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ANALYSIS New U.S. farm bill coddles farmers, ignores
Canada's plea
When it comes to its farmers, the U.S. is a veritable nanny state
By Neil Macdonald, CBC News  Posted: Feb 11, 2014 5:00 AM ET |  Last Updated: Feb 11, 2014 9:11 AM ET

U.S. President Barack Obama takes to a stage backed with harvesters and hay on Friday as he travelled to Michigan to sign the
nearly $1 trillion farm bill into law. The law cuts direct farm subsidies but replaces them with more generous government-paid
crop insurance. (Reuters)
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Among the many myths Americans entertain about themselves is the
belief they're self-made; that any success they might enjoy is in spite,
rather than with the help, of government.

As Ronald Reagan once said, to a great chorus of cheers, "government
isn't the solution to our problem, government IS the problem."

Nowhere is that notion more fiercely beloved than in the vast spaces
between this nation's cities; in gun-toting, Republican-voting, tall-
standing, rural America.

It's a delusion, of course. U.S. farmers are practically wards of the
American nanny state.

But it's a delusion the legislators who represent rural America — both
Republican and Democrat — are willing to pay to maintain.

Big time, in fact: propping up delusions wins elections.

Take the outrageous story of Washington's hush money to Brazil. It's not
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Some U.S. legislators tried to end tobacco subsidies fully in
the new farm bill but didn't succeed. (Reuters)
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Take the outrageous story of Washington's hush money to Brazil. It's not
one that's widely known in the U.S., probably because it cuts against
Reagan's government-is-the-problem narrative.

But it beautifully illustrates the lengths to which Congress will go to
coddle and protect certain American businesses, even as Washington
accuses other countries, like China or even Canada, of unfair trading
when they do the same thing.

Brazil's hush money
The Brazil story goes back to 2002 when the government of Brazil lodged
a complaint against the U.S. government for unfairly subsidizing
American cotton farmers.

The Brazilians had an excellent case; Washington has for decades been
paying farmers cash whether they grow crops or not.

But U.S. cotton
producers are a
powerful lobby. They
account for most of
the world's cotton
exports, and employ
200,000 people in 17
states.

Between 1995 and
2012, the U.S.
government has paid
its cotton producers
$32.9 billion, giving them a crushing advantage over farmers in other
countries, particularly those struggling along in poor nations like Mali.

So, Brazil took the U.S. to the World Trade Organization for arbitration,
and Brazil won.

The Americans appealed, and the Brazilians won again. And again.

Finally, in 2010, with the WTO's approval, Brazil began compiling a list of
retaliatory tariffs against American goods, in effect threatening a trade
war.

It was at that point that someone in Washington came up with the idea of
simply bribing the Brazilians.

As a strategy, it was very effective. For $147 million a year, the Brazilian
cotton growers agreed to shut up and let the Americans keep subsidizing
their cotton growers.

Voters in the 17 cotton-producing states would continue to send (mostly)
Republicans to Congress, and Ronald Reagan's small-government
delusion would remain intact.

"Wow," said a Canadian official I know, when told about the sweet
Brazilian deal. "Our beef producers would love some of that action."

Not so COOL
For livestock producers, country-of-origin labelling is currently Canada's
biggest beef, so to speak, with the Americans.

Since 2002, largely as a result of the mad cow scare in Britain, the U.S.
has required meat producers to segregate and label animals from
abroad, which makes it more expensive to sell Canadian beef here, and
therefore injures Canadian meat exports. They've dropped by about half
since 2008.

The Canadian government regards county-of-origin labelling, or COOL,
as a legal gimmick where the real intent is to protect the American beef
industry from competition. (The beef in both countries is genetically
identical, and the herds are for all intents and purposes integrated.)

So Canada, like Brazil, took the U.S. to the WTO and won its case.

But the Americans came up with a legal workaround that just made
matters worse for Canadian farmers. And the recent farm bill from
Congress failed to make the change Ottawa asked for, so the Canadian
government is now threatening to go back to the WTO.
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Agriculture Minister Gerry Ritz had been hoping the U.S.
Congress would change the country-of-origin labelling rules
when it passed the new farm bill. But it didn't and now, he
says, Canada might go back to the WTO to see trade redress.
(Canadian Press)
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For all the good that will do.

As Canada has learned during its many years of struggling with the
Americans over softwood lumber exports, taking on the protectionist
American behemoth (which believes itself to be a fair trader) can be self-
defeating.

Big vs. small
"It's not a matter of right and wrong, or fair and unfair, it's a matter of
bigger and smaller," says Peter Clark, a former trade negotiator who runs
a consultancy in Ottawa. "The Americans have enough economic clout to
do what they want, and Canada has to keep looking over its shoulder."

Take that massive
farm bill just passed
by Congress.

