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SDRC Honors John Sieh 
Earth Day Banquet Reunites United Family Farmers  

 

 Friends and family of John Sieh filled the Putney 

Community Hall at the Granary Rural Cultural Center for 

SDRC‘s Earth Day event held on April 25. 

 SDRC presented John Sieh of Groton its 2009 Resource 

Award in recognition of Sieh‘s service and stewardship 

toward sustainable water development and water quality, the 

family farmer, populist political ideals, the artistic recognition 

of individuals, and South Dakota‘s clean air, soil and water. 

 Sieh also was presented with a proclamation by Governor 

Michael Rounds that declared April 25, 2009 as John Sieh 

Day. The proclamation stated in part: ―John [Sieh] was 

instrumental in re-directing state water policy away from 

irrigation and to rural water, leading local elected officials to 

successfully obtain federal funds dedicated to construct a 

buried pipeline rural water system, which is now the history 

making Walworth-Edmunds-Brown (WEB) Rural Water 

System.... John has worked fearlessly over the years to protect 

the interests of land stewardship and environmental ethics.‖ 

 Curt Hohn, manager of the WEB Rural Water System, 

reminisced in his keynote address about Sieh‘s involvement in 

the defeat of the Oahe Irrigation Project. Hohn also cited the 

involvement of SDRC‘s Esther Edie and George Piper (who 

headed up the United Family Farmers at that time). 

 The Earth Day event served as a reunion of various 

members of the former United Family Farmers.   
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Families Need Wildlife Legislation 
by U.S. Sen. Tim Johnson 

 

 Engrained in all South Dakotans is 

a deep appreciation for our sportsman 

tradition. 

 Nearly all of us have spent time 

hunting, fishing, and enjoying the 

great outdoors at one of the many 

recreational sites our state is blessed 

with. This way of life is an important 

part of who we are. 

 As a father, I am proud to have 

passed down these traditions to my 

own children, and want to make sure 

that families can do the same for years 

to come. That‘s why I have introduced 

the Teaming with Wildlife Act to help 

ensure we can pass on our South 

Dakota way of life to future 

generations. 

 If signed into law, this bill would 

create a first of its kind program with 

a dedicated funding source to help all 

states protect game and nongame fish 

and wildlife habitat while also funding 

recreation programs.  

 By directing a small portion of the 

royalties collected from onshore and 

offshore public land oil and gas 

production, we have a chance to fund 

practical conservation initiatives.  

 To ensure these funds are wisely 

spent, the legislation requires the 

funds be used to assist the 

implementation of each state‘s 

comprehensive wildlife restoration 

plan. Throughout the past decade, 

every state has formed a Wildlife 

Action Plan. (continued on page 2)  
 

 
John Sieh, recipient of SDRC's 2009 Resource Award, and his wife, 

Leona. (More Earth Day photos on page 2.) 
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Johnson (continued from p. 1): Wildlife Action Plans spell out the species in the greatest need of 

conservation. Together with a broad array of partners, state fish and wildlife agencies take a hard look at 

area wildlife and what steps need to be taken to protect the wildlife. Here at home, the South Dakota 

Department of Game, Fish and Parks would receive a minimum of $3.5 million annually, or $17.5 

million over five years if this bill becomes law. 

 We all know that money is hard to come by these days, and this bill will help our producers and 

private landowners save hard-earned dollars as well. My legislation would fund efforts to conserve at-

risk fish and wildlife and prevent costly requirements and frustrating delays that stem from recovering a 

species when its habitat is threatened.  

 By solving the recovery problem on the front end, this bill takes some of the politics out of 

protecting fish and wildlife. I‘ve worked hard to craft a bill that is based in good, common sense and not 

ideology. We all have a responsibility to protect our way of life for future generations, including 

providing our children with the same opportunities we‘ve enjoyed. The Teaming with Wildlife Act does 

just that, and is something Republicans and Democrats can agree on.  

 As a senior member of the Energy Committee, I know firsthand the many important issues we face. 

