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Abstract

Since their emancipation Black farmers have foughibecome economically independent and
for the right to self-determine the paths of tHeies. Land acquisition has been central to this
struggle. Impressively, by 1920 Black farmers nédhe one million mark and owned roughly
15 million acres of farmland. Yet, in subsequenargetheir numbers declined at an alarming
rate, approaching 50 percent nearly every 10 ydargg the second half of the Century.
Arguably the most united attempt to rectify theiallg motivated decline of Black farmers and
the loss of Black-owned farmland across America lteen the collective support of the class-
action lawsuit Timothy Pigford et al., v. Dan Gliokn, Secretary, United States Department of
Agriculture in 1996.

Based on firsthand accounts, primary documentsexigting literature, this essay situates an
historical recounting of the Pigford case from historical and grassroots beginnings to the
recent signing oPigford Il and the racially and politically motivated accusas against Shirley
Sherrod within a theoretical framework of institutal racism. Furthermore, it illustrates that the
problems faced by Black farmers are deeply ragaltticularly given the unfortunate racist
legacy of the US Department of Agriculture (USDHA).our conclusion, we acknowledge factors
to deter the growth of young Black farmers in Aroarand highlight those innovative urban and
rural farm initiatives that are actively working tedress the decline of the Black agriculture and
the agrarian knowledge it holds.
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I ntroduction

Since Emancipation, Black farmers in America hamgght continuously to acquire self-
determination of their lives and that of their féigs via the attainment, retention, and cultivation
of farmland. Impressively, by 1920 Black farmeramel the one million mark and owned nearly
15 million acres (Gilbert, Wood, and Sharp 2002;0/@nd Gilbert 2000). Yet, in subsequent
years as these farmers endured numerous econonhi@eaialized obstacles including untimely
delivery of operating loans, insufficient informati about program availability, and racist
treatment in many county USDA offices, their numbhas declined at a rate nearly three times
that of White farmers (US Commission on Civil Right982; Wood and Gilbert 2000).
Importantly, Black-owned farmland has declined bgro50 percent since around 1910 (Gilbert,
Wood, and Sharp 2002).

Arguably the most cohesive attempt to alleviatertieally motivated barriers that have
contributed to the rapid decline of Black farmersl 8Black-owned farmland across America
came during the class-action lawstimothyPigford et al., v Dan GlickmarCivil Action No.
97-1978 (1997). Better known d&Bigford, this class-action lawsuitvas the result of the
collaborative grassroots efforts of farmers, thiimilies, legal teams, and social justice
organizations. Collectively, they advocated for thurn of land to African-American farmers.
Ultimately these farmers prevailed by forcing whats then the largest class-action civil rights
settlement in the history of the country. Howewspite their legal success, most Black farmers
and farm advocacy groups feel that in general, IBlamers received insufficient financial
restitution for the discrimination inflicted by ags of the USDA’'s Farmers Home
Administration (FmHA), now known as the Farm Seevisgency (FSA), and the Commodity
Credit Corporation (CCC).

This essay examines the organization of and adyofmcAfrican-American farmers
beginning with support foPigford in 1997 Pigford I) up until the passage of Senate Bill 3838
(Pigford 11), which allows for the allotment of $1.15 billido those farmers who could prove
their claims of discrimination. Additionally, we wiew the immediate and long-term
implications of this legislation for Black farmeasd landowners. Next, we identify barriers that
continue to obstruct Black farmers’ success incadfiiral enterprises, those groups that are
actively working to transform the downward spir&Btack agriculture in America, and the role
that government may play to contribute to the ssea these farmers. And furthermore, we
introduce the reader to the Black Farmers and Afticalists Association and review the basic
problems of racial discrimination within the USDW.e then turn to an overview of the elements
of the Pigford lawsuit and its recent resolutionbextied in Senate Bill 3838. And finally, we
discuss the USDA as a site of institutional raceemd consider the need for continued vigilance
of its programs and activities.
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TheBlack Farmersand Agriculturalists Association

The Black Farmers and Agriculturalists Associati@+AA) is a national grassroots
network of farmers, activists, scholars and coregrgitizens dedicated to: alleviating the
struggles of Black farmers, developing and edugagmung Black farmers, and seeking equality
for these farmers through the justice system. BHA8Aased in the New Deal Resettlement
Community of Tillery, North Carolina, which we diss in more detail below. For now,
however, it is important to recognize that the camity was established through a land
acquisition program initiated as part of Presiderdanklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal (Conkin
1959). These resettlement communities, as they wadled, intended to provide landless people
an opportunity to acquire property. In the largdiely project, called Roanoke Farms, both
Black and White families participated and acquittegir own land for the first time. Many of the
families had been sharecroppers and some on tlgeplaartations that were subdivided to yield
the new communities. This opportunity came duringre when many landless farmers were
trapped into debt peonage through sharecroppisgst@m wherein debt was paid in the form of
physical labor and a share of the production. H@refor many African Americans in this
system, their debts increased after each seassepifdaving bountiful crops) due to excessive
interest charged for the use or purchase of farmpetent, food and other provisions, and
through unfair bookkeeping by plantation oversemmnd shop owners (Daniel 1990; DuBois
1903; Moody 1968; Raper 1936; Rosengarten 1974)ttf&oNew Deal community of Tillery,
especially among the Black families, was born ofeaognition of the independence land
ownership brings. It is not surprising then, thatls a place becomes the home of the lead
organization in the struggle between Black farnaers the USDA.

