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Every five years Congress renews 
the farm bill, comprehensive leg-
islation that sets most U.S. food 

and agricultural policies. The farm 
bill is also the primary legislation that 
determines the country’s international 
policies on agriculture and food, 
including trade, farm subsidies and 
international food aid. 

The Gospel accounts are full of 
stories of miraculous feedings (Mat-
thew 14:13–21), parables of feasts 
(Matthew 22:1–14) and sermons 
about social justice (Luke 6:17–49). 

Mennonite Central Committee  
seeks to bring the voices of our 
partners around the world into food 
policy discussions and speaks from 
the conviction that God has called us 
to be stewards of the earth (Genesis 
1:26) and a blessing to our neighbors 
(Jeremiah 29:5–7).

It is our hope that those in Con-
gress will make decisions that build 
justice and peace both for those who 
produce food and those who eat it, 
those who live in this country and 
those who live around the world. *
With this issue the Washington Memo  
takes on a new format. The Memo will  
now be distributed in June and October, 
with a longer, annual review in February.  
We welcome your feedback on these 
changes and on how we can better assist 
you to provide a prophetic, Anabaptist  
witness to the U.S. government.

Give us this   day our daily bread 
U.S. FOOD AND FARM POLICY

Kan Tam with her garden near Takeo, Cambodia, 
where MCC supports a variety of projects includ-
ing fish ponds, a rice bank and reforestry. Photo 
by Melissa Engle/MCC.
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Programs such as SNAP have been 
effective at responding to poverty.  
It is vital that funding for this pro-
gram, and others that address similar 
needs, be continued when Congress 
makes decisions about the farm bill. 
While programs like SNAP and WIC 
(the Special Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants and 
Children) meet the immediate needs 
of people, reforms need to be made in 
the wider food production system to 
more justly and sustainably provide 
sufficient nutritious food for everyone.

SNAP-Ed is an educational 
resource helping those who receive 
SNAP to make healthy food choices. 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture 

has helped farmers markets accom-
modate Electronic Benefit Transfer 
cards (the primary way that SNAP is 
administered) to increase the avail-
ability of healthy food in underserved 
communities and build connections 
between rural farmers and urban 
consumers. These programs should 
be expanded in the 2012 farm bill to 
strengthen local food systems.

Agricultural policy

The direct payments program—
which provides lump sum payments 
to owners of farmland that have 
historically grown program crops 
(wheat, soybeans, cotton, rice and 
corn)—has been targeted for cost 
savings in President Obama’s Fiscal 
Year 2013 budget request. Counter-
cyclical payments, which are designed 
to protect farmers from market price 
fluctuations, have already been on the 
decline due to record high commod-
ity prices and were not included in 
the FY 2012 budget.

Farmers are vulnerable to unstable 
weather and financial markets. To 
support them as they grow the food 
we all need, government-sponsored 
crop insurance programs should be 
reformed to support farming a mix-
ture of crops, raising organic crops 
and making value-added products. 
Each of these reduces the vulnerabil-
ity of the farmer and empowers them 
to make the best choices for their 
farms.

Additionally, direct payments have 
often benefited large farms the most. 
From 1995 to 2010, the largest 10 
percent of farms received 76 percent 
of federal farm support. The support 
system needs to be reformed to meet 
the needs of all farmers and to help 
young people interested in starting 
to farm to gain access to land and 
equipment. *

The farm bill addresses hunger in 
the United States through nutri-
tion programs, which address 

direct needs, and through agricultur-
al policy, which addresses what will 
be grown and receive government 
support.

Nutrition programs

With the financial recession start-
ing in 2007 there has been increased 
strain on safety net programs such as 
the Supplemental Nutrition Assis-
tance Program (SNAP, formerly food 
stamps). According to the U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau the official poverty rate 
for 2010 increased to 15.1 percent. 

Connecting farmers 

Stuart Newcomer, a farmer from Medina County, Ohio, was introduced to the Foods Resource 
Bank (FRB) in 2010. Newcomer agreed to give leadership to a 22-acre growing project in 
Wayne County after traveling to Africa in 2011.  

Most FRB growing projects involve communities bringing together a range of gifts to raise 
money, often by raising agricultural crops, livestock or vegetable gardens. This money can then 
be directed to MCC agriculture projects around the world.

Newcomer helped the Wayne County growing project grow corn in its first season and beans 
in its second. Other involved farmers also donated proceeds from their own crops, and local 
businesses gave land and inputs to help the project reach $45,000 in donations.

