days 
working in her field and taking care of the five children who still live at 
home. While she sells most of what she grows, some vegetables and  
a few chickens she raises also go to feed her family.

After harvesting lemongrass, cabbage, daikon, singkwo, and other  
vegetables, Vang drives them in her small pickup truck to a wholesaler  
30 miles away, hoping they don’t suffer too much damage in the hot sun. 
A tractor and a rototiller would make her life easier, and a refrigerated 
truck would permit her to sell directly to stores and restaurants much 
farther afield—but all such vehicles remain far beyond her means. 

Like many other immigrant and beginning farmers, Vang does not  
own the land she farms and must cope with the major uncertainty of  
not knowing where she’ll be farming from one year to the next. Last 
year she farmed on one acre, for example; this year she was able to find 
four, but the $275-an-acre rent is higher than she has paid before—and 
development pressures are likely to drive the cost up higher still. Right 
across the street from May’s field is a sign for a gated community stating 
“Models Open.” She sighs, regretting that she didn’t buy property years 
ago, “Now, at $50,000 to $100,000 an acre, prices are too high to buy 
land,” she says.

Linguistic and cultural barriers also prevent Vang from entering the  
mainstream farming community. She is not fluent enough in English  
to feel comfortable when speaking with agency officials, and she lacks  
the temperament to advocate forcefully on her own behalf. 

As Chukou Thao, executive director of the National Hmong American 
Farmers, relates, a Hmong farmer’s contract is in his or her word:  
“If I borrow $10,000, I’ll pay it back before I take any for myself. My 
 handshake says that ‘I’ll pay it back no matter what.’ 

“The extensive paperwork required by USDA agencies also discourages 
the small farmer,” continues Thao. “Farmers aren’t politicians, they’re not 
professors, and they can’t read through document after document. They 
want to feed their family and grow what they grow best.”

May Vang, California
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Since that report, many farmers of color continue to face discrimination when it comes to seeking loans or  
obtaining other assistance. A number of class-action lawsuits—including one by African-American farmers  
in 1997 and another by American Indian farmers and ranchers in 1999—have claimed that the USDA showed 
bias against farmers of color in processing requests for farm loans and disaster assistance—and courts and  
the USDA itself have in some cases agreed.18 

At the local level, the county committees that implement federal farm policies and hire Farm Service Agency 
(FSA) staff remain overwhelmingly white. Just 90 of 7,882 committee members around the country are black, 
 according to a recent article in The Washington Post.19 

There is still “racial profiling when it comes to getting a loan,” says Alphonso Hooks, an African-American farmer 
in Shorter, AL, who says the bar is higher for blacks than for whites. “Why should I always have to explain why  
I am successful?”20 

Major programs offer minor benefits to producers of color 
A primary reason why farm programs disproportionately benefit whites compared with farmers of color is that  
the principal USDA support program subsidizes commodity crops like wheat, corn, rice, soybeans, and cotton, 
which increasingly are grown on a relatively few large farms, virtually all of which are owned by whites. Farmers 
with large holdings growing those crops receive the great majority of commodity support payments—and most  
of those farmers are white. In 2002, white farmers received nearly 99 percent of such commodity payments.21 

A long history of discrimination when seeking land or credit has left producers of color growing few of the  
commodity crops that receive the largest share of payments. By contrast, they tend to raise livestock or to grow 
fruits or vegetables, which are not eligible for commodity price supports. New immigrant farmers, for example, 
often grow high-value, labor-intensive horticultural products on small plots of land. Of 8,375 Asian farmers 
surveyed for the 2002 census, 74 percent produced fruits, melons, vegetables, nuts and greenhouse crops, 
compared with just 9 percent of white farmers—and fewer than 300 Asian farmers received commodity  
supports or payments for conserving their land.22 

Little access to opportunities to conserve the land 
The USDA also spends an average of $7.7 billion a year on programs that encourage farmers to conserve  
natural resources,23 but here, too, the great majority of the payments go to white landowners. In 2002, white  
farmers received $1.4 billion through the Conservation Reserve Program and the Wetlands Reserve Program,  
while producers of color received less than 0.2 percent of that amount.24 Many minority farmers have relatively 
small properties and cannot afford to take land out of productive agricultural use.25 