From enhancing the health of our National Forests to crafting strong legislation that finally breaks the 

grip overseas nations have had on our energy supply for too long, the committee has a lot on its plate. As 

we prepare to address 

those matters in the 

weeks ahead, my bill is 

something we can do 

now to allow kids to 

enjoy our traditions for 

generations. 

 

RAFFLE 
QUARTER 

ORGANIC BEEF 
from Johnson Farms of 

Madison 
 

$10 ticket 
only 100 chances  

will be sold 

Drawing will be held in 

Fall 2009 
 

Proceeds go to Esther 

Edie Scholarship Fund 
 

Purchase your raffle 

ticket by contacting 

SOUTH DAKOTA 

RESOURCES 

COALITION 

928 4th Street, Office 4, 

Brookings SD 57006 

More Photos from SDRC Earth Day Event, April 25, 2009 

 
Some of the members of United Family Farmers who attended SDRC's Earth Day 

event were (left to right):  Earl Briggs of Rapid City, Glenn Overby of Mellette, John 
Sieh of Groton, Arnold Schurr of Roscoe, George Piper of Huron, Robert Hoffman of 

Redfield, Clarence Erickson of Groton, and Curt Hohn of Aberdeen. 

 
Curt Hohn, manager of WEB Rural 
Water System, delivers the keynote 
address at SDRC's Earth Day event. 

 
Kaye Hunt, SDRC vice-president, addressing 
our honoree John Sieh seated on the left.   
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Letter: Organic Farmers Can Serve with Surplus 
by Charlie Johnson 

 As an organic community, we have demonstrated the capacity to produce good food. What is 

needed now is a distribution system that works for all consumers regardless of income while providing a 

fair return to producers. By moving forward and upward, we take organic farming into a new generation 

of challenges-all of which I‘m confident we can accomplish. 

 ―Surplus Is a Blessing‖ program is not a government 

project to be funded with tax dollars. Instead it is community 

seeking to improve itself through self-action. The 

development of organic farming was not a government 

mandated project. Rather, organic farming involved a 

growing, intellectual community that recognized raising 

good food on good soil was a viable connection. Making 

sure that organic food is available to all people while 

providing a reasonable livelihood for producers furthers that 

connection. 

 My friend, Janet Cowling, provided the energy and 

vision for the idea of a ―Surplus Is a Blessing‖ program. She 

helped to bridge thoughts to words while bringing focus to a 

concept that needed a platform. The ―Surplus Is a Blessing‖ 

statement is as much hers as anyone‘s. 

 As a farmer, I am aware that a ―Surplus Is a 

Blessing‖ program has both its merits and challenges. It will 

require commitment, courage, and participation greater in 

some sectors of organic versus others. Like the story we have heard often, when planning the breakfast 

menu both the hog and the chicken did foresee different levels of commitment. I ask that you review the 

―Surplus Is a Blessing‖ statement and please provide critical feedback to either Janet or me. Please share 

it with others including groups/organizations that you connect with. Consider how in some way you can 

make the ―Surplus Is a Blessing‖ program a reality. Good seed will sprout and take root when planted in 

fertile soil. Thank you for your time and consideration. 

 

Open-Closed-Open-Closed Government Hurts Environment 
by Luanne Napton, SDRC president 

 

 Since it was signed into law on July 4, 1966, by President Lyndon Johnson, the federal Freedom of 

Information Act (FOIA) has been the lifeblood of environmental protection organizations. It gave 

citizens the right to request, and receive, certain federal documents, that, in turn, provided the 

information about polluters. The law gave immunity to documents concerning national security, trade 

secrets, privacy, and other similar issues, but made the bulk of federal information available, for the first 

time, to the public. This allowed organizations like SDRC to petition for and receive information about 

government and private facilities that pollute our environment.  

 Naturally, there were those who opposed this openness of government.  On the recommendation 

of his chief of staff Donald Rumsfeld and deputy Dick Cheney, and on the advice of government lawyer 

Antonin Scalia, President Gerald Ford vetoed the Privacy Act of 1974, that would have strengthened 

FOIA. Congress, however, voted to override his veto, giving citizens the right to see and correct records 

concerning themselves, and to sue the government for violations of law. (continued on page 4) 

What Is “Surplus Is a Blessing”? 
 

