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The HEAL (Health, Environment, Agriculture, Labor) Food Alliance (HEAL) is grateful
for the opportunity to submit written testimony regarding the recent hearing on the State
of Black Farmers.

HEAL is a national multi-sector, multi-racial coalition led by Black, Indigenous and
People of Color (BIPOC) that is building collective power to transform our food and farm
systems for the health of our communities and the planet. Our 50+ member
organizations represent over 2 million rural and urban farmers, ranchers, fishers, public
health advocates, farm and food chain workers, Indigenous groups, scientists, policy
experts, community organizers, and activists. Together, we are creating systems that
are healthful for our families, accessible and affordable for all communities, and fair to
the hard-working people who grow, distribute, prepare, and serve our food — while
protecting the air, water, and land we all depend on.



Our members know too well that the legacies of chattel slavery, colonization, and the
historical and current realities of institutional racism have direct bearing on the
socioeconomic status of Black people nationwide. Longstanding structural and
institutional racism have excluded Black people from access to land, financial
resources, information, political standing, and educational and professional trajectories.
Such exclusion has prevented truly sustainable food systems from being established,
and created enormous barriers for communities seeking to maintain or revive culturally
appropriate foodways and to live in balance with their ecosystems. Strengthening
support for Black people within the agriculture sector, on the other hand, can establish
paths toward long-term prosperity while helping to secure the future of sustainable and
resilient food systems.

We commend the House Committee on Agriculture for taking up the important, long
overdue issue of support for Black farmers. Below, you will find recommendations from
our members, and we look forward to being in continued conversation with your
respective staff and departments as we collectively undertake the hard work of righting
historic wrongs and collaborating together for a future that works for all people - and the
health of our planet.

No one organization, including HEAL, can speak for all Black communities working
across our food and farming system, and we are aware that we are part of an
ecosystem that includes Black agricultural communities with diverse strengths,
challenges and perspectives. HEAL's analysis continues to be informed by our
membership and key leaders in the landscape such as the National Black Food and
Justice Alliance, Soul Fire Farm, Land Loss Prevention Project and many more
unheralded grassroots leaders. These are the communities that have been doing the
hard work of addressing Black land loss over the last few decades and fighting for the
ability to be in the right relationship with the land and one another. Below, we offer
testimony and recommendations from our membership.

According to the most recent United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Census
data, approximately 95% of farmland owners are white. For reference, in 1920 the
United States had about 1 million Black farmers; however as of the 2017 Census of
Agriculture, this number is closer to 45.000, and just 0.52% of the total farmland in the
country is owned or operated by a Black farmer. This is a glaring problem and a
consequence of a system designed to dispossess Black people of wealth, and Black
farmers of land. There is a long and detailed history of discrimination by the USDA and
documented efforts by Black farming and civil rights leaders’ to right these wrongs
through legal means such as the Pigford cases, policy initiatives within the farm bill and
advocacy at local (state, county, city, etc.) levels.



https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/Highlights/2019/2017Census_Farm_Producers.pdf
http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/usda/AgCensusImages/1920/Farm_Statistics_By_Color_and_Tenure.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/Highlights/2019/2017Census_Farm_Producers.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/Highlights/2019/2017Census_Farm_Producers.pdf

At HEAL, we join our members in support of efforts that aim to address issues of land
access and tenure such as the Justice for Black Farmers Act. We recommend fully
supporting the Justice for Black Farmers Act and our members’ contributions to the
legislation are rooted in the wisdom of lessons from past failures and investment in
steps towards a radical reclamation of what we know our communities need and
deserve. We also support the greater call for reparations for Black communities. As
voiced by some of our members:

Over the past 100 years, 98% of Black farmers have been dispossessed
of their land, driving the median age of the Black farmer up to 62 years
and the share of Black operators down to 1.4%. Passage of the Justice
for Black Farmers Act is essential to right the wrongs endured by our
legacy farmers and to provide opportunities for the next generation of
Black farmers. Soul Fire Farm, a NY-based rural training center for Black
and BIPOC farmers, has observed a clamor of interest for careers in
agriculture and maintains a multi-year waiting list for its programs. The
time is now. ~ Leah Penniman, Founding Co-Director, Soul Fire Farm

The National Black Food & Justice Alliance’s work to build Black Land
and Power and Self Determining Food Economies is inspired by and in
honor of Mrs. Dorothy Wise, a Black farmer who made her transition after
being forcibly displaced from her farmland with her husband by armed
U.S. Marshalls in 2016 based on USDA discriminatory lending practices.
~ Dr. Jasmine Ratliff, Policy Manager, National Black Food and Justice
Alliance

The US government can and should focus on an “invest/divest” framework, moving
away from harmful practices and investing instead in the sustainability, well-being, and
safety of all communities with community-controlled solutions.

The US government can make it easier for Black people to access and retain land by:

e Providing grants, subsidies, and incentives to make it easier to finance and
own land. These should include mechanisms facilitating land ownership
transitions, as well as reparations to return appropriated land and to reverse
land-grabs.

e Providing legal aid to help Black people access and retain land. For
example, grants from USDA could fund law schools to offer legal clinics providing
free or low-cost, culturally competent legal services tailored to Black farmers.