BFAA was founded in August of 1997 when foundingegtdent Gary Grant, Vice
President Eddie Slaughter, lead plaintiff Timothygférd, and Director Sam Taylor met in
Washington D.C. to formally organize farmers supipgrPigford. A year earlier these same
men, along with forty African-American farmers fraaoross the country, met at the 1996 Black
Farmers Protest at the White House. Protestefisatally demanded that President Bill Clinton
meet with Black farmers to discuss compensatiorttfeir suffering at the hands of the USDA,
in general, but specifically the return of theikea land. (Space and time do not allow for a
review of the numerous reports supporting the lang protracted problems of the USDA
toward its Black clients and that all predate tmateting.) For further reading see (Civil Rights
Action Team 1997; Jones 1994; US Commission onl &ights 1982; Brown 1973; and US
Commission on Civil Rights 1965).

Since then, BFAA has been the principal, bricks amattar office and headquarters of
the longstanding mobilization efforts around whas ltome to be known as the Black Farmer
Movement. Other organizations, to be sure, contedbusignificantly. Notable here are the
Federation of Southern Cooperatives (FSC) and thagohal Black Farmers Association
(NBFA). Each of these organizations differed sligim their focus and their structure.
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While the FSC is probably the largest member-basetithe oldest organization serving Black
farmers, they were not created specifically arotimedawsuit efforts and thus have a much larger
focus that encompasses economic development maadlgr By contrast the NBFA, has
received a good deal of attention but this haselgrgome through the tremendous personal
efforts of John Boyd. Each of these organizatiars @thers, made significant contributions and
played key roles. For its part, BFAA carried outdastill carries, the day-to-day tasks associated
with maintaining a functioning field office for thenovement. Building on the strengths and
traditions of the longstanding community organizefgprts in Tillery, North Carolina, BFAA
was created as a separate non-profit organizataedd under the Concerned Citizens of Tillery
(CCT) where it found support in terms of office spapersonnel, and accounting. In this
capacity, BFAA was well positioned to be the mamymmunity organization providing
information about the Pigford case. Internet andnghrecords reveal that BFAA often received
a barrage of phone calls and web page hits aroigmifisant decisions associated with the
lawsuit. In many regards the duties were overwhajnthe small organization. For example, it
was not uncommon for all three lines into the BFa#d CCT offices to be filled all day long as
new developments occurred. The vast majority ofe¢healls concerned confusion about joining
the class and the process involved. Needless tspapding weeks on the phone with thousands
of concerned and confused potential claimants séveaaxed the limited resources of the
organization. Still, BFAA pushed on and continuedahswer phone calls, maintain a physical
office, and inform and manage a membership baseetfover 2,000 dues-paying members at
its height. Beginning in 1997 BFAA held annual Lanoss Summits, drawing farmers, policy
makers, attorneys, activists, and academics whsepted research, community projects, updates
and how-to guides on subjects ranging from estateagement to increasing farm yields.

Additionally, BFAA leadership traveled the Southtensively, raising awareness about
the lawsuit and encouraging farmers to testify myrihe listening sessions that led up to and
comprised a significant amount of the farmer testignof the Civil Rights Action Team (CRAT)
Report. Many, perhaps even most, of these farmsscbme of age under Jim Crow and viewed
public testimony as a high-risk endeavor. By attegccounty meetings and speaking openly
about the abuses and impending lawsuit, BFAA lesidprand other Black farmer organizations
helped inspire similarly situated Black farmeranfracross the South to speak out and share their
stories. These testimonies stand as a powerfuers&ait about the widespread nature of
discrimination and abuse in county offices throughihe South. The CRAT also held listening
sessions outside the South, however, and foundiagtasimilar accounts. In fact, wherever the
CRAT went, farmers testified in remarkably simifashion about the protracted and ongoing
discrimination occurring in local USDA offices. Wther Black, Hispanic, or Native American,
non-white farmers throughout the nation found thaty were generally treated poorly and were
seldom given the same opportunities as their Whodenterparts. Not surprisingly, women
farmers of all races also testified about the abuswristreatment, and generally hostile
environment prevalent in these county offices (CREIO7). BFAA and other Black farmer
organization leadership led the way in creatingramass about the opportunity to testify.
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While these and the broader law suit efforts wendemway, BFAA worked as the
organization with the most visible presence. INn@8FAA members, led by Tennessee BFAA
Chapter President and national strategist Tom Bueed National President Gary Grant
occupied the Farm Services Agency offices in CawngTN (Lamont and Bloodworth, 2000).
BFAA also brought demonstrators to Washington eeéach court session involving the lawsuit
and were arrested at the USDA with no press coeecagMarch 6, 2000. These mobilization
tactics along with the day-to-day process of answephones and the questions of literally
thousands of callers helped sustain the movement.