Foods Resource Bank is a Christian response to world 
hunger. It connects U.S.-based growing projects with over-
seas programs that promote long-term food security. “I 
appreciate the unique opportunity to connect,” says New-
comer. “Farmers around the world experience the same 
types of risks, only at greater levels; they understand farm-
ing life.” 

Newcomer has visited FRB programs and has hosted 
farmers from other countries on his farm. He has seen first-
hand the role education and training can have on sustain-
ability. “I was impressed with the results of the dollars we 
send to train farmers. Intellectual capital cannot be taken 
from them. It leads to healthier families and a better outlook. 
It is our way of sharing what God has provided.” *Find out more about how you can support the work  

of MCC through a Foods Resource Bank project at 
foodsresourcebank.org.

Stuart Newcomer, right, and Scene Mudenda, who works with an 
MCC agriculture project in Choma, Zambia.

An opportunity for justice
by Jesse Epp-Fransen

THE 2012  
FARM BILL 

Photo courtesy of Foods Resource Bank
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Provide direct funding. One of the 
ways in which the U.S. government 
funds U.S. development organizations 
is called monetization. In monetiza-
tion the U.S. government donates 
food to non-profit organizations who 
then sell the food in-country to raise 
money for their programs. 

Monetization undermines local 
markets, as local farmers are forced 
to compete with food donations. 
The next farm bill should estab-
lish parameters to ensure that local 
farmers are not competing with food 
donations. This will help developing 
countries move closer to self-sustain-
ing food security. 

Invest in agriculture. Chronic under-
investment in the agriculture sector 
is one of the underlying causes of 
global hunger. Globally, agriculture 
investments in developing countries 
have decreased from 18 percent in the 
1980s to less than 4 percent in recent 
years. 

The U.S. government must support 
developing countries to become self-
reliant by increasing investment in  
local agriculture while ensuring that 
local farmers and farmer groups are 
involved in the decision-making pro-
cess. Long-term food security in de-
veloping countries can only be realized 
when production, infrastructure and 
markets for local farmers are strong.

Reduce subsidies. For many years, the 
U.S. government has subsidized large, 
corporate farmers in the U.S. while 
leaving out small-scale farmers. These 
subsidies allow agribusiness corpora-
tions to sell their produce below the 
cost of production, making it difficult 
for small-scale farmers around the 
world to compete. The next farm bill 
should begin reducing subsidies to 
agribusiness corporations to allow 
for fair food market conditions. *

This year’s farm bill presents an 
opportunity for Congress to 
strengthen and improve cur-

rent global food programs. U.S. food 
policy must focus on creating and 
supporting sustainable food systems 
that empower local farmers. This 
includes halting harmful political and 
economic policies that hinder local 
food systems.

Purchase food locally. The United 
States is the world’s largest donor 
of food aid to countries suffering 
from natural disasters, famine, and 
conflict, reaching 65 million people 
worldwide in 2010 at a cost of $2.3 
billion. 

However, the way in which the 
U.S. currently administers food 
aid needs to be reformed. Federal 
regulations require that 75 percent 
of U.S. food aid to other countries 
must be purchased, processed and 
transported by U.S. companies. Such 
a policy makes the delivery of food 
aid slow, expensive and encourages 
aid dependency. 

In the 2008 farm bill, Congress 
authorized a four-year, $60 million 
pilot program for local and regional 
procurement of food aid. The average 
cost of providing grains decreased by 
54 percent, and the delivery time was 
cut by nearly 14 weeks. 

As Congress debates the next farm 
bill, they should add more flexibility 
to allow for food purchases closer to 
areas of need. This will allow food 
to be distributed much more quickly 
and at lower cost. This would also 
help local and regional farmers bol-
ster their production capability. Fur-
thermore, buying food locally reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions associated 
with shipping food great distances.

So others may eat
by Patricia Kisare

U.S. food policy must focus on creating 
and supporting sustainable food systems 
that empower local farmers. 

One step forward, two steps back

An MCC program promotes sustainable farm-
ing methods in the Sibinal municipality of Gua-
temala, an area vulnerable to natural disasters 
and with one of the highest levels of malnutri-
tion in the country. 

The response to malnutrition in Sibinal has 
often been to offer food aid. We have made a 
concerted effort to encourage local authorities 
and other organizations working in the region 
to think about the challenges of food insecurity 
in new and creative ways.