Given evidence of ongoing discrimination, the USDA should also require an
independent review of drivers and preventive measures prior to foreclosures of
Black-owned farmland (Rosenberg and Stucki 2019; Keepseagle v. Vilsack;
Cowan and Feder 2013). And, government should fund increased legal support
for the formation of cooperative ownership structures that help Black people
access and retain farmland (Taylor 2018; Calo and De Master. 2017; Gies 2018).

e Reforming heirs’ property laws that can protect landowners from involuntary
land loss (Mitchell 2016). The USDA must implement the planned changes in the
2018 farm bill to expand and regularize the types of documentation that can be
used by heirs’ property owners to qualify for USDA credit and conservation
program eligibility (DeCaille 2018).

e Generating land-focused reinvestment, for true community self-determined
economic development.

The US government can support Black farmers, particularly those practicing
community-based, sustainable agriculture, in achieving financial security and resilience,
by:

e Expanding financial supports, including within key USDA programs that offer
technical assistance (for example, the Conservation Stewardship Program) and
grants for capacity building, such as the Farming Opportunities Training and
Outreach program, the Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education
program, and the Gus Schumacher Nutrition Incentive Program. Barriers to
participation should be identified and eliminated, such as by recognizing
traditional best management practices and ecological knowledge in the
evaluation of applications and proposals.

e Ending discriminatory lending practices and other mechanisms of land
seizure.

e Promoting community-led and -centered programming to promote and
financially facilitate sustainable business ownership among economically
marginalized populations.

e Improved access to loans, including low-interest and micro-loans, as well
as loans not requiring collateral. The USDA's Farm Service Agency launched a
micro-loan program in 2013 to better meet the needs of underserved farmers
(FSA 2019; Tulman et al. 2016), but the limit on annual funding available must be
raised (NSAC 2019).

e Financial safety nets, such as insurance and relief programs. Since the
USDA does not currently publish rates of and utilization of federal crop insurance
or disaster payments across racial and ethnic groups, transparency is needed to
help guide improvements.



Fair, sustainable markets that support Black farmers and reward social and
ecological wellbeing. Direct marketing, farm-to-institution arrangements, food
hubs, and market diversification can raise incomes and financial viability and can
be strengthened through grants, initiatives, and institutional procurement
commitments that are inclusive of and accessible to these communities (Hand
2010; Key 2016; Cooper 2018). Developing markets for ethnic specialty crops
and culturally relevant fruits and vegetables can leverage skills while also
contributing to local economies (WF 2019).

The government can also advance the quality and equity of infrastructure and
information. Currently, Black farmers have less access to, ownership of, and control
over several key resources related to infrastructure and information that are pivotal in
establishing successful, resilient, and sustainable farms. For example, fewer Black
farmers have access to internet service relative to white farmers (USDA 2019). Public
research institutions have not served Black farmers equitably and have, in some cases,
been used as mechanisms for exclusion (Lee and Keys 2013; Ammons et al. 2018; Lee
and Ahtone 2020).

USDA programs can help level the playing field through the following:

Infrastructure investments—such as targeted grants and incentives—are
needed to fund BIPOC-led improvements on-farm (such as washing, packing,
storage and processing facilities) and in communities (funding such things as
internet access, kitchen equipment in school cafeterias to enable local sourcing
from Black farmers).

Technical assistance and outreach that serves Black farmers, including by
recognizing traditional ecological knowledge and management as best practices.
Such programs should hire culturally competent community representatives and
service providers (e.g., lenders, insurance agents, extension agents, educators).
Research and education that includes and engages directly with Black farmers
and communities. For example, land-grant institutions should be accountable to a
revitalized public mission supporting such work, including sharing resources with
community-based organizations. Additional resources should be directed to
the1890 land-grant institutions (Historically Black Colleges and Universities), to
ensure they have the same services and support as the land-grant institutions
originally chartered in 1862 (Lee and Keys 2013).

Perhaps most critically, the US government must ensure diverse representation and
leadership across agricultural decision-making, including grant panels, advisory boards,
and committees.



Removing discriminatory barriers to Black farmers and their networks, and supporting
their leadership in sustainable and community-driven farming, will advance the equity
and resilience of the nation’s food systems (HEAL Food Alliance 2018; Carlisle et al.
2019).

The roadmap for how Black people, and other communities of color, have
been subjugated politically, culturally and economically, is illustrated by
the history of the U.S. Food system. While racial equity has a new
popularity in our political system, the real work to address the severed
relationships Black and Brown farmers have experienced lies in building
and restoring our relationships to the land, to our culture, to healthy and
nutritious food, to the tools and resources for economic autonomy, and to
building political power for the decision-making that impacts our
communities.The USDA and other areas of our federal and local
governments must commit to removing corporate influence in our
government and then to reinvesting in a long-term relationship with
farmers of color to build democratic, healthy and sustainable regional
food systems.

~ Midwest Farmers of Color Collective Coordination Team

In partnership with grassroots communities, the US government has a critical role in
creating opportunities for Black people in farming that will pave the way toward
long-term prosperity and sustainability.

Black farmers and ranchers have faced and continue to face systemic
discrimination in USDA programs, leading to lack of access to credit and
generational land loss. Moving forward, it is essential that USDA
policy--whether related to credit, land access, or climate--prioritize
investment in Black farmers in a structured way. Land Stewardship
Project, as an organization with a primarily white membership base in
rural Minnesota, Wisconsin, and the Midwest, stands in solidarity with our
Black farmer and community members.

~ Jessica Kochick, Land Stewardship Project

Thank you for the opportunity to submit written testimony.

Sincerely,



=

Navina Khanna
Executive Director
HEAL (Health, Environment, Agriculture, Labor) Food Alliance