A Brief History of the USDA and |ts Assistance Programs

The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) was estsiidid in 1862 by President
Abraham Lincoln, who believed this agency wouldveesis the “people’s department” (CRAT
1997: 2) and was given the charge “to acquire affidsé among the people of the United States
useful information on subjects connected with agtize in the most general and comprehensive
sense of the word” (Office of War Information 19488.9).

In 1937, the Resettlement Administration, origipaksponsible for relocating farmers
throughout the country in an attempt to solidife tbountry’s agricultural base and promote
enhanced rural democracy and environmental susilitgawas renamed the Farm Security
Administration (Baldwin 1968). Termed a “heroic baucracy” the Farm Security
Administration embarked on an experiment in Jeffiei@an Democracy and tried to facilitate
rural citizenship by providing access to propenynership for the rural poor (Cuoto 1991). It
was not lost on the leadership, especially Will ¥aleder the former co-founder and first
executive director of the Commission on Interra@aloperation, founded to combat lynching,
that property ownership could be used to challepiggracted racial inequality in the South
(Wood and Ragar, 2012). All told, the program adateveral hundred new communities among
which there were roughly thirteen that were alld&lg§Conkin 1968). Importantly, many of the
Black resettlement communities, by concentratingcBlland ownership, became strongholds of
the civil rights movement some twenty years lat®po0d 2006).

The Farmers Home Administration Act of 1945 theterald the structure and narrowed
the role of the Farm Security Administration tonpairrily include dispensing loans to rural
Americans (USDA 2008). With the Congressional Rdliof the Farm Security Administration
and its replacement with the less heroic FmHA, Nesv Deal rural poverty programs were
effectively finished. Between 1947 and 1995, them EmHA was the principal federal agency
dealing with rural poverty and the traditionallydemserved agricultural clients. The FmHA was
often termed a “lender of last resort” as its pmynaients were typically unable to secure credit
through conventional sources (GAO 1993: 2). Theilitg of African-American farmers to
obtain credit from this agency because of biasedlatkeand untimely delays led them to file the
Pigford suit against the USDA.
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In 1995 the Farm Service Agency (FSA) was formedaaonsolidation of the Agricultural
Stabilization and Conservation Service (ASCS),Rbderal Crop Insurance Corporation (FCIC),
and the section of the Farmers Home AdministraionHA) responsible for providing credit to
farmers (USDA 2008). In the same manner as undeFthHA, today the FSA’s provides farm
ownership, equipment, and operating loans, consinioebe the “lender of last resort,” and
requires that applicants provide proof that theyehdeen denied credit from other lenders
(Monke 2010: ii).

The Civics of Pigford et al., v. Glickman

In 1997Pigford |1 was levied against former Secretary of AgricultDian Glickman and
the USDA. The lead plaintiff, Timothy Pigford, wasBlack farmer from Cumberland County,
North Carolina, but the lawsuit represented therggts of African-American farmers throughout
the countryPigford | makes two points: first, that agents within the FAndiscriminated against
Black farmers by denying their requests for loangaom benefits without just cause, and that
the FSA failed to service African-American farmel@ans in a timely manner or to offer other
USDA programs that could prevent them from losihgirt farm operations, land, and in many
cases their homes through foreclosure (Pigford 1996ften goes unstated that many litigants
were never afforded the opportunity to become fasniecause they were unfairly prevented
from receiving the financial credit required to ¢hase land, equipment, and other farm
necessities.

Second, the litigants posited that once informedth& prejudicial decision-making
practices of his employees, former Secretary oficdiure Dan Glickman failed to take swift
and appropriate action toward addressing thesmsl&igford 1997). Shortly after the filing of
Pigford I, Cecil Brewington, another African-American farmieom North Carolina, filed a
second lawsuit, which was subsequently combinet thi¢ previous suit to complelgford |
(Brewingtonet al. 1997). This original lawsuit only acceptiscrimination claims from litigants
who experienced racial bias and professional midgon between January 1, 1981 and
December 31, 199&P(gford 1997). While discrimination certainly occurred befdl981 and,
sadly since 1997, the lawsuit covers those yearause during that time the offices of the Civil
Rights Division of the US Department of Agricultureere unstaffed. Consequently, when
farmers filed complaints, they were not officiallyvestigated nor addressed as the office was
closed. With no staff, it was impossible for griagas to be fairly investigated and resolved.