Another conservation program, called the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP), could benefit 
producers of color. The program underwrites part of the cost when socially disadvantaged farmers take steps 
to implement environmentally sound practices to manage nutrient runoff, pest control, irrigation water, livestock 
grazing, and wildlife habitat.26 Yet the program’s implementation has failed to live up to its full potential, in part 
because of too little technical assistance and because the program, initially targeted at small farms and socially 
disadvantaged producers, was subsequently broadened to larger farms as well, greatly increasing competition 
for limited funds.27 The gap between funding levels authorized by Congress for EQIP and the money actually 
appropriated has grown each year since 2002, and the cumulative shortfall between 2003 and 2006 now stands 
at $448 million.28 

While conservation programs like EQIP are chronically short of funds, taxpayer dollars are invested in costly 
commodity programs that reward maximum production and industrial-scale agriculture. Providing adequate 
funds for programs like EQIP is a first step in ensuring that producers of color have the chance to implement 
conservation measures on their farms. Targeting, adequate outreach, and technical assistance are also needed 
so that producers of color progressively increase their share of conservation benefits over the life of the next 
Farm Bill. For true equity, producers of color should reach participation rates of 5 percent in these programs, 
reflecting the fact that they make up about 5 percent of the farming population today.29 

Changes are urgently needed. “If  we keep doing what we have been doing with 
farm programs,” Levin predicts, “we can expect even further declines” in the number 
of  minority farmers.
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Insufficient funds for rural development 
Many farms owned by people of color are situated in poor counties with few opportunities for employment off  
the farm. The USDA’s Rural Development grants are intended to help preserve small communities by  investing 
in water systems, housing, new businesses, and similar projects. From 2002 to 2005, the USDA’s total  budget 
averaged $84 billion annually. Yet rural development programs received only 3 percent of this total.30 In the 
 Mississippi Delta, a predominately African-American region known for its high poverty rates, the USDA awarded 
$1.18 billion in farm subsidies between 2001 and 2005 but just $54.8 million toward rural development. According 
to The Washington Post, large, white-owned commercial farms received the vast majority of the subsidies.31 

Value-added processing of agricultural goods—converting fruit into jam, for example, or beef into jerky—is  another 
rural development strategy. Successful products have the potential to spin off new businesses and generate 
 additional income, something sorely needed in poor rural communities. The federal VAPG  Program, which 
 provides grants of up to $300,000 to encourage innovative marketing and product development strategies,32 
would seem to be of keen interest to producers of color who grow a variety of crops with value-added potential.33 

Yet a VAPG requirement that recipients provide matching funds puts the program out of reach for some farmers 
of color, while a point system used in the grant awards process favors larger operations over small ones. A short 
application period and complex application form also combine to limit participation among farmers of color.34 

Shut out by not being counted
Historic and ongoing undercounting of producers of color in the Census of Agriculture is a continuing problem 
because such data are used in determining priorities for farm legislation and in managing some of the USDA’s 
programs.35 

The problem is particularly acute on Indian reservations, each of which before 1990 was counted as a single 
large farm. Beginning with the 1997 census, procedures were put in place to collect data from individual op-
erators on reservations. However, as a result of uneven implementation, aggregation at the reservation level 
continues,36 and evidence suggests that the current methodology continues to exclude the majority of producers 
on reservations. 

As a case in point, a group of researchers from New Mexico State University (NMSU) identified at least 7,500 
farms and ranches operated by American Indians on reservations in New Mexico, whereas the 2002 census 
reported only 430.37 

Dwaine Nelson, a statistician for New Mexico State, says his office provides census forms to tribal administrators 
or offices to conduct their own surveys rather than directly conducting surveys on the reservations.38 

Yet Edmund Gomez, who directs the Rural Agricultural Improvement and Public Affairs Project at NMSU, notes 
that this methodology is not the same as that used off reservation. The USDA “should send each [producer] a 
census form instead of just dropping off a stack of surveys at the tribal administration office,” says Gomez. “It’s 
the equivalent of taking survey forms to a county manager and asking him to conduct the census for that county. 
Why are we treating Native American producers differently from people outside the reservations?”39 

Across the country, confusion over who is a farmer adds to the problem, since the definition covers any opera-
tion with at least $1,000 in annual sales.40 Small farmers may fail to keep adequate records to substantiate their 
status or they may decline to participate in the census out of concern about how the information might be used.41 
However, organizations working directly with producers of color point out that the USDA could be doing more 
to get an accurate count. As Gomez of NMSU notes, USDA employees rarely venture out where farmers and 
ranchers live, nor do many field agents speak the local language, whether Spanish, Pueblo, or Navajo.42 

“  Socially disadvantaged farmers to a large extent will not access federal farm 
 programs unless the programs are targeted to meet their particular needs.

