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The Origin of the Farmer Committee System

/

_ The farmer committee system, which today forms an important part of the Agricul-
tural Stabilization and Conservation Service (ASCS) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture,.
began_in 1933. It was developed as an unique variation of the democratic process inre- . .. 1
* gponse to a national emergency at a critical period of American history. Initially it was . ... -
viewed as a temporary expedient with no permanent place in the American system. of ad-
ministration. 1 : : :
The agricultural depression contributed to the Great Depression of the late 1920's
and early 1930's.. As a result of deterioration in the agricultural sector of the economy,. ., ,
both at home and abroad, the depression in the other sectors of the economy was accel- ., .-
erated and intensified. This national crisis wrought a profound and far-reaching economic .;
and political impact on American agriculture and American farmers: P
‘ N . .

As prices declined, farmers increased their production even more in an at- . S
tempt to maintain their income. They succeeded only in lowering farm prices Soimny o 0
further. Farmers produced surpluses to sell at whatever prices were offéred...;. ., o
By 1932, cotton had dropped to about six cents a pound, hogs to four cents a
pound, wheat to thirty-eight cents a bushel, and corn to thirty-two cents a bushel. - *
Gross farm income dropped from nearly 18 billion dollars in 1919 to little more -
than 6 billion dollars in 1932. Net farm income also dropped—f{rom 9 billion dol-

" lars in 1920 to 2.5 billion dollars in 1932.2/ ) . E

. The whole national economy was in a state of emergency'and it was in no pc;'s'xtion to v i
halt the decline in farm income, nor to correct it. Factories closed their doors, workers
went into breadlines. : T : S

These circumstances, affecting the lives of all Americans, and striking hard against .-
the welfare of farmers, produced a political unpheavel at the polls in 1932. A new Admin-
" istration came to Washington pledged to correct the decline in farm income as one aspect

of the massive task of rescuing the nation from its plight. During the famous "'one hun-
~dred days! after March 4, 1933, the Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA) was passed by the
Congress providing production controls on specified commodities and authorizing payments
to cooperating farmers. The Act authorized the Secretary of Agricultire to establishfor
the more eifective adaministration of these functions "'State and local committees, or asso= .
- ciations of producers and to permit cooperative associations of producers, when in his
judgment, they are qualified to so do, to act as agents of their members and patrons in
connection with the distribution of rental or benefit payments. "3 B .

4

._l../However, Henry Wallace's writings of the 1930's viewed the committee system as a s
permanent contribution to public administration, and as something that would outlive the .=
period of national emergency. M. L. Wilson, who originated the idea of farmer commit- "+
tees, also appeared to believe this. - a : ' BT s

2/Murray Thompson, "The Search for Parity", Yearbook of Agriculture, 1962, p.544, &%

3/Agricultural Adjustment, May 1933 to February 1934:. A Report of the Administrator, * = .
Appendix J, p. 365, ' e s o <L
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* Temporary committees, either appointed or elected, h‘:md_led the first stages of the
original AAA programs. After these programs were in operation, cooperating producers
in each township, or ''community, ' elected committeemen, many of whom had been on the

temporary committee. The chairmen of these committees in each county then met to elect

from among themselves a county committee, composed of a chairman and two to four mem=-

) bers.f_ . .

There were several reasons for the Secretary's decision to use the new authority. The
specific commodity problems were both national and local. To apply the program at the
individual farm involved determinations as to acreages planted and average crop yields.

" From these data would come individual farm allotments. As knowledgeable local people— :
farmers—were brought into this process, the Secretary believed that the program would be =~

handled more equitably, more responsibly, more acceptably, and more in keeping with the
democratic idea. : o :

Thus, some 4,200 local production control associations came quickly into being; everi-» ‘
tually they evolved into committees.. There was an underlying singleness of purpose.
Committeemen wanted to be of genuine assistance to farmers generally, to make useful

contributions to improved agricultural welfare, and otherwise to participate in the effort = °
' to correct agricultural conditions. The Extension Service personnel played a key role in
_the early years of the new committee system. However, in the Midwest a somewhat dif-
ferent pattern of local administration by committee developed, and the Extension personnel '

had less influence than in the other parts of the country.’