After mounting evidence and emotional testimonigiford | was separated into two
tracks. Track A required farmers submitting disenation claims to fulfill a relatively low
burden of proof, and allowed farmers whose clairad been proven to collect a maximum
payment of $50,000 and possible debt relief. Theorse track, Track B, allowed unlimited
payout and debt relief, but required a preponderasfcevidence to justify payment from the
governmentRigford 1997).
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In 1999 Federal Judge Paul Friedman authorizedhset judgment for $1.25 billion for
litigants in Tracks A and B oPigford | resulting in the largest class-action Civil Rights
settlement in the history of the country (Pigfotdak v. Glickman 1999)More than 700 black
farmers representing the tens of thousands of ali@eners were at the courthouse to hear the
decision. Timothy Pigford, along with the other $®ad plaintiffs, and more than forty other
farmers, activists, including the National Assooiatfor the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) and other Civil Rights groups spoke agai&t consent judgment during what was
called the “Fairness Hearing.” Black farmer orgatians and activists widely believed that the
consent judgment hammered out between attorneyaAbir J. Pires Jr., for the plaintiffs, the
USDA, and Michael Sitcov, the U.S. Department ddtibe’s lead attorney, would be the final
nail in the coffin of African-American farmers innderica. Specifically, farmers and their
advocacy groups argued that fifty thousand doMleas insufficient to compensate fully for the
value of lost land. Furthermore, there were no igious in the settlement for the return of any
land nor was there a provision to work out settletmdor farms currently in foreclosure. Last,
the farmers were concerned that the settlemenndidyive a proper debt forgiveness process
and that many would have additional tax burdenghasawards and debt forgiveness were
interpreted as income.

Following years of protests, deliberations, testiae, and interviews, on April 14, 1999
Judge Paul Friedman concluded that “the consemtedeis a fair, adequate, and reasonable
settlement for the claims brought in this case” (&al Accounting Office 2006: 1). Due to
inconsistencies in the filing date issued by theéDASsoon thereafter, additional claims argued
that many farmers were left out of tRegford | settlement. The discrepancy occurred because
the USDA did not clarify whether claims were toreeeived by September 14, 1999 or if they
were to be postmarked by this date. There wasthls@rgument that the method used by the
USDA to notify farmers of the lawsuit was not adaguenough to reach many elderly African-
American farmers in the south, most of whom werthauit internet and computer access and
skills. This gaffe resulted in many farmers beiegiéd admittance into the original civil suit and
ultimately led to an extension of the case now kmasPigford II.

The Passage of Senate Bill 3838

On November 30, 2010 after having been defeatelt eigparate times in the U.S.
Senate, both houses of the U.S. Congress finalbggquh a bill to provide compensation for
African-American farmers who were late to file disunation claims in accordance with
Pigford I. On December 8, 2010, President Barack Obama &igme law SB Bill 3838
approving the allocation of an additional $1.1%idmil as a final settlement to Black farmers. The
bill also provided provisions for an additional $1@nillion made available by the Credit
Commodity Corporation for credit program discrintina claims that were in violation of the
government’s Equal Credit Opportunity Act (GPO 2010
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Despite the court-approved settlement for the pféanthe legislation that followed, and
a preponderance of independent and federally dosteadesvidence, there are still those who
contend that the claims of discrimination madehnusands of African-American farmers across
the country are fraudulent (Beck, 2011; March 20@Yring a meeting in Washington, D.C.
with Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack in Noveerbof 2010, the Secretary told the authors
of this paper, along with other leaders in the Bl&armer Movement, that there were actually
legislators who did not believe that any discrintiora ever occurred between USDA officials
and African-American farmers and aspiring farméise pervasive distribution of this sentiment
helps to explain why it took eight proposed bilisthe U.S. Senate before Congress approved
legislation to allocate funding fétigford |II.

Notably, SB 3838 was attached to the settleme@adfell et al., v Salazama settlement
for Native American landowners. Independently, dricAn-American farmer settlement would
likely have failed in the Senate for a ninth timEhe attachment of these settlements
demonstrates both that African Americans are net dhly people of color to experience
systemic discrimination in landowning and farmingsttrically, but also that even today
government support for African American farmersaslacking that a settlement for these men
and women cannot be passed alone.