”
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ABOVE LEFT: Maria Luz Reyes, originally from Mexico, forms part of a growing number of immigrant farmers. She raises organic herbs and 
vegetables on a three-acre rental plot and is in the process of buying a 10-acre parcel. However, the current system, focused on commodity 
crops and industrial-scale operations, offers few supports to farmers like Reyes. ABOVE RIGHT: Alphonso Hooks farms on 300 acres, where  
he grows fruits and vegetables such as strawberries, kale, peas, and sweet potatoes, in addition to raising cattle, chickens, and goats. For  
Hooks, staying on the land has been a struggle marked by racism and competition from larger operations with more opportunities. 

Not only is census data about producers of color inadequate, but little information is readily available to the 
public about their participation rates in USDA programs. Despite a mandate in the 2002 Farm Bill that required 
the USDA to report to Congress on participation by socially disadvantaged farmers in its various programs, the 
USDA has not consistently collected the necessary demographic data, and has relied largely on voluntary self-
reporting of such information as well as visual observation. The resulting statistics are unreliable, which makes it 
difficult to track the rate of participation by minority farmers in many USDA programs.43 As a result, it is difficult to 
ensure full transparency and accountability in USDA program delivery to producers of color.

Some programs remain inaccessible
Even programs for which farmers of color are eligible often attract few applications from them. The three- 
member county committees charged with hiring the county executive director and distributing commodity and 
disaster benefits for the USDA’s FSA often operate as closed networks.44 The Tuskegee research and other 
evidence indicate that farmers and ranchers of color are frequently turned away, told they are not eligible for a 
particular program, and left off the FSA list of people to receive newsletters and other information about USDA 
benefits. Since most other USDA agencies use this list for outreach, failure to include farmers of color also 
leaves them ill-informed about deadlines for the purchase of crop insurance and disaster protection, or about 
the availability of conservation benefits.45 

For example, John Zippert of the Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund testified to  Congress 
in March about the experience of Latino farmers in Florida who attempted to apply for aid after Hurricanes 
 Katrina and Wilma. The Latino farmers were told no aid was available. This was technically accurate, since  
no aid had yet been appropriated by Congress. However, the farmers were not invited by the local FSA office  
to add their names to the list of prospective beneficiaries to receive aid once it became available.46 
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In McKenzie County, NM, a region plagued by drought in recent years, 
Darnell J. Maria raises sheep on some 200 acres. While Maria, 47, would 
like his ranch to be more productive, his herd is shrinking as he spends 
much of his time at his day job in the office of contracts and grants in the 
Ramah Chapter of the Navajo Nation. 

Elsewhere in the same county, Tommy Piño still puts in a full day of work 
at his ranch. At age 73, he grows corn, squash, beans, pumpkins, and 
other produce as well as raising sheep, cattle, and horses. Piño, a Navajo 
medicine man, has also raised two sons and six daughters on the ranch, 
where he now lives with one of his daughters. 

Helping the next generation of Navajo farmers, like Piño’s children and 
grandchildren, earn a living from the land is a major challenge. Much 
reservation land is arid rangeland, poorly suited to commodity crops like 
corn and soybeans, which receive the bulk of federal farm support pay-
ments. American Indians on western reservations are primarily livestock 
ranchers and therefore receive few of these benefits. 

The USDA programs with the most potential to be useful in Indian coun-
try are conservation programs like the Environmental Quality Incentives 
Program (EQIP), which encourages farmers to adopt environmentally 
sustainable practices by sharing the cost of fencing or well installation, 
watershed protection, and similar measures. Both Piño and Maria have 
received federal matching funds to install wells or improve fencing on 
their ranches through EQIP. Piño completed the work, but Maria recently 
applied for an extension because, ranching part time and lacking  
sufficient technical assistance, he was not able to complete all the  
terms of his contract.

EQIP is consistently underfunded. Though its annual budget is about  
$1 billion, the backlog of unfunded applicants totaled over $500 million  
in 2005.47 And across American Indian reservations, lack of outreach  
and technical assistance impedes the participation of ranchers like Piño 
and Maria.

Maria believes that the USDA, which administers EQIP, lacks sensitivity 
to the cultural differences characterizing Navajos. He would like to see the 
agency hire Navajos, or at least people more familiar with their language 
and culture, to help counter the perception that some of its agents are 
biased against Indians.