For one month, perhaps on a rotating 

basis, organic producers from all sectors 

would forgo 5% of their volume or gross 

sales to be used for charitable food 

outreach. Such an outreach would involve 

only 1.5 days worth of volume or sales, 

less than 1/2% annually. Dairy producers 

could ask that their 5% volume go to local 

schools or food pantries. Processors and 

cooperatives could provide the service 

and distribution to make the outreach 

possible. Other perishable foods could be 

arranged with similar efforts. Organic 

producers not able to donate product 

could invest 1/2% of their annual sales 

into a ―Surplus is a Blessing‖ fund. 
 

source: Charlie Johnson, ―Open Letter on Organic 

Milk,‖ Gourmet.com, April 13, 2009 
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Open Government (continued from page 3): This allowed SDRC to sue the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service for failure to designate critical habitat for the endangered Topeka shiner, for example. We have 

successfully sued under this provision several times. 

 Between 1982 and 1995, President Ronald Reagan‘s executive order allowed federal agencies to 

withhold enormous quantities of information previously available under FOIA, thus making it difficult 

for SDRC and other such organizations to obtain the information needed to determine whether a facility 

or an agency was violating an environmental law. Public outcry against this order led President Bill 

Clinton to sign an executive order that effectively nullified the Reagan order and added much more 

material to the body of information available to the public under FOIA. The ―E-FOIA‖ act of 1996 

required agencies to make certain documents created after November 1, 1996, available electronically, 

but increased the required response time from 10 days to 20 days. In 

2001, President George W. Bush signed an executive order, drafted 

by Alberto Gonzales, restricting access to records of former 

presidents, but on January 21, 2009, President Barack Obama 

repealed much of that order. 

 Right now, we have access to an enormous number of federal 

documents, but executive orders are easily repealed simply by 

signing another executive order. For environmental protection 

organizations to be effective at all times, we need Congress to pass a 

law that could not easily be thwarted by executive orders and that 

would make much of the federally controlled material permanently 

available to the public. 

  

SDRC and Esther Edie in South Dakota History 
 

 The Spring 2009 issue of South Dakota History has an article 

entitled ―Working for Water—Governor Richard F. Kneip and the 

Oahe Irrigation Project,‖ written by John Andrews. 

 The article deals with former Governor Kneip‘s support for the 

Oahe Irrigation Project and his defeat by unified efforts of farmers 

and environmentalists. One environmentalist mentioned was Esther 

Edie, founder of SDRC which went by our original name of South 

Dakota Environmental Coalition during the 1970s. 

 The article excerpted these written communications that Esther 

Edie had with Governor Kneip in May of 1974. 

 Esther R. Edie, chair of the South Dakota Environmental 

Coalition, said her group along with five others supported a 

moratorium because “a mounting pile of evidence” indicated the 

project would be “socially destructive, economically unfeasible, 

and environmentally disastrous.” Edie continued, „The people of 

South Dakota are slowly finding out that all these years the Bureau 

of Reclamation has painted a picture of inflated benefits and 

hidden and deflated costs. 

 Kneip indicated that he was adamantly opposed to any sort of 

moratorium on the project. “I have spent many hours listening to 

the opponents and the proponents of the Oahe Unit,” he wrote to 

Edie, “and I continue to oppose any call for a moratorium, which I 

believe to be in reality, a termination.” 
 

Big Mo Trivia 
 

 The Missouri River holds 
more importance in our state 
than many realize. It was the 
gateway for explorers and 
settlers coming into the 
Dakotas. Later engineers 
tamed the wild river with a 
series of dams, creating large 
lakes utilized today for 
recreation and fishing. How 
much do you know about the 
Missouri River? 
 
1. What is a common 

nickname for the 
Missouri River? 

2. The Missouri River 
originates in what state? 

3. _____________ and 
______________ were 
the first non-Native 
American explorers to 
see the Missouri. 