African American and Native American farmers ard tiee only non-Caucasian/non-
male farmers that have filed successful suits agaime USDA claiming discrimination and
misconduct. Following the filing doPigford | in 1997, Latino farmers filed a similar civil suit
known asGarcia v Vilsack alleging the USDA used discriminatory practicesheir allocations
of credit and disaster relief funds and Native Aicaars filed, yet, another suiKeepseagle v
Vilsack, claiming discrimination in the USDA'’s loan progrartFeder and Cowan 2010). Lastly,
women farmers have also presented a claim agaiesi EDA. On October 19, 2001 ten women
who were unjustly denied assistance via the USDi¥sct loans program due to their gender
brought Love v Johannegnow Love v Vilsack against the USDA (Dunne 2006; Feder and
Cowan 2010). To date, their claims for class acs8tatus have been denied and upon appeal
their case was joined witkarcia v Vilsackas the federal government attempted to lump
payments for women farmers with those for Latinomfars. It is clear that various minority
groups throughout the country have suffered fromilar acts of discrimination as those faced
by African-American farmers, and similarly, havepended with protest and legal strategies.

The successful passage of SB 3838 is a signifi¢aat for Black farmers and
landowners; however, the passage of this legisialone will not bring an end to their struggle
to retain their farmland nor alleviate the varioother hardships they face in producing,
harvesting, and marketing their crops (Brown, Daghed McDowell 1992). For African-
American farmers, thougPRigfords | and Il were designed to rectify years of wrongdoings
against non-White Anglo-Saxon Protestant malesfamales, the court decisions along with the
passage of SB 3838 may present a new list of dbstac
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As with legislation of the past designed to bendfftican Americans (i.e. Emancipation
Proclamation, Executive Order 10925, and Title Witlee Civil Rights Act of 1964), the
American public may turn this judgment against ¢ghé&mmers, assume their fight to be over,
argue that no further government funds or attentrarst be paid to this cause, and that this
single payment alone provides just restitution.

In the thirteen years since Timothy Pigford and fellow farmers filed a civil suit
against Secretary Dan Glickman and the USDA, maegianoutlets have covered this suit;
however, most of these discussions fail to adetyjuatafront America’s collusion in the historic
disenfranchisement of African American and othemiers of color. Placed within its proper
context, we can see that African-American farmeesrent alone in this battle and that they are
not the only farmers to have suffered assaults fjorernmental entities seeking their land.

The Impact of I nstitutionalized Racism within the USDA

Decades prior to the filing d®igford I, manypublications reported that racist ideals had
saturated the USDA. These reports also explainedeffects these views had on Black farm
landownership and Black farmer’'s access to agucaltprograms. Below, we highlight some
examples of this previous research. While we begth reports from the 1960s, it is worth
mentioning that as early as 1933 Black farmers éxgutessed concerns about the reliance of
local committees to implement federal agricultyyalicy (see Wood 2006). In short, while the
Pigford lawsuit is limited to discriminatory actsat occurred between 1981 and 1996, the years
that the Civil Rights Office of the USDA was ungtaf, discriminatory practices were the norm
throughout the USDA and especially in the counfice$ since the mid-1930s and likely before.

In 1967 the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (USCC®&) independent and bi-partisan
agency designed to investigate claims of discritmnathroughout the country, published a
manuscript entitledEqual Opportunity in Federally Assisted AgricultuRrograms in Georgia
This report was the result of the investigationhaf Georgia FmHA and the Georgia Cooperative
Extension Service (GCES) and studied the statefsptiance with federal antidiscrimination
laws (Georgia State Advisory Commission 1967). d¢urfd large disparities between
opportunities for Black and White farmers, familiemd agents within the Georgia FmHA and
the GCES. Table 1 below illustrates the dispantthie number of farm ownership and operating
loans allocated to Black and White farmers by tle@i@ia FmHA from 1964 to 1966.

Looking at the average amount of farm ownershimdodispersed to each group it
appears that African-American farmers received $oammparable, though consistently smaller,
than those that White farmers received. However,ntbmber of loans dispensed to these two
groups of farmers, not the sum amount distributedeals that during the three-year time span
from 1964 to 1966 Black farmers received a total2® ownership loans while White farmers
received 1,380.
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Thus, only about 12 percent of the 1,509 farm ogimerloans distributed by the Georgia FmHA
from 1964-1966 provided African-American farmers tipportunity to purchase farms. Further,
each year Blacks received roughly one tenth ohtimaber of farm ownership loans that Whites
received and nearly one twentieth in 1964. Thigaidicularly telling given that the FmHa was a
lender of last resort and there is strong evidehegé a higher proportion of Black farmers are
limited resource farmers and thus more likely techéhe services of a federal loan (Wood and
Gilbert 2000).