The USDA’s occasional tin ear when it comes to relations with  American 
Indians results in part from the agency’s history. For half a century 
starting in about 1940, the USDA was barred from operating on any 
land administered by the Interior Department—which included all Indian 
reservations in the country. 

When USDA agents finally were permitted to visit reservations in the 
1990s, some tribes were slow to understand that they needed to formally 
request a visit and were responsible for providing office space for the  
visiting USDA agents. As the USDA is a relative newcomer in providing 
services to American Indian farmers, many farmers in Indian country still 
have only a vague idea of what the agency can do for them and how they 
might be able to take advantage of USDA programs.

Elsewhere in the country, farmers have had a head start of 50 years in 
accessing USDA conservation programs to stabilize and improve their 
farms. Given that American Indian reservations include large tracts of 
agriculturally marginal land, additional funding, outreach, and technical 
assistance for conservation programs is all the more critical.

Tommy Piño, New Mexico
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As a result of repeated discouraging interactions with the USDA, many longtime farmers of color are reluctant to  
set foot in a USDA office and simply decide not to apply for benefits.48 Newer farmers, particularly immigrant 
farmers, also face cultural and language barriers.49 And like other small-scale producers, minority farmers also 
find complex application procedures and reporting requirements to be severe barriers to program access.50 
Program designs that favor large operations growing commodity crops, combined with these types of practices 
at the local level, have effectively shut out producers of color from USDA program benefits.

Ending discrimination
The Outreach and Assistance for Socially Disadvantaged Farmers and Ranchers Competitive Grants Program 
(also called the 2501 Program) was created specifically to reverse the legacy of discrimination by helping to 
remove barriers that prevent minority farmer participation in USDA programs and by offering these farmers inten-
sive training in production and financial management.51 

The program can work well, but it, too, has received far less money than Congress authorized. Since 1994, 
the 2501 Program has received about $69 million—just 27 percent of the authorized amount of $255 million.52 
Between 2002 and 2005, the average allocation for the 2501 Program was equivalent to just 0.04 percent of 
the average spending on commodity programs. Such chronic underfunding has led Oxfam’s partners to call for 
increasing the current $25 million authorization to $100 million—and for appropriating the entire sum—in order  
to meet the growing need.

“This is one of the most successful programs we’ve had, but also one of the hardest to fight for,” says Tasha  
M. Hargrove, a member of the Tuskegee research team. With funding from the 2501 Program in 2004 and 2005, 
Tuskegee University conducted an outreach program that resulted in over 90 successful loan applications in 
the university’s region, for a total of over $3 million in credit for farm operations, equipment, livestock, and rural 
housing.53 Hargrove continues, “However, the modest appropriations have never allowed the program to reach 
its full strength.” Meanwhile, the pool of intended beneficiaries has been expanded beyond African Americans 
to include other socially disadvantaged groups as well—but with no corresponding increase in funding. As Har-
grove points out, this increases competition for scarce resources among the most underserved. 

To counter the legacy of being shut out from USDA programs and the resulting lost opportunities, Oxfam’s 
partners are proposing a new program, the Socially Disadvantaged Producer Initiative. This innovative program 
would provide payments to eligible producers, accompanied by technical assistance, to enable them to improve 
record-keeping, develop farm management and conservation plans, manage risk, access credit and new mar-
kets, and participate in USDA programs.

Opening the door: Too little, but not too late 
Despite decades of unfair treatment of farmers of color, there are signs of hope. The 2002 census indicates  
that the number of Hispanic farmers continues to grow, mirroring the overall increase in the number of Hispanic 
residents in the US.54 Exemplifying this pattern are farmers like Maria Luz Reyes—part of a new generation of 
producers who are making a new start in the US or who are transitioning from working for others to working for 
themselves.55 

Reyes, who came to the US 17 years ago from Jalisco, Mexico, today stands at the threshold of another transi-
tion: becoming a farmer with land of her own. She raises organic herbs and vegetables on her three-acre rental 
plot on the campus of the Agriculture and Land-Based Training Association in Salinas, CA, but her attention is 
shifting to a 10-acre parcel she is in the process of buying.56 

That transition remains difficult for many immigrants seeking opportunities in farming. Rising land values limit  
access to land, the USDA requires that farmers demonstrate three years of experience as a farm operator  
to receive program support, and many new immigrants must overcome language and cultural barriers to  
successfully navigate the USDA system.57 

Farmers of color have been on the land since before the founding of this country, and despite extreme social 
and economic hardships, they continue to survive. Whether working a 400-year-old land grant in the Southwest, 
producing on tribal lands in the Plains, or making the transition from fieldworker to farm owner in the Southeast, 
these farmers contribute to their culture, the local economy, and the country’s food security. 