4. What unusual fish can be 
found in the Missouri 
River near Yankton.  

5. What government 
organization oversees 
management of the 
Missouri River?  

 
You’ll find the answers on 
page 6.... 
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Land Clearance Eludes  

Uranium Mining Company 
 

 The ―clearance‖ that Powertech (USA) Inc. 

needs for the land on which they plan to mine 

uranium is still not forthcoming.  

 During a hearing held Feb. 19, 2009, in Pierre 

before the South Dakota Board of Minerals and 

Environment, Max Main, the attorney for 

Powertech stated that an error occurred on the 

number of cultural sites in the area they wish to 

mine. Powertech contracted with the Archaeology 

Laboratory from Augustana College in Sioux 

Falls to do a cultural resources survey. The report 

given by the Archaeology Laboratory stated there 

was one cultural resource site for every 8.1 acres. 

This information was posted on the Department 

of Environment and Natural Resources website 

and was part of the basis for the nominations of 

three separate entities: the Oglala Sioux Tribe, 

Debora White Plume, and Defenders of the Black 

Hills. (See SD DENR website, then Powertech) 

 In order to receive ―clearance‖ for the land 

area they wish to mine, Powertech submitted an 

application which required among other things, a 

survey of cultural resources. These would include 

archaeological, historic, and cultural resource 

sites. After reviewing the information presented 

by the mining company, anyone could submit an 

application to have the land area listed as Special, 

Exceptional, Critical, or Unique. The hearing held 

Feb. 19
th

 before the Board was to determine if the 

land area met any one of those designations.  

 Defenders of the Black Hills had three expert 

witnesses who agreed with the findings by 

Augustana College. Ben Rhodd, an 

archaeological consultant from Hill City who has 

studied the area extensively, concurred with the 

results from his previous experience. Tim Mentz, 

a long-time Tribal Historic Preservation 

Consultant for the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe 

also presented information that the area was used 

for millennia by various tribes, not just the Sioux 

Tribes. Garvard Good Plume, Jr., also provided 

an ethnographic link with use by the Sioux Tribes 

from Sioux oral history that was passed down in 

his family that further verified Augustana‘s 

findings by stating that the area was an old burial 

grounds. However, Attorney Main did not 

provide any documentation for his statement 

during the Hearing. 

 Charmaine White Face, Coordinator for 

Defenders of the Black Hills, subsequently 

submitted an objection to the Board requesting 

the documentation. A hearing on the objection 

was held on April 20 in Pierre. 

 ―Everyone has the right to be informed of the 

correct information,‖ stated Ms. White Face, ―and 

then we have the right to the time necessary to 

review the information and submit our own 

recommendations.‖ The state is insisting that the 

hearing on the objection must also include the 

hearing on the new information and to make a 

determination. White Face‘s objection states that 

the public must be given any new information 

and allowed the time as stated in the state process 

to respond to the new information. Should the 

Board make a determination during the objection 

hearing, the next step is an appeal to state court. 
 

source: Defenders of the Black Hills 

 

South Dakota Farmers Harvesting  

New Crop: Carbon! 
 

 Huron, SD – A program that pays farmers to 

store carbon in their soil is getting high marks 

from the South Dakota Farmers Union. The farm 

group is backing President Obama's climate-

change legislation, which includes a "cap-and-

trade" system requiring companies to offset the 

release of greenhouse gases by such means as 

paying farmers to store carbon in their land.  

 Farmers Union state president Doug Sombke 

says that, simply put, the less farmland is 

disturbed, the more carbon it will hold. Sombke 

says it's a win-win situation for South Dakota 

farmers and ranchers who participate in the 

Chicago Climate Exchange program: they're 

helping the environment while getting paid to 

store carbon in their land to offset releases from 

companies that are discharging pollution into the 

air. 

 "This is a human-caused problem. We know 

that humans are doing this. (continued on p. 6) 
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Carbon (continued from page 5) We know that 

one of the biggest pollutants is coal. And as much 

as you want to say that we're increasing the 

ability to burn coal cleanly, there's no such thing 

as clean coal. It's just such an oxymoron." 

 Opponents fear the cap-and-trade program 

will translate to an increase in the cost of 

electricity and gasoline for South Dakotans. 