In 1976, LIFE Magazine helped underscore the depthww far racism had permeated
the ranks of the USDA when it published the remarkihen Secretary of Agriculture Earl Butz
of the Ford Administration. While on a TWA flightith crooners Pat Boone and Sonny Bono,
and John Dean, and a former Nixon counsel turnpdrter, Secretary Butz told a vile joke in
response to Boone’s question as to why Presideroln could not garner more support from
Blacks during his presidency. Butz, for all inteatsd purposes the Commander and Chief of the
USDA, responded, “the only thing the coloreds aaking for in life are tight p----, good shoes,
and a warm place to s---" (TIME 1976).

In The Decline of Black Farming in Americthe authors revealed that racial
discrimination and professional incompetence warepant throughout the USDA’s assistance
programs. The report stated there was:

...essentially non-existent accountability; [a] laifkclear lines of authority between and
across the various levels of enforcement; and flure to administer necessary
sanctions...[the] USDA and FmHA have failed to impéern civil rights goals into
program objectives and to adequately use enforcemethanisms to ensure that
minorities are provided equal opportunities in fammedit programs.

(The Decline of Black Farming in Americaly.5)

Interestingly, this document is not easily locasette President Ronald Regan put it on the shelf
seemingly to gather dust in 1982. Even more egusgithe USDA never authorized the release
of a separate report conducted in 1994 by an Afrismerican Georgia-based economist (Wood

2011; Monke 2010), presumably because the findiegsaled further racially biased practices.

Despite government efforts to conceal the racisplémentation of our federal
agricultural policy by keeping reports of the USBAprejudice from the public, African-
American farmers and advocates have continueddiegtir On December 16, 1996, a protest in
front of the White House resulted in a meeting leetwvprotesters and Secretary Dan Glickman,
who would later place a hold on all farm forecle@suretroactive to December 1, 1996. Secretary
Glickman also called for the creation of the USDA%il Rights Action Team (CRAT) to
investigate allegations of discrimination acrosstbuntry.
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The CRAT team held 12 listening forums in 11 citidhe first “USDA Listening
Session” was held in Halifax County, North Caroliaacounty that still has one of the longest
running unsettled Civil Rights complaint by an A&n-American farming couple (the late
Matthew and Florenza Moore-Grant — both deceas@d)2f the United States. The final CRAT
report states that farm agents actively discrin@datgainst African-American and other farmers
of color, women, as well as other small family fam) and includes testimony from USDA
employees of color alleging harassment from supersiand a lack of protocols in place to hold
officials accountable for their actions (CRAT 1997)

Despite mounds of evidence and a litany of testis®and trials, to our knowledge only
one USDA official has been penalized for violatiagti-discrimination policies — an African-
American woman, Shirley Sherrod. The former Geo8jate Director of Rural Development for
the USDA, appointed in 2010 by Secretary Tom Vilsauffered a very public firing that same
year for unsubstantiated remarks she made in &ls@te meeting for the Georgia branch of the
NAACP. Her remarks, made prior to her employmenthes Director of Rural Development,
were taken out of context and came to light as para smear campaign led by Andrew
Breitbart, a right-wing, anti-government blogger.dn effort to retaliate against the NAACP’s
claims of racism within the Tea Party Breitbarteeded an excerpt from a video in which
Sherrod appeared to claim to have denied servige \White client in an effort to retaliate for
general anti-Black racism. When the remainder ef vldeo was shown, it was apparent that
Sherrod not only was not racist, but that she wglgihg against any kind of racism anywhere.
The damage was already done, however. Before séaengest of the video and surprisingly
quick to call for her resignation, neither Secrgtair Agriculture Tom Vilsack nor Ben Jealous,
President of the NAACP took the time to substaetithese claims before condemning Sherrod
and forcing her to submit her resignation, at nightd alongside a rural Georgia road (Wood and
Ragar 2012; Wood 2011). Such roads were routimaysites of unrestrained vigilantism and Ku
Klux Klan activity during Jim Crow and the Civil uts Era. One need not reflect too long to
connect the intimidation and equally racist behawbthose earlier times with the image of
Sherrod parked alongside one of these once treachéighways. While years of protests and
several reports and trials presenting evidenceaal biases on the part of the USDA provoked
little proactive governmental response, it onlykk@me unsubstantiated racial remark from an
African-American woman to provoke swift responsé action from the USDA. If the USDA is
allowed to treat the condemnation of Shirley Shetras adequate redress of their Civil Rights
infringements, the struggles faced by African-Aroan farmers will continue while structural
biases against people of color are reinforced.
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Post-Pigford Concerns and Reasons to Remain Vigilant

In order to be eligible to receive a portion of fheding allocated to African-American
farmers inPigford II, farmers must prove in a court of law that theyehtaced discrimination
from the USDA. However, during the process of caatipt this lawsuit, which took over ten
years to come to this settlement, many African-Aoaer farmers lost their land, homes and
livelihood. As a consequence of their dislocatimany of them have lost papers vital to proving
their cases. Many others have lost hope in theiegonent, have lost their health and some have
died; therefore, their heirs will now have the tadkproving discrimination, which requires
providing extensive documentation thereof, in otdenbtain the government aid that it has been
determined they are owed.