1

Initial Procedures

When a producer signed an adjustment contract he automatically became a member of
the production-control association for that commodity in his county. He and other mem-

" bers of the association elected the -local officers of the association from among them-

selves. Details of local administration of the program were in the hands of association

. committees, or community committees. Committeemen were paid for certain services.

The cost of local administration was deducted from payments to producers. However, in
the South up until 1936 committeemen were reimbursed for their services by the Extension

Service from appropriations made available to it.

The commun‘ity committee consisted of from three to five representatives of the sign-

ers of production-adjustment contracts in the community. It made the production-adjust=--"- "

ment contracts available to farmers, -assisted individual producers in preparing data re- =
quired in the contract, helped farmers in obtaining substantiating evidence of production
and acreage, obtained production data of non-contract signers, checked data offered by
cooperating producers, made adjustments in those data, obtained execution of contracts,

- certified accuracy of statements in contracts, and checked and certified performance of *

« contract. In later years, other phases of farm programs requiring action at the local

level were assigned to the committee system. The procedures governing-the committee - . .
system changed with.time, ekxperience and circumstance. ' -

From these community committees came the executives of the county production-

“control associations, who were responsible for county-wide administration of the com-

modity program.

#

The chairman of each community committee in a county became a member of the -
board of directors of the county production-control association for;that commeodity. In

_‘_{/Arthur T.. ’I‘hompso,n,' "Farmers asg Committees,"' Yearbook of Agriculture, 1962,
p- 559. . . .
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the deliberations of the board, each member was entitled to one vote. From its member-
ship, the board elected a president, vice president, secretary, and treasurer. The pres-

" ident automatically became chairman of the county allotment committee. The board then

elected from two to four of its members who, with the chairman, constituted the county
allotment committee,. -

Attempts at partisan domination of the Coinmitt‘ees were forestalled by making it pos-, .
sible for committeemen to be removed by their own neighbors at annual election. Farm P L S
organizations gave full:endorsement to the farmer committee system, and they generally :+. -~

supported the adjustment programs,

The supervision and guidance of the county and community committees was carried R
out through State committees. The early State committees usually were organized by the FEE
State Extension Director, and he served as the Executive Officer. As was the case with
the county committees, there was regional variation in the organization and operation of
the State committees. As the program developed, State committee members were ap- . -
pointed by the Seeretary of Agriculture, and an attempt was made to have them be repre- . -
sentative of the various farm interests in each State. ) ey

The Department staff in Washington computed from the official records the allotment
for each State and each county, and thus fixed the amount of the commodity on which ad- -
justment payments would be made. The computation for individual farmers was done by
the local committee. It was the county committee's job to divide the fixed county allotment

. fairly among the producers in proportion to‘their past production.

- The Washington office developed regulations and administrative rulings, 6fteri onthe ' . _' it

- basis of practical and justifiable proposals made by the committees. Frequently, consul=" -
tations between Washington administrative personnel and the committees took place in S IR

public meetings attended by county and community committeemen and farmers interested )
in the programs. The attendance at these public meetings was usually very good, and the
exchange of views was beneficial to both Washington personnel and to the producers.

New Legiélation

. :{2‘? 36 '
Two Acts of Congress were of historic importance in the developmernt/6f the commit- o
tee system: The Soil Conservation and Domestic Allotment Act of 19363 and the Agricul- 4 i’

: —_—

tural Adjustment Act of 1938.

The former Act authorized the Secretary of Agriculture to utilize county and com-
munity committees of agricultural producers and the agricultural extension service or : e
other approved agencies in carrying out the provisions of the pertinent sections of the Act.

Following passage of the Act on February 29, 1936, committee duplications which had N
survived the emergency organization were eliminated. A single elected farmer committee
served all commodity groups involved in any one county. ' ' o

This Act also provided for a system of Federal-State-local administration in the field

of farm conservation work, based on grants-in-aid and State plans approved by the Secre- - =~ ¢
tary of Agriculture, similar to programs operated in the fields of highways, public health, et
and.welfare. This system was never put into effect because subsequent legislation con-

tinued the existing system. At various times since 1933, there has been disagreement : ?

over the proper relationship of the farmer committees and the program they administered .
to other programs of the Department. But as the adjustment program evolved, it lost its
emergency character, and administrative problems became more routine. '

¢
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* ln the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1938, Cungress, for the first time, required the
use of elected farmer committees. It directed the Secretary to use local and State commit-
tees in handling of the agricultural conservation, acreage allotment and marketing quota
programs. The Act required the Secretary to designate local administrative areas as units

. for administration of the authorized programs, and provided that no local area should in- - -

clude more than one county or parts of different counties. It prescribed such things as the
general method of electing local and county committees, the number of committeemen to
serve, and the composition and method of appointment of State farmer committees.