With our program serving as a model, 
we have seen other groups working on 
“food security” issues begin exploring new 
responses that emphasize the value of local 
resources—both human and natural.

This past February we were able to convince 
the municipal authorities to invest a modest 
sum of their 2013 budget in the creation of two 
model “ecological agriculture” parcels in each 
of the municipality’s six micro-regions. 

Sadly, this small investment pales in com-
parison to funds now pouring into the region 
from the U.S. government for “food for work” 
programs that are essentially glorified food aid 
programs. The result has been that local actors 
compete amongst one another for those funds.

Sibinal is the most water-abundant municipal-
ity in all of Guatemala. There is no reason Sibinal 
should not be able to produce enough food to 
drastically reduce the malnutrition afflicting its 
population. But to do so will require a longer-
term, sustainable vision for food security. *Juan Pablo Morales, Margarita Roblero and Nate 
Howard work with an MCC project in Sibinal 
funded by Foods Resource Bank.

Maria Roblero with organic vegetable seedlings in her 
greenhouse in la Vega de Volcan community of Sibinal.
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WASHINGTON MEMO is published quarterly by 
Mennonite Central Committee U.S. Washington 
Office staff. Subscribe or change your address 
by sending an email to mccwash@mcc.org or  
by calling (202) 544-6564.  

Staff: Tammy Alexander, Jesse Epp-Fransen, 
Patricia Kisare, Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach 
(Director and Managing Editor), Theo Sitther. 

All biblical quotes are from the New Revised 
Standard Version, unless otherwise noted. 

IMPORTANT ADDRESSES

Senator ______________
U.S. Senate 
Washington, DC 20510
(202) 224-3121
senate.gov

Representative ______________
U.S. House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20515
(202) 224-3121
house.gov

President Barack Obama
The White House
Washington, DC 20500
(202) 456-1111
president@whitehouse.gov

GET INVOLVED!

•	 Check	out	our	website	at	 
 washington.mcc.org. 
•	 Read	our	blog	at	washingtonmemo.org. 
•	 Sign	up	to	receive	action alerts  
 and the monthly E-Memo. 
•	 Follow	us	on	Twitter. Like us  
 on Facebook. 

UPCOMING DATES

July 2–6, August 6–September 7
Members of Congress in home districts, 
opportunity for in-person meetings

July 6–8
Western District Conference Annual  
Assembly, Oklahoma City
Workshop on immigration by Tammy  
Alexander

August 3–5 
Mountain States Conference Annual  
Assembly, La Junta, Colo.
Rachelle Lyndaker Schlabach speaking

If your congregation or conference would  
like to hear from the MCC Washington Office, 
please contact us at mccwash@mcc.org or 
(202) 544-6564. 

Praying

Thanksgiving: Read STJ 148, followed 
by free prayers of thanksgiving.

Confession: Sing STS 115 (Beauty for 
brokenness).

Intercession: Read STJ 150, followed 
by free prayers of intercession.

Offering

Read STJ 147, then sing HWB 383 
(God, whose giving).

Sending

HWB 391 God, whose farm is all  
   creation 
HWB 390 God of the fertile fields  
   (can be sung to tune,  
   Come, thou Almighty  
   King)
STS 122 Let all creation dance 

Adapted from Psalm 104  
(congregation’s response in italics):

You, our God, are clothed with  
  honor and majesty,
wrapped in light as with a garment.
May your glory endure forever!
 We will bless you, Lord!
At your word, the earth brings forth  
  food,
wine to gladden the human heart,
oil to make the face shine,
and bread to strengthen the human  
  heart.
 We will bless you, Lord!
We look to you
to give our food in due season;
when you open your hand, we are  
  filled with good things.
 We will bless you, Lord!
We will sing praise as long as we  
  have being.
 We will bless you, Lord! AMEN!

 

Ken Nafziger is professor of music  
at Eastern Mennonite University.

Praising

Praise is due to you,
O God, in Zion;
and to you shall vows be performed, 
O you who answer prayer!
To you all flesh shall come. 

HWB 91 Praise to God,  immortal 
   praise 
HWB 90 For the fruit of all creation 
STS 34 You are holy 
STJ 40 As rain from the clouds

Proclaiming

Sermon options: 
•	  an appreciation of the divine gift 

of the cycles of nature
•	  stories of harvest, plenty, drought, 

natural disasters and healing of  
the earth

•	  stories of hunger and food needs

You visit the earth and water it,
you greatly enrich it;
the river of God is full of water;
you provide the people with grain,
for so you have prepared it. 
You water its furrows abundantly,
settling its ridges,
softening it with showers,
 and blessing its growth.