The effects of this longstanding struggle havetctied far and wide. Senate Bill 3838
threatens to comfort citizens and legislators inédieving that the struggle faced by African-
American farmers is a struggle of the past, makirsggem irrelevant in the present, and calling
attention away from the issues African-Americamtars currently face. Now many successful
claimants inPigford | are riddled with tax bills from the IRS and thaicél state Departments of
Revenue, an unexpected repercussion of their \ecialry.

Second, there are very few African-American farmésft operating in America.
According to the 2007 agricultural census those &a still practicing are at an average age of
60 years (Census of Agriculture 2007: 64). Mostidsin American youth, including rural
African-American youth, are far removed from aglictal lifestyles and in many cases view
farming as a dirty, undesirable, and financiallysustainable profession. In many cases the
images and experiences of their parents and graeuigastruggling to make a living on the farm
and to retain the land has resulted in this psye®ipal separation from the land.

The psychological effects of the struggle againgtug and institutionalized racism
plaguing African-American farmers and their fansliss an area that deserves more study, but
there have been promising developments from th& wbDr. Waymon Hinson, Psychologist
and Associate Administrator of the Division of Ybu& Family Services for the Chickasaw
Nation in Ada, Oklahoma. Hinson’s work has revedlett the experiences of African-American
parents and grandparents have affected the outibtteir youth regarding farming as a living.
The social pressures faced by African-American &amin this study affected not only the
psychological health, but also the physical heaftfiarmers and their families (Hinson 2011).
Hinson (2011) also discovered that “protective degt (i.e. family, friends, sense of humor,
love, connection to land) were vital to the resitie of those who continued to farm.

In an exploratory study done with African-Americéarmers in Central and Eastern
Kentucky, another researcher found, similar tor#mults of Hinson’s (2011) research, that the
ways in which African-American farmers negotiatae.(made use of “protective factors”)
individual and institutional racism were key toitreconomic survival (Wright 2010).
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Due to continued discrimination and racism practit®y the current FSA and local
cooperative extension offices across the countng ¢avernous information gap between
African-American and White farmers continues tovgrcAmong Black farmers, there is a
common lack of knowledge regarding alternative paiidn and marketing opportunities. While
area FSA and cooperative extension offices offeztmgs and handouts to inform farmers of the
many financial resources, trainings and technobllgidvances available to them, many African-
American farmers, especially the elderly, are rohiortable attending such gatherings. These
meetings often occur in predominately “white spaed@gh facilitators who themselves are often
White and who were raised in a system of white emnaccy (Wood and Ragar 2012; Havard
2001). These spaces are therefore still definethéywhite majority that attend these meetings,
and by and large, they are not concerned with,veneaware of, the struggles of African-
American farmers. Based on reports at the NatiBradk Land Loss Summit, African-American
farmers in Halifax County, North Carolina and in ngaother places like Florida, Oklahoma,
Mississippi and Alabama, continue to avoid suchtmgse held in government spaces, precisely
for these reasons.

In Racist America: Roots, Current Realities, and FetReparationsJoe Feagin (2000)
explains that Whites by birth are the beneficiawégshe racism and racial privilege that has
developed and been passed down across generdtioas'total racist society,” which Feagin
argues America is, these racist beliefs and actsw alter the responses of the outlying groups
that suffer the brunt of the discrimination (FeaB000: pp. 9-10). For Black farmers the “Boy,
stay in your place” syndrome, a response to systeacism, has been so thorough that even the
most confident are apprehensive to meet and comgrito collective decision-making processes
with their White counterparts and county agentss Tegacy of Jim Crow and the continued
culture of White supremacy, are daunting challenged suggest that the leadership of the
national Black farmer organizations played impadrtasles in opening up dialogues about the
reproduction of social inequality in these Whitagds (Havard 2001).

When meetings are held by reputable local groupsal®iunderwritten by government
dollars, African-American farmers are skeptical thfe information being disseminated.
Furthermore, many such conventions fail to invitadR farmers to participate. When traditional
avenues of information sharing fail to reach outdo-traditional farmers (i.e. African-American
farmers and other farmers of color), the needshete¢ farmers are only addressed at non-
traditional gathers such as the National Black Lhoss Summit.