The pertinent passage from the Act is printed below:

In carrying out the provisions of this section...the Secretary is directed to
utilize the services of local and State committees selected as hereinafter pro- -
vided. The Secretary shall designate local administrative areas as units for
. administration of programs under this section. No-such local area shall in- .
" clude more than one county or parts of different counties. Farmers within
any such local administrative area, and participating or cooperating in. pro-
grams administered within such area, shall elect annually from among their -
number a local committee of not more than three members for such area and
shall also elect annually from among their number a delegate to a county
o convention for the election of a county committee. The delegates from the
various local areas in the county shall, in a county convention, elect, an-
nually, the county committee for the county which shall consist of three
members who are farmers in the county. The local committee shall elect
a secretary and may utilize the county agricultural extension agent for. such - '
purpose. The county committee shall select a secretary who may be the
.« . county agricultural extension agent. If such county agricultural extension
agent shall not have been elected secretary of such committee, he shall be
- ex officio a member of the county committee. The county agricultural ex-
" tension agent shall not have the power to vote. In any county in which '
there is only one local committee the local committee shall also be the
county committee. In each State there shall be a State committee for the
State composed of not less than three or more than five farmers who are
legal residents of the State and who are appointed by the Secretary. The
State director of the Agricultural Extension Service shall be ex officio a
member of such State committee. The ex officio members of the county
> and State committees shall be in addition to the number of members of
such committees hereinbefore specified. The Secretary shall make such
regulations as are necessary relating to the selection and exercise of the .
functions of the respective committees, and to the administration, through
such committees, of such programs. '

* Growth bf Comm1ttee System

As the farmer cOmmittee system developed as a permanent 1nst1tut1on, the pattern of
organization became diversified along regional lines. For administrative purposes the 48
States were divided into five areas. Each area strove to develop a more uniform system
of State and local administration of the diverse farm programs. A dual conception of the
role of the commxttees developed around the 50- called "southern eystem” and the "'corn
belt system. " e : o L
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S In the South, the State Executive Officers and county administrative officers (called
. principal clerks) became key personnel in the system. As a rule, they ran “the show",
il ( while the State and county committees served largely part-time as boards of directors with s
q " limited "policy-making'" and appellate authority.. There was a tendency to use the commit- -
- tees with some imagination between 1948 and 1952, and a cooperative principal clerk- '
committee system was developed in the Southern States. The State ‘Executive Officers had .
almost complete control over the selection of county principal clerks, and, in some States, .
.. did not permit them to s,:erVe in their home counties." : '
4o B Y . o . f e
| In the Midwest (the:North Central area), however, the State and county committeemen
‘ played the key role in the system and served full-time in office capacities. As<a rule, the. = =
county committee selected its own chief clerk and office staff to handle administrative de- U
tail. H ' .

The other areas of the country evolved committee systems :resembling in some re-
spects either the southern or midwestern model, but also with their own unique features ot"
organization. , S

. There were also important operational differences among different States; the system

i | of communications was extremely diverse; internal audit functions were organized and
performed by the States themselves under the supervision of regional offices; and national .

_policy was implemented without too much uniformity. Control, supervision, direction, and
coordination was effectuated, since 1936, from the Federal level through regional direc-
tors and their offices, reorganized subsequently into the Field Service Branch, Later on,
the chief area officers were called Administrator's Fieldmen, and, since the early 1950's,
-Area Directors; they reported to a Deputy Administrator from a Washington, rather than a
regional, headquarters.

However, partly.as a result of budgetary limitations, and partly for other reasons,
certain uniform tendencies evolved in all areas. The most important one was the shift in

of the farmer committee system, they came to play a less active role in farm programs
administration, and in some States came very close to becoming a 'paper' organization.’ ',.""_

Another important uniform tendency was the use of farmer fieldmen as permanent
liaison between the State and county offices. They became the key link in the whole system
of administration of farm programs, and worked, in the 1940's, under the direction and. .
supervision of the Chairman of the State Committee who served as the Chief Administra=
tive Officer in the State office.