Census estimates released in May 2007 indicate that people of color now make up approximately a third of  
the US population.58 US farm policies will determine if this growing population will have opportunities to make  
a living in agriculture. What producers of color expect is not a handout, but their rightful share. So far this share 
has been far too little. It is time to act so it won’t be too late.
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Don Bustos, who is of mixed Hispanic and American Indian ancestry, 
farms on land in Espanala, NM, that has been in his family for more 
than 400 years. But his farming methods would be unrecognizable even 
to his grandfather, who used to plow behind a mule. 

On 3.5 acres, Bustos raises a surprising variety of crops that are not 
only organic but vegan—no animal manure, bone meal, blood meal, or 
other animal products are used in their production. He fertilizes by using 
nitrogen-fixing cover crops, supplemented by any specific nutrients that 
may be required. 

His production strategy, calculated for short turnaround times and high 
returns, is labor-intensive, so Bustos normally has two or three volunteer 
interns staying at the farm to lend a hand. The need for high returns dic-
tates that the vegetables be vegan, as vegan vegatables command prices 
upwards of 35 percent higher than conventionally grown vegetables. And 
three greenhouses, where the soil is heated by passive solar collectors, 
ensure that crops can be grown 12 months a year. 

Diversification is part of his strategy as well, for both horticultural  
reasons and changing market demand. Bustos grows 72 varieties of  
vegetables, including seven kinds of greens, two kinds of beets, three 
kinds of berries, four varieties of tomato, and four types of eggplant. 

Bustos, whose day job is program coordinator of land and water  
issues for the American Friends Service Committee, believes that his 
farming practices offer lessons to other American Indian and Hispanic 
farmers. His model is being replicated on two other farms in New Mexico, 
one of 3.5 acres and the other of a single acre. “A sustainable model of 
agriculture is important so communities can continue to hold on to their 

land and their water rights,” Bustos says. Farms too small to be a com-
mercial success using conventional methods can be made profitable  
by following his methods. 

Sustainable agriculture offers far greater benefits for the land, water,  
and community than does the kind of conventional high-input agriculture 
supported by federal commodity subsidies, Bustos believes. 

As a diversified vegetable farmer with a small plot of land, he is not  
a  candidate for federal commodity and conservation programs. Yet he 
has been very savvy about generating support for his farm from other 
sources. The solar heating system was installed with a grant from the 
Western Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education program,  
and the farm has also received specialty crop grants and other assistance 
to promote sustainable agriculture. 

“I’ve been very lucky,” says Bustos. “My personal experience has been 
positive. But looking at the bigger picture, I see that I’m the exception 
rather than typical of what’s been occurring, because USDA programs 
are not easily accessible to minorities. I used to say, ‘If I can get a grant, 
anybody can get a grant.’ But that’s not true.”

Bustos, who traveled to Washington this spring to lobby for a new Farm 
Bill, believes that Congress must appropriate more money to support 
specialty crops and sustainable agriculture while also demanding greater 
accountability in farm programs. The Sustainable Agriculture Research 
and Education program, for example, received just $16.5 million last 
year—a minute sum in the $84 billion Farm Bill.59 

“The biggest thing,” Bustos says, “is trying to bring equity to farm  
programs, so everyone can have the same opportunities I’ve had.”

Don Bustos, New Mexico
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Recommendations 
Current US farm programs disproportionately favor commodity growers and provide higher payments for higher 
production. Large farms gain over small farms, and commodity crops gain over diversified operations. This 
system also shuts out producers of color, because of how programs are designed and a legacy of discrimination 
with repercussions that continue today. As Congress debates the 2007 Farm Bill, this broken system must be 
fixed and the inequities reversed. For producers of color to be able to meet today’s market challenges, the fol-
lowing reforms need to be carried out:

1. Reform commodity programs 
Commodity programs—which mostly benefit large, white-owned farms growing just a handful of crops 
like wheat, rice, or corn—must be reformed so that more resources are available to support farmers and 
 ranchers of color as well as small and medium-sized farms and more diversified operations.