Yet, Black farmers continue to miss out on worthe/lpportunities. This can be seen in
the movement towards small-scale intensive orgaemetable production. African-American
farmers remain unaware or skeptical of the proilitsgbof organic vegetable production and
value-added products, while White farmers have lad#a to capitalize on this trend, sharing
information and building support through well-fudldenarketing campaigns aimed at White
consumers.
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Conclusion

Despite the relative lack of African-American orgamegetable farmers in the country,
there are glimmers of hope for Black farmers. Madyocates recognize that African-American
farmers face specific barriers, and have starteghrozations to address their needs. The
Southeastern African-American Farmers Organic NERWBAAFON) (2011) supports organic
African-American farmers and promotes sustainablé @rganic agriculture among this group
throughout various southern states. Dr. Owusu Banda instrumental figure in development
of SAAFON, has also worked to help African Americimmers apply for and gain organic
certification (Bandele and Hayes 2006).

Students for Education & Economic Development (B.E.S.) is a youth and farming-
based not-for-profit based in Alabama that caravaingan American youth from some of the
toughest areas of Chicago to apprentice with agingan American farmers in Greene County,
Alabama. Scott Muhammad, the Director of S.E.E.Defers to this project as bringing “city
cousins” from the north to work with their “countcpusins” in the south. The purpose of this
initiative is to share the knowledge of agricultued stewardship of rural elders with urban
youth to enable them to contribute to increasingltheand nutrition in their communities
(Muhammad 2011). S.E.E.D.S. is not alone in iteréffto transfer rural knowledge to urbanites
and urban places. Dr. Ridgley Muhammad, MinisteAgficulture for the Nation of Islam’s
Muhammad’s Farm, conducts a similar farm apprericgram in Bronwood, GA designed to
bridge the divide between urban Black youth andlrBfack farmers.

Last, Growing Power is a three-acre land trust,-piaiit and fully integrated urban
agriculture initiative in Milwaukee, Wisconsin thgpecializes in the production of vegetables,
fish and compost for the transformation of the atyMilwaukee’s landscape, populace and its
local food system (Bybee 2009). Once a humble ptdjgat was created in 1993 to educate,
employ and feed Milwaukee youth, Will Allen, GrowjirPower’s Chief Executive Officer, has
developed this organization exponentially, helptogpopularize urban agriculture and local
sustainable food systems throughout the countnysliiyg aquaculture and vermiculture.

Many of the individuals and organizations that veatldiligently to defend the rights of
the Pigford plaintiffs and their families have left legaciesdéor continue to advocate for
equality for all farmers. For example, BFAA orgasdz twenty-two chapters nation-wide
between 1997 and 2001, each of which held infolmnati sessions to educate local farmers and
citizens about th@igford class-action lawsuits and their rights to inclasi8ince its inception
BFAA has also held twelve National Black Land L&snmits.
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Many local, state and national groups and alliegehalso played vital rolls in the
progress that has been made sifigford I. The Land Loss Prevention Project (LLPP) in
Durham, NC not only has provided invaluapk® bonolegal assistance to farmersRigford |,
but it has also worked with older African Americanscreate living wills and trusts to secure
heir property for their progeny. LLPP has also sufgtl each of the twelve National Black Land
Loss Summits.

In the South, the Federation of Southern Cooperstivand Assistance Fund (FSC/LAF)
has lobbied in Washington and issued a “Call TagkcCaravans” to Washington, DC, and has
informed African-American farmers about tRegford cases and their role in these lawsuits. As
the oldest African-American farmer organization the nation, the Federation of Southern
Cooperatives/Land Assistance Fund has worked with Black Farmers & Agriculturalist
Association, the National Black Farmers Associadod many other national and local African-
American organizations to draw attention to thglmliof these farmers through various protests
and press conferences.

These groups along with the Legislative Black Causuccessfully lobbied for removal
of the statute of limitations on discrimination ioha in place since the eighties, which placed
limits on the number of farmers eligible to recerestitution for discrimination. During the time
that the statute of limitations was in place, tdenmistration had sat on many of the farmers’
Civil Rights complaints for more than two years dhds, unbeknownst to the farmers, they had
not filed law suits and thus lost their rights totg court.

The Pigford cases present an opportunity for policymakers ttifyethe discriminatory
policies and practices of the USDA, which haveAfetan-American farmers at an increasingly
large disadvantage. In order for the USDA to betlieect the work of its operatives and the
organizational structure of its county committaeshie present and near future, we cannot allow
the USDA to treaPigfords | and llas sufficient progress. African-American farmeil mot be
able to rebound from years of discriminatory pelciand practices without support through
USDA programs that will not only provide financiassistance but assistance in training and
education in areas such as crop diversificationiatagjration. Black farmers have a strong, well-
organized advocacy foundation, but will need goreent support in order to fully overcome the
setbacks they have experienced due to the vastimisations historically practiced by the
USDA. If these agrarian warriors do not receivepgupfrom the USDA and traditional lending
institutions they will continue to waver like sasthout wind.
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