- The types of proprams administered by the farmer committees have varied con-
o siderably over the years. During World War II, and again during the Korean War, the

o -emphasis was on increasing production to meet domestic and foreign needs. During World
War II, the county committee chairmen were also chairmen of the Defense (later War)
P —Boards, and the farmer committees played a key role in scrap drives on farms, assist-

. ance to the selective service system, rationing, etc. For a period in the 1940's there'was
emphasis on the conservation aspects of the program. The production adjustment and con=
trol aspects varied from time to time with the changes in legislation adopted by Congress.
The interest of individual farmers and various farm groups in the farmer committees has
also varied with the programs. There was a slacking off of farmers' interest in committees
at the end of World War II, as the emphasis on increased production prevailed, and there
was also a decrease in the enthusiasm and the number of men going out from regional and
State offices to maintain liaison with the farmer committees.

- The relationship between the farmer committees and the State and local administra-
tors of other agencies of the U.S. Department of Agriculture also has varied. Between :
1945 and 1951, an attempt was made to improve it by means of the USDA State and county -

| . ' ‘ 7

the role of the community committeemen. Whereas formerly they were the "heart and goul”
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'éouhcils, which included representatives from the farmer committees. The councils were
succeeded from 1951 to 1953 by Agricultural Mobilization committees, headed by the chair-
men of the farmer committees. o » : oo

As farm or.gan‘i.zafions ‘developed major differences about the future éourse of agricul-
tural policy, their endorsement of the committee system was affected. Some of the State -

' and county committeemen were drawn into the political arena where they were subject to .

partisan attacks.

However, the farmer committee system remained an essential component of the ,
- American administrative system with a record singularly free from fraudulent and unethi- -;

. cal practices.,

. - . 0 1953‘-19'6'(')"Deve10pments

" In March 1953, a reorganization of the Department of Agriculture took place. Part of

the Production and Marketing Administration (successor to the AAA) became the’Commod- . f"f:'

ity Stabilization Service. The community, county, and State committees becamé identiffledf

as the Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation committees and their supervision was
assigned to the Commodity Stabilization Service.

The appointed farmers on State committees were to be responsible for policy matters.: :
Full-time work by State committeemen was halted. They were to be paid on a when-

actually-employed basis, and limited in the number of days they could work during a year.. ey

The Department's statement of policy for State committeemen required that each
nomination for membership on the State committee be accompanied by a-report on the ac-
ceptability of the nominee to heads of State farm organizations, Deans of Agriculture in the
Land-Grant Colleges, Directors of Extension, State Commissioners of Agriculture, and

- other agricultural leaders in the State. The appointmex{t by the Secretary of Agriculture
was for a period of one year, and a rotation system was established whereby one or more - -
State committeemen were replaced each year. =

The State committee was to determine program and administrative.policy, but the ex- L

ecution of such policies was to be carried out by its employees under the direction of a
State Administrative Officer, employed by, but.not a member of the committee.

A similar separation of duties was announced for county committees. The-elected
county committeemen were to work on-an as-necessary part-time basis only. Each county
committee was to hire an office manager responsible for day-to-day operations in the
county.' ' The farmer committees elected to administer the program were to concern them~ -
golves primarily with policy matters.. B

.

In 1954, election of county and community committeemen was changed. The Se'cretary \

-announced that community election boards of farmers would be selected by county election
boards, composed of the county agricultural extension agent as ‘chairman, the heads of the
Soil Conservation Service and Farmers Home Administration offices in the county, and the

county head of each general farm organization operating in the county. Community election .:

boards selected the slates of nominees for the community committees. County committee-
men were elected at a convention of delegates from the communities: in the county. County
committeemen could not be officials of general farm organizations nor could they serve as
employees in their own county offices. . '

The new system was to be uniformly applied in all areas. There was disagreement
-over whether these changes strengthened or weakened the farmer committee system. From.
one point of view, this was strengthening the committee conception evolved in the "'southern

‘: 7
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system' as the board of directors of the State and county operations. Committee members"
were relieved of administrative detail, so they could better concentrate on their role in
"policy making." From another point of view, they were being relegated to merely advi-
sory roles to county office managers and State Administrative Officers, with more stand-
ardized national administration rolling back regional differences in local control and ad-
ministration of farm programs. According to this point of view, the deactivation of the
elected farmer committees was in line with the assumed objective of eliminating farm pro-

grams from the national scene.