However, Sombke says the cap-and-trade system 

is being worked on all over the world. 

 "The best thing is that it gives farmers and 

ranchers another opportunity to gain some 

income from the land that they farm or operate. 

The good news about that is that if we're 

concerned about too many payments from 

government, this might be one way of alleviating 

that, by taxing individuals that are bad actors." 

 Sombke says that South Dakota at one time 

was number-two in carbon sequestration, but has 

since been surpassed by Nebraska. He says that, 

although there will be more opportunities in the 

future, those who haven't signed up yet have 

missed out on three years' worth of payments. 

Lands that qualify include those in the 

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and 

rangeland, as well as no-till land, newly-planted 

tree claims, and forest land. Sombke says feedlots 

capturing methane can also qualify.  

 More about the program and signup for it can 

be found at the South Dakota Farmers Union 

Web site sdfu.org  
 
Source:  SD Public News Service 

 

 

GLOBAL WARMING MYTH NUMBER 4: 

Global warming and extra CO2 will actually be beneficial 

-- they reduce cold-related deaths and stimulate crop 

growth.  

FACT: Any beneficial effects will be far outweighed by 

damage and disruption.  
 

 Even a warming in just the middle range of scientific projections 

would have devastating impacts on many sectors of the economy. 

Rising seas would inundate coastal communities, contaminate water supplies with salt and increase the 

risk of flooding by storm surge, affecting tens of millions of people globally. Moreover, extreme 

weather events, including heat waves, droughts and floods, are predicted to increase in frequency and 

intensity, causing loss of lives and property and throwing agriculture into turmoil. 

 Even though higher levels of CO2 can act as a plant fertilizer under some conditions, scientists now 

think that the "CO2 fertilization" effect on crops has been overstated; in natural ecosystems, the 

fertilization effect can diminish after a few years as plants acclimate. Furthermore, increased CO2 may 

benefit undesirable, weedy species more than desirable species. 

 Higher levels of CO2 have already caused ocean acidification, and scientists are 

warning of potentially devastating effects on marine life and fisheries. Moreover, 

higher levels of regional ozone (smog), a result of warmer temperatures, could 

worsen respiratory illnesses. Less developed countries and natural ecosystems may 

not have the capacity to adapt. 

 The notion that there will be regional ―winners‖ and ―losers‖ in global warming 

is based on a world-view from the 1950's. We live in a global community. Never 

mind the moral implications—when an environmental catastrophe creates millions of 

refugees half-way around the world, Americans are affected. 
 

Note: For 2009 each issue of ECO FORUM will contain a global warming myth. 

Big Mo Trivia—
Answers! 

1. Big Muddy  
2. Montana 
3. Marquette 
and Jolliet 
4. Paddlefish 
5. Army Corps 
of Engineers 
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Letter: End Mercury Injections 
by Jim Allen Thompson of Colman, SDRC member 

 

 This is in response to the April 10 

Argus Leader article: "South Dakota gets 

$6 million in federal money for child 

care, vaccines." The article states that "the 

administration said it also plans to make 

$580,657 available in vaccines and grants 

to ensure undeserved people get 

vaccines they need." 

 Unfortunately, these funds might 

be used to continue the policy in 

South Dakota of injecting children 

with mercury
1
. 

 The South Dakota Health 

Department says 91,000 children got 

flu shots in South Dakota recently.  

 But while the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency 

allows only two parts per billion in 

drinking water, the multidose flu 

shot in South Dakota has Thimerosal 

with mercury at 50,000 parts per 

billion. 

 Mercury is a neurotoxin, and tests 

conducted on children after receiving 

vaccines with Thimerosal indicate they 

have more than one nanogram of mercury 

per milliliter of blood for five days
2
. 

 Based on an Avogadro number 

calculation for one nanogram per 

milliliter, this gives 150 billion atoms of 

mercury per drop of blood circulating 

though a child's brain. 

 The U.S. Public Health Service and 

the American Academy of Pediatrics 

issued a recommendation in 1999 to take 

mercury out of all vaccines
3
.  

 And mercury-free flu shots are 

available. So please, contact the South 

Dakota Department of Health and ask it to 

stop the policy of injecting children with 

mercury. 

