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It is often hard to convince fellow Iowans that I am a farmer.  The reason—I am not over sixty years old.  At age twenty-three, I belong to a minority that is sadly rather endangered.  In upcoming years, I believe the most important issue concerning agriculture will be the transfer of land after the older generation of farmers retires.  The 2007 Farm Bill needs to reflect the importance of this issue through bold funding of programs that establish and sustain new farmers on the landscape.
The changes Secretary Mike Johanns recently proposed concerning beginning farmers are indeed quite progressive.  The proposed change of cutting the interest rate in half as part of the Beginning Farmer and Rancher Down Payment Loan Program is a good option for beginning farmers.  However, the administration’s proposal of providing twenty percent higher direct payments to beginning farmers will only be a minor benefit in a system that is burdened by extraordinarily high land prices.
Throwing money at farmers to usher them into the current commodity infrastructure where the only way to survive is to farm more and more acres may not be the answer.  Programs that educate and provide assistance for potential new farmers looking at alternative farming options may instead be the best way to renew the rural economy.  One program that has a very high potential of bringing new farmers onto the land is the Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development Program (BFRDP).  The BFRDP, which was created under the 2002 Farm Bill though not funded, definitely needs to be funded in 2007.  The grants based program funds initiatives which would help beginning farmers in the areas of education, extension, outreach, and technical assistance.  The BFRDP would envision funding projects that provide mentoring, financial management education, assistance with conservation methods, diversification and alternative marketing strategies, and tools for transferring farms to the next generation. These are just a few examples of the needs of beginning farmers that could be met through this program. 
Secretary Johanns proposes changes that show some promise for establishing beginning farmers on the countryside.  These farmers will not appear with the help of programs that basically only benefit big business, however.  Getting more people onto the land means more small to mid-sized farms, and more small to mid-sized farms means a healthier rural economy.  With the right help, new farmers can make this happen. 
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