ue

The attempt to lintit county and comrhunity committeemen to no more than three one-- ‘

year consecutive terms in office was particularly controversial; the limitation was re-
moved by Congress. This attempt plus reported abuses by the Missouri State committee

. in dictating the selection of county personnel and the removal of county committeemen re- - -

sulted in extensive congressional hearings in 1956 on several bills intended to change the

rules regarding the committees. :

Other ‘rev_isions provided for removal of county and community committeemen.and
election board members only by a majority vote of the State committee. Provision was

~ also made for the right of appeal by ousted persons.

" In 1957, a comprehens’ive‘nationWide classification and ba;y plan for county ASC em- o
ployees was developed and put in operation; a major reclassification of the positions in * ERN
- State offices took place; a county office manager trainee program was inaugurated with the . ' .

objective of providing a pool of qualified applicants when vacancies occurred in county of-

fices; a system of issuing instructions in handbooks was installed; and a national system ...’

of annual, comprehensive, audits and operation review procedures in every State and

*county office was inaugurated. ‘

Later on, the county office employees were given additional fringe benefits, partly
in response to their organization in State associations. Early in 1959, under the leader-

ship of several county office managers, State associations formed the National Association..
~-of ASC -County -Office Employees.-é/' o '

By 1960, the farmer committee systém of farm brograms administration was trans- .
formed into a nationwide manager-committee system. State and local administration

“was fully institutionalized around the State and county offices in which the full-time,

salaried personnel.was considerably upgraded.

In about a third of the States, 'old hands' in the position of the Administrative Offi-
cer and farmer fieldmen were able to exercise considérable influence on the way the farm-
er committees were used as active agents on the county level of administration. They also
had a great deal of influence in regional meetings and in the development of procedural

policies in the Washington office. As a result, in New York, North Carolina, and a score. '

of other States, the farmer committees were less affected by the revisions and transfor-
mations of the 1950's, , o ‘

However, in those States where the key apf)ointments of Administrative Officers and
farmer fieldmen were filled by a partisan selection without any prior experience for the
job, the quality of administration deteriorated, and led to embarrassing developments,
especially in Texas, Oklahoma, and Missouri. The farmer committees suffered most in

E/By 1962, the Association's membership included more than 75 percent of 15,500 full-
time county office employees, and NASCOE was granted by the Secretary of Agriculture
exclusive recognition to represent all full-time employees in county offices in negotia-
‘tion with management on terms of employment and working conditions.



thip delerioration. Thelr initlal drive had become blunted, and in many cases completely
lost., The feeling of urgency and enthusiasm on the part of farmer committeemen evapo-
rated, and was replaced—especially on the community level—by inertia and lethargy.

1961 Changes

In line with the objectives set forth by the néw Administration, the Secretary of .

Agriculture announced on March 23, 1961, important changes in the regulations governing |
farmer committees: ' : : c

(1) County and community election boards are eliminated, and autho'rity to- -

conduct elections now is vested in ASC county committees; ' . S

(2) Officers of general farm organizations now become eligible to serve as
' county committeemen; and ' . '

"(3) 'The authority to assign duties to community committees is butiin the = -
hands .of county committees instead of county office managers..ﬁ/ N

‘The objective of these changes was to revitalize the county and local farmer commit-

tee system, and to change the spirit governing the administration of farm programs on the
-~ local level. - o _ c : SR

s .. The Secretary pointed out in his statement that

‘managers in some counties have taken over prerogatives of the committees,

with the result that committees have not fully assumed their responsibilities sl ]
+ ' either because of lack of interest or because they were led to believe that the - :

committee function was purely advisory. 3

We intend to actively encourage all committees to assume their full respon-. "

- sibilities and to make it abundantly clear that the committee has the respon-

- sibility and the county office manager carries out the day-to-day operations. - ‘ e

'{ County committees will be expected to determine policies and assume over-
- .all responsibility, and managers will be expected to carry out these policies i
and to supervise the day-to-day operations of the county offices. g

We plan to abolish all arbitrary time limits on the service of committeemen,” .= |

80 that their talents may be fully utilized in getting understanding of our pro~. ;. - :

grams by farmers and the general public. At the same time, we do not ex~ . ...
+ pect to use them to perform purely clerical functions for which they are not

particularly well suited by either training or experience. Active farmers , ~:«:',"'1:.:; .

who are representative farm leaders in their areas—the type who should
represent farmers and the Department of Agriculture on ASC county com-
mittees—cannot be expected to spend full time working as committeemen,
and we do not anticipate any such contingency.

