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By RICHARD DAVIS

MANY farmers have benefi ted 
greatly from the 2002 Farm Bill. 
Nevertheless, U.S. Agriculture 

Secretary Mike Johanns recently told 
cotton producers that some aspects of 
the bill have been problematic despite 
all the good it’s done. Johanns made his 
comments at the 2007 Beltwide Cotton 
Conferences in New Orleans.

For example, some farm bill provi-
sions have led to challenges before 
the World Trade Organization. Johanns 
noted about 80% of U.S. cotton is sold 
on the world market. That means cotton 
producers are particularly threatened 
when their markets are challenged in 
court cases before the WTO. 

Building upon successes
The U.S. scored a record $4.7 billion in 
cotton exports last year. Johanns said 
USDA expects a new record this year of 
about $5 billion in cotton exports. 

He noted the U.S. is the second-
largest producer in the world. Still, to 
maintain this pace or increase it, the 
U.S. cotton industry will have to keep 
up friendships and fi nd new customers.

“Developing countries are increas-
ingly driving world textile production 
and trade,” Johanns said. “American 
cotton farmers are under continuing 
and intense pressure to market their 
cotton abroad. They need free trade. 
They need constantly growing markets 
that result from greater market access, 
and they need trade barriers reduced 
through trade negotiations.” 

But litigation in the world trade 
courts, particularly lawsuits brought 
by Brazil, has threatened to hamper the 
way the U.S. does business in the future 
in regard to farm policy. The WTO has 
ruled in Brazil’s favor, both in the initial 
cases and in appeals. 

To comply with the rulings, the U.S. 
eliminated the Step 2 program last 
August and made major changes in the 
export credit guarantee program. But 
Brazil currently has yet another case 

Johanns outlines 
needed changes

Key Points
■ Defenders of U.S. farm policy are 

grappling with WTO challenges.
■ Cotton producers are particularly 

threatened by WTO challenges.
■ Johanns says we need to consider farm 

policy that will avoid WTO challenges.

More funding for cotton promotion

before the WTO, arguing that U.S. steps 
to comply have not gone far enough. 

As if to follow in Brazil’s footsteps, 
the C-4 nations in Africa (Benin, Burkina 
Faso, Chad and Mali) have made similar 
challenges against cotton. Uruguay has 
challenged U.S. policy in respect to rice, 
and Canada recently fi led a case against 
U.S. programs for corn.

Adding to the problems, WTO dis-
cussions relative to the Doha Round 
are currently suspended due to lack 
of progress. And although the WTO di-
rector recently said he believes a global 
trade deal is possible, Johanns said 
he thinks challenges to U.S. farm pro-
grams, as outlined in the 2002 Farm Bill, 
will continue.

 Johanns told the cotton audience at 
the Beltwide, “You can cuss it. You can 
discuss it. But the reality is we are en-
gaged in an international market. It is 
what it is.”

Choosing the next step
Johanns said Brazil is targeting the 
marketing loan in the countercyclical 
programs in its latest complaint. If suc-
cessful, it would hit cotton and pro-
ducers of other program crops hard. 
Johanns asserted USDA will present the 
strongest possible case, but he didn’t 
seem confi dent about the outcome.

 “…We have to make a choice,” he 
added. “The fi rst choice would be to let 
the future be driven by whatever the re-
sults of the litigation are. Anybody who 
has been involved in litigation — and 
that was my life at one time — knows 
that is not a very predictable future. 
WTO litigation runs the risk of disman-
tling your safety net, a piece at a time. There is a second option, though. I’m 

not suggesting this is an easy option, 
but the second option is to simply grab 
hold of the issues and craft farm policy 
in a way that leads us into the future and 
tries to recognize that we have to have 
a policy that can withstand challenge. It 
comes down to a choice of being the au-
thors of farm policy or being in the audi-
ence as the WTO challenges the safety 
net and attacks our programs.”

What’s fair?
Throughout last year, USDA held farm-

bill listening programs across the 
U.S. Another issue that could add to 
the problem of WTO wrangling is one 
Johanns said he often heard during 
those meetings: fairness.

As the programs are currently struc-
tured, 15% of the farms receive 54% of 
all farm program payments. 

“Sixty percent of U.S. producers are 
pretty well left out of farm programs 
because they don’t raise the program 
crops that are traditional to farm bills 
dating back to the Depression,” he 
said.

DURING the Beltwide, U.S. ag sec-
retary Mike Johanns announced 

that USDA will grant 67 U.S. trade 
organizations a total of $100 million in 
fi scal year 2007 to promote U.S. agri-
cultural products overseas under the 
USDA’s market access program.

Of that, Cotton Council 
International, the export promotion 

arm of the National Cotton Council, 
will receive $12.7 million this year. 

“If I’m not mistaken in looking at 
the list, I think cotton is the largest re-
cipient,” Johanns said. “This is the kind 
of support that helps our farmers and 
ranchers compete in the marketplace. 
This is the kind of support that I be-
lieve is really sound farm policy.”

CHANGES: U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Mike Johanns told a cotton-industry 
audience at the Beltwide Conferences that we may need to craft farm policy that 
avoids litigation before the World Trade Organization. He is also concerned about 
“fairness” issues and wants his agency to help a wider variety of producers.
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