It will spend a trillion
dollars over 10 years,
much more than
President Barack
Obama's stimulus
spending that
Republicans railed
against so angrily,
and yet it has gone
largely unreported in
U.S. media.

The bill is a cornucopia of government subsidies and largesse — to
satisfy Democrats, a lot of it actually goes to food-stamp programs in
urban areas.

But it is also a massive crutch for American agribusiness, mostly courtesy
of congressional Republicans, who are supposed to stand for lower
spending and less government.

The irony here is that Canada, regarded by American conservatives as
some kind of socialist co-operative, has actually been doing the
opposite: reducing farm subsidies and making farmers more responsible
for their own losses, while the U.S. Congress keeps the public teat open.

And all the while, says Peter Clark, "Americans actually don't think they
are subsidized."

That's not to say there aren't angry conservative voices here. The Wall
Street Journal called the farm bill a raid on taxpayers: "Handouts to
agribusiness and millionaires? Continued trade protectionism for the
sugar industry? It's all still there."

Brazil wasn't terribly impressed, either. Last fall, after the arbitrary cuts to
government spending known as "the sequester" put an end to
Washington's millions in hush money to Brazilian cotton producers, the
Brazilian government once again began readying barriers against a wide
range of U.S. goods.

A trade war could be under way by the end of this month. Unless, that is,
Washington figures out some new way to protect its protectionism.

Comments on this story are moderated according to our Submission Guidelines. Comments are welcome while
open. We reserve the right to close comments at any time.
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Guyute
Gee, I guess no-one ever had an unfair subsidy or tariff in favor of them over the USA, Neil? 

ROFL

matman97
Not sure Canada can say much seems this article is throwing stones when you live in a
glass house.... The world pays attention to Canada's supply managed dairy and poultry
quota system, where tax payers subsidize millionaires to become multimillionaires.

Independant, But Not Neutral
While Neil is more or less correct with respect to the trade barriers and subsidies, he omits
to mention the real tragedy in America, The trillion dollar cost also includes the cost of the
food stamp program, which is now "feeding" some 45 million or so Americans. 

I put "feeding" in quotations because while most people need the food, a sub group is well
known to spend all their "stamps" on soda pop, often selling to soda back to the retailer at a
discount. Cash can then be used for whatever... » more» more

Ugly American
@Independant, But Not Neutral 

I have heard stories of these abuses for years used to justify not helping the
needy... in reality it is always a the smallest of percentage that have the ability
abuse the system .... the rest are trying to feed their hungry children, old
people trying to stay in their homes or people who just lost their employment
etc... ... ...

Lincoln Continental
The Canadian farmer can outdo Americans on any given day. They couldn't harrow what we
plow!

camnai
The U.S. just walks away from its agreements whenever it's convenient, but it's every dotted
i and crossed t when it's the other side's commitment that needs to be upheld. People were
warning about this (again) 30 years ago when they were negotiating NAFTA, but the
Mulroney government ignored them.

Ryan
Complaining about subsidies to US farmers is fair enough. But one must keep in mind that
total rates of assistance to Canadian farmers (including direct subsidies from government
plus the effects of import taxes that exclude imports and artificially raise prices for Canadian
consumers) are higher than in the US. Canadian agricultural policies, when all effects are
measured, provide higher levels of subsidy and are more distortionary than US policies. The
problem is not unique to the US (or... » more» more

Gr8 Scott
Given the power of the tea party darling, Sarah Palin who has given Harper her endorsement,
you'd think he'd be able to swing a little power in the US heartlands. But what he fails to
understand is the US always looks after the US first. Political friendship counts for nothing
with them just as political ideology is free to be manipulated, bent and ignored, and friends
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become enemies when it comes to making a buck. But of course, it's all Obama's fault.
That's probably the spin to the right... » more» more

snowfanatic
About 10 years ago while talking to a Mississippi family who owned a cotton plantation I
mentioned that I had read that the US subsidies to cotton growers made up about 80% of
their income. The father replied......"Oh no!!....it is higher than that!" Is there any wonder that
they voted Republican.

another brick
And Canada got rid of the Canadian Wheat Board to make the US happy. 
Our farmers still have a bumper crop but can not get it to market, the rail cars are stuck in
the US. 
The Us farmer couldn't compete even if they were the only one growing do do.

Imhauss
@another brick, 

More like the pipe line situation is impacting many industries. 

As the oil car count goes up other stuff gets more expensive and delayed.

matman97
@another brick no trains available when they are hauling oil... Build keystone.

Randy75
The irony here is that Canada believes the US to be our ally, when instead we have far more
in common with countries like Brazil. Had we worked together with them, perhaps we'd
already have won what we need, or at least got a decent bribe out of it.

Imhauss
@Randy75, 

How about Canada goes another way and signs global trade agreements with
billions of consumers. 

If Brazil can pay or compete they are more then welcome to apply... ;)-
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