It is our firm belief that the ASC farmer-committee is the most effective and
+ economical method of operation if it operates as originally tonceived under

the enabling legislation. We intend to see that the comm}‘ttee system functiong

with full authority and responsibility in the days ahead.T/ "~ ~
8/Press Release, USDA 851-61.
71/Ioid R
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" ness in the whole system of checks and balances is impaired. "

- ready late. At the several meetings held around the country with farmers and U.S. De- '~

l

Operations in the State offices were also somewhat realigned to emphasize the ‘more
active participation of the State farmer committeemen, The prescribed rotation system of =
State committeemen was abandoned. ’

The present organization, then, provides for overall direction of production adjust-

ment, agricultural conservation, price support, and related programs in the county by the - g

elected county committees, subject to the general direction and supervision of the State
committee, appointed by the Secretary upon the recommendation of ASCS.E/ Under the di-
rection of the county;:committee and subject to the regulations of the Department, the coun=:

ty office manager is.responsible for day-to-day operations of the county office. As is the """ <"~

case in other organizations of this type, the relative influence of committee chairmen,

committee members, and managers varies considerably from county to county. But it st '
seems that in those counties where the farmer committees feel that they should serve, or ..» - *
- are compelled to serve, principally in-advisory capacity, they do not feel responsible for

county ASC operations. As a result, such committees are riot alert, and their effective-

In spite of the many modifications in the committee system, the 1961 e'xpe;rience indi-
cates that the farmer committee method of administering farm programs is sound.

After the Con'gress enacted in March, 1961, the Emergency Feed Grain Act of 1961, .
the Secretary of Agriculture began immediately putting the new law into effect. It was al-,

partment of Agriculture field personnel, the point was repeatedly stressed that the new
adjustment program could not become truly effective without the complete cooperation of -
the farmer committee system. By June 1, 1961, the initial objectives of the 1961 program
had been accomplished through the combined efforts of tens of thousands of community

- committeemen and some 9, 000 farmer county committeemen and their county employees
' in more than 3, 000 counties, supervised by committeemen and staff of 50 State offices

" working under the general direction of the ASCS staff of the U.S. Department of Agricul-
- ture. The farmer committeemen and the ASCS émployees performed extremely well in

obtaining participation. 'The general consensus was that the program could not have been
accomplished without the elected farmer committees. : '

Conclusion ' ,

Thus, over nearly thirty years, the ‘State and local administration of farm programs

" functioned to a large extent because of the existence of farmer committees, established to

perform a wide variety of tasks authorized by law. The farmer committee system operated

~ under six successive Secretaries of Agriculture, each subscribing to differing political

philosophies and each advocating dissimilar approaches to farm problems.

The committee system at its inception was a product of the times. It was born ’duri'ng., -

~ the Great Depression, and within a brief period of time after its birth, it became a vital: -
tool for fostering our agriculture's economic well-being, psychological uplifting, and politi~ .

cal stabilization. The committees' role has, however, been changed as the administration
of farm programs became institutionalized. In spite of the modifications in farmer com~
mittees' standing, they survived both the changes in the national administration and the

numerous personnel changes at the Washington, State, and local level. The committee sys= . .

tem is still regarded as a key element of the field forces of the U.S. Department of
Agriculture. ' ‘

Over the years, farmers have been able to participate in farm programs administra=-
tion, and reassure their neighbors about the objectives of adjustment programs. They

§/ The Director of the State Extension Service is ex-officio member of the State commit~
tee with voting power. The county agent is likewise an ex-officio member of the coun-
ty committee but without the power to vote. . o ' ‘.

11



o aoe have' been able to secure factual data of county-wide importance, and to communicate their
A * . ideas and attitudes regarding their part in agricultural adjustment programs to committees
L H\ composed of their peers. The farmer committeemen have been able to handle a wide vari-
\ ety of tasks at the local levels under differing commodity programs in a satisfactory man-
- ner. In most cases, the normal political patterns of an area did not interfere with their
responsibilities.. The experience of farmer committeemen was of great importance in pre-
ot "paring them for public service in a variety of national, State, and local agencies of govern-
Lo ment. Several men of distinction in pubhc affairs were the product of the farmer commit- .-
« s tee system.