•  Invest in new programs that fill current gaps in support, such as the Socially Disadvantaged  
Producer Initiative.

•  Increase funding for conservation and rural development programs, and establish targets so that  
more benefits of these programs reach qualifying producers of color.  

• Authorize and fully fund the 2501 Program at $100 million annually. 

2. Improve the delivery of USDA programs to producers of color
Outreach and technical assistance are required to overcome a legacy of discrimination.  

• Adequately support outreach and technical assistance across USDA programs.

•  Fully fund USDA offices and extension agents on Indian reservations.

3. Count producers of color accurately for full transparency and accountability
An accurate Census of Agriculture and transparent reporting by the USDA on participation rates in farm  
programs are needed to truly serve producers of color. 

•  Ensure due diligence for accurate documentation in the Census of Agriculture and USDA reports  
regarding the number, location, and economic contributions of producers of color. 

•  Collect and report data on the participation rates of producers of color in farm programs in a timely  
and transparent manner.

•  Strengthen the enforcement powers of the USDA Office of Civil Rights to eliminate discriminatory  
practices in the implementation of US farm policies.

  As Jerry Pennick, who directs the Land Assistance Fund at the Federation of  
Southern Cooperatives, says: “It’s incumbent on USDA, the Congress, and 
the president to make sure socially disadvantaged farmers have access to 
the same resources that other farmers have access to. If  you can’t support 
that, you’re not really serious about ending discrimination.” 

Current efforts to address minority farmers’ needs can succeed. Resources are available. 
What is  lacking is the political will to end the discrimination and  inequities associated 
with the current system.
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Agriculture and Land-Based Training Association 
www.albafarmers.org 
ALBA seeks to advance economic viability, social equity, and 
ecological land management among limited-resource and aspiring 
farmers through training, technical assistance, and access  
to resources. 

The Farmworker Association of Florida 
www.thefarmworkerassociationofflorida.org 
The association empowers farmworkers and poor rural com-
munities to respond to and gain control over the social, political, 
economic, workplace, health, and environmental justice issues 
that affect their lives.

Federation of Southern Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund  
www.federationsoutherncoop.com 
The federation strives for self-sufficient communities and 
land retention for African-American and other family farmers 
through engagement in public policy, outreach, and cooperative 
 development. 

The Food Project  
www.thefoodproject.org 
The Food Project engages youth and adults as partners to create 
sustainable local food systems that bridge race, class, and age 
and ensure food security for all. 

Latino Farmers and Ranchers National Trade Association 
www.latinofarmers.org 
LFRNTA engages and empowers Latino/Hispanic farmer advoca-
cy groups to promote sustainable farm policy and ensure quality, 
safe food systems for the future.  

Indian Land Working Group** 
www.ilwg.org  
ILWG is a nationwide organization with headquarters in 
 Albuquerque, NM, that is dedicated to the restoration and recovery 
of the native land base. 
 
Institute for Community Resource Development  
www.thefoodtrust.org/php/programs/store.network.php 
The mission of the ICRD is to rebuild the local food system by 
examining community access to food in urban and rural commu-
nities. ICRD is a founding member of the Chicago Food Systems 
Collaboration. 

Land Loss Prevention Project 
www.landloss.org 
LLPP is a nonprofit law firm focused on preserving the  family 
farm through litigation on behalf of socially disadvantaged 
 farmers in class-action lawsuits as well as pursuing environmental 
justice cases.

National Hmong American Farmers 
www.nhafinc.org 
NHAF is a national organization dedicated to assisting limited- 
resource Hmong and minority farmers through economic  
development and advocacy. 

Rural Agricultural Improvement and Public Affairs Project  
www.cahe.nmsu.edu/raipap 
As part of New Mexico State University’s Cooperative  Extension 
Service, RAIPAP helps farmers and ranchers develop and 
 implement culturally appropriate sustainable farming and ranch-
ing practices.  

Rural Coalition/Coalición Rural 
www.ruralco.org 
The Rural Coalition/Coalición Rural is an alliance of regionally 
and culturally diverse organizations working to build a more just 
and sustainable food system. 

Willie C. Velasquez Institute 
www.wcvi.org 
WCVI conducts research and public policy initiatives aimed  
at improving the level of political and economic participation  
in Latino and other underrepresented communities. 

Lloyd E. Wright 
Wright is an independent consultant and the former director  
of civil rights at the USDA.
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see www.farmandfoodproject.org/documents/FFPPDI_Description.pdf.
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