An ending challenge for this part of 
the service, from Deuteronomy 24:

When you reap your harvest in your  
 field and forget a sheaf in the field, 
you shall not go back to get it . . .
When you beat your olive trees, 
do not strip what is left . . .
When you gather the grapes of your  
 vineyard, 
do not glean what is left . . .
all this shall be for the alien, the  
 orphan, and the widow. 
Remember that you were a slave  
 in the land of Egypt; 
therefore I am commanding you  
 to do this.

A worship service based on Psalm 65
by Ken Nafziger

Abbreviations   HWB Hymnal: A Worship Book 
STJ Sing the Journey 
STS Sing the Story
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� The official 
 U.S.  

poverty rate  
was 

15 percent  

in 2010. 
The poverty line  

for a 
family of four

 is slightly  
more than 

$22,000  
a year.

Facts about U.S. and global hunger

Shipping food from the United States  
to countries in crisis 

costs about  25 percent  more than purchasing locally.

Approximately 

925 million 
people suffer 

from chronic 

hunger globally.

The United 
States could 

have fed 17 million more people

in 2010 if it purchased food aid  

supplies near countries in need, 

rather than in the U.S.

�From 1995–2010, the 

largest  10   percent 

of U.S. farms 

received 

76 percent 

of federal farm support.

In 2010, only 

15 percent
of the entire  

U.S. food aid budget  
was designated  

for local purchases.

�1  in 4  

 Americans  

 participated in a  

 federal nutrition  

 program in 2011.

Sources:  

United Nations Food and 

Agriculture Organization, 

Economic Research Service,  

Environmental Working 

Group, Oxfam America. 

Photo credits:  

Melissa Engle/MCC,  

Silas Crews/MCC.



 1 Guarantee the  
right to food.

 2 Reward 
conservation of  
the environment. 

 3 Promote sustainable 
small-scale farms. 

 4 Compensate 
farmers fairly. 

 5 Allow developing 
countries to protect  
 their farmers. 

 6 Recognize the roots  
of true security. 

Every human, created in the image of God, has a right to adequate,  
safe and nutritious food. Enough for everyone cannot be guaranteed by  
a food system that is driven only by the market and motivated only by profit.  
International institutions and national governments—in cooperation with  
civil society—must collaborate to promote sustainable agricultural develop-
ment and community food security.

Agricultural industrialization has contributed to environmental degradation 
and created a food system dependent on monocultures, agrochemicals  
and fossil fuels. Offering incentives to farmers who increase biodiversity, 
protect soil or preserve water meets current needs without jeopardizing 
the needs of future generations. 

Unregulated agribusiness concentration, in which a few multinational corpo-
rations set crop prices as well as food costs, has perpetuated poverty and led 
to loss of livelihood for farmers worldwide. Promotion of family farms and 
support for small-scale processing and marketing facilities leads to 
thriving local economies. 

Agriculture prices should be linked to production costs. Low commodity 
prices hide social and environmental costs. Farmers—including those who 
are women, people of color or beginning farmers—should have access to 
land and credit, and farmworkers should have access to worker protec-
tions and adequate pay.

While trade can contribute to economic development, the export-oriented  
decisions forced on developing countries by international institutions and 
trade agreements have not, by and large, met the needs of impoverished 
communities. In general, the principle of food sovereignty—which discour-
ages exports until all in a region are fed, and limits imports of products  
already grown locally—should guide farm policy.

The current food and agriculture system, from seed to shelf, is highly depen-
dent on fossil fuels. Disruptions in energy supplies or global transportation 
can rapidly lead to food shortages. Producing, processing and marketing 
food closer to where people live—localizing our food system—will reduce 
oil dependency and increase food security for all.  

FARM POLICY PRINCIPLES 

U.S. farm policy should…

Resources for learning more 

Mennonite Central Committee
mcc.org 
Relief, development and peace  
in the name of Christ

Resources on food include a FoodBasket 
Toolkit, DVDs and cookbooks

Foods Resource Bank 
foodsresourcebank.org 
A Christian response to world hunger

Works with U.S. farmers to raise resources 
for agriculture programs around the world

Bread for the World | bread.org

Calls on our nation’s leaders to end hunger 
at home and abroad 

Institute for Agriculture  
and Trade Policy | iatp.org

Focuses on environmental and economic 
sustainability
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