T ERE The joint responsibility for the administration of agricultural adjustment programs de=-* -~

T signed to protect both farm income'and the consumer price structure has resulted in a

t o time-tested partnership of producers and the government, The farmer committees have’
not always been asked to assume major responsibility for the administration of programs

- authorized by law, and to serve as active agents of the Department of Agriculture. But
they have never faxled to respond whenever such a request for help had been made and com=
runicated to them.

SR The problem for the future of the committee system lies in a critical evaluation of its
Pe ‘ strengths and weaknesses judged against the whole record of performance, and in the ability
.. . of leaders of agriculture at the national, State, and local levels to be even more responsive
LI to the changes in farm populatjon and to ad;ust to changing needs and conditions.

e Between 1933 and 1961, farm population has dropped from 32,393, 000 to 14, 803, 000. 9/
Lo During the same period the proportion of the total population that resided on farms decreas- oo

ed from 25.8% to 8, 1‘/70 The number of farms decreased from 6, 740, 750 in 1933 to

3,811, 000 in 1961:19/" the decrease since 1950 was over one- th1rd The average size of
o fa.rm has increased from slightly under 160 acres in 1933 to 307 acres in 1961, Figures
are not available on the change 'in the number of family farms over this period, but -
one ‘authority indicates that proportxon of family-operated farms has not declined '
significantly, 11

: The trend toward fewer and larger farms has important implications for the whole
- committee system, especially on the State and county levels. The number of counties - = °

N v
R

'
)

g/ Estimates prepared by the Farm Population Branch, Economic and Statistical Analysis
Division, Economic Research Service, U.S., Department of Agriculture. The change in
definition of the farm population made in the 1960 Census reduced earlier estimates of -
aile farm population. The new definition specified persons living in rural territory on
- places of 10 or more acres from which sales of farm products arhounted to $50 or more
in 1959 and on places of less than 10 acres from which sales of farm products amounted
to $250 or more in 1959, :

_1_9/ According to the Statistical Reporting Service, U.S, Department of Agriculture.
_}_1_/ John M, Brewster, "The Changing Pattern of American Agricuiture, " paper prepared

for meeting of National Agmcultural Advisory Committee, Washmgton, D.C., July .
10-11, 1962, . ,
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with less_than 1, 000 farms increased substantially, and it is likely that more than 50% of

-all counties will be so classified in the near future. 14

A thoughtful re-examination of the farmer committees' structure and role, based on
the perception of these developments, needs to consider the question of proper decentral-
ization and the problem of responsibility in government. It needs to delineate the strengths
ahd weaknesses of administrative decentralization and centralization, respectively: How

much is gained by emphasmmg local self-determination? What are the advantages and dis= T

advantages of"stralght -line" organization with appointed county committees? Would na-
tional farm programs ever be acceptable to farmers if they did not have the reassurance

- provided by elected committees of their peers? Would effective administration of farm

programs be possxble w1th concentration of authority in the hands of the bureaucracy?

To what extent does the present system open the-door to subversion or nullification of
the programs authorized by law by putting field operations in the hands of persons who are

‘neither readily accessible nor directly responsible to the Congress and the Secretary of 0
Agriculture? What changes would make it possible to take both local and national consider- - |
. ations into account in administering farm programs without making them moperative or

ineffectual at county levels, and without weakening responsibility in government?

A thoughtful re-exammation of the joint responsibility for, and local partxcipation in,

administration of farm programs needs to consider the role, the duties, the selection and .-+ " :

the tenure of farmer committees. It should consider meaningful adjustments and improve-

'ments conducive to a more perfect joint national Statealocal administration of farm pro- Wi

grams in the 1960'5.., s . R e e G et

12/ The 1959 Census of Agriculture lists: B
1,678 counties with more than 1, 000 farms, and
1,401 counties with less than 1,000 farms.

: Number of Farms in'.1959 ) '
\ ' 1, 000

- 0 1-99 . 100-199 200 399 400~ 599 £00-799 800-999 and up
No. of

Counties: 3 84 . 110 299 284 - 330 201 " 1,678 -