Pipeline Safety Concerns Landowners 
 

 Landowners are seeking help from the governors of 

Montana, South Dakota and Nebraska to assure that 

TransCanada uses the safest material and practices in 

building, operating and monitoring the proposed 

Keystone XL Pipeline in rural areas. 

 The Northern Plains Resource Coalition (Montana), 

Dakota Rural Action (South Dakota), and Landowners 

for Fairness (Nebraska) have 

sent letters asking the governors 

to oppose a permit allowing 

TransCanada to use thinner pipe 

in the proposed pipeline that will 

transverse the western side of 

South Dakota. 

 TransCanada has applied for 

a special permit from the U.S. 

Dept. of Transportation‘s 

Pipeline and Hazardous 

Materials Safety Administration. 

The permit would let 

TransCanada operate the 

Keystone XL Pipeline at a higher 

percentage of the pipe‘s 

maximum operating pressure than any other existing oil 

pipeline. In effect, the permit would let TransCanada use 

thinner, cheaper steel in areas not considered ―High 

Consequence Areas.‖ These high consequence areas 

include railroad crossings, highways, river crossings, and 

―High Population Areas.‖  

 ―We represent landowners who are subject to 

condemnation for the ability to put this pipeline across 

our property, so that tar sands oil can flow from Alberta, 

Canada to refineries on the Gulf Coast in Texas,‖ Dakota 

Rural Action member David Niemi wrote to Governor 

Mike Rounds. ―We do not believe it is fair that we 

should bear extra risk of oil leaks, ruptures, or spills in 

order to save TransCanada the cost of using the safest 

materials and methods of construction available.‖ 

 ―We‘re offended that TransCanada and the 

Department of Transportation apparently think of most 

of our states as a ―Low Consequence Area,‖ said David 

Niemi, a rancher from Buffalo SD. The proposed 

pipeline would cross his ranch for 12 miles. 
 

source: Western Organizing Review, newsletter of Western Organization of 

Resource Councils, April 2009

1.  www.state.sd.us/ news/showDoc.aspx?i=10320. 

2. pediatrics.aappublications.org/cgi/ reprint/121 

/2/e208. 

3. See www.hhs.gov/nvpo/ vacc_safe/ bthi1.htm. 
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Obama’s First Forty 

Days: What Are the 

Signals for Agriculture 

and Food? 
by Thomas Dobbs 

 

President Obama‘s administration 

is moving rapidly on many fronts. 

Like Franklin Roosevelt‘s 

situation in 1933, economic 

events leave Obama little choice 

but to act decisively. Given his initiatives and 

accomplishments in the first forty days—between 

inauguration and the end of February—Obama appears 

to be on a pace similar to Roosevelt‘s famous first 

―One Hundred Days‖. After considerable public 

uncertainty between the election and inauguration 

about Obama‘s agricultural and food priorities, we are 

now getting indications that progressive policies may 

indeed receive significant attention, though the real 

priorities will only become clear over time. Will the 

President‘s priorities favor agribusiness and big farms, 

or will they favor environmental sustainability, small- 

and mid-sized farms, and healthy food? 

 Obama‘s nomination of former Iowa governor 

Tom Vilsack for Agriculture Secretary was 

received with some disappointment in sustainable 

agriculture and healthy food circles, in part 

because of Vilsack‘s record of support for and 

affiliation with agribusinesses. His support for the 

ethanol industry (like Obama‘s, as a Senator from 

Illinois) was a concern of some sustainable 

agriculture advocates, as ethanol production has 

come under increased scrutiny for its competition 

with food production and effects on the 

environment. Moreover, Iowa‘s heavy reliance on 

government ‗commodity subsidies‘—Federal farm 

program payments to the State‘s corn and soybean 

farmers—caused many to doubt that Vilsack 

would place much priority on USDA‘s long 

neglected agri-environmental and food programs. 

 In four specific areas the words and actions of 

the Obama administration give hope to advocates 

of agriculture and food policy reform that would 

put the country on a new path of environmental 

sustainability and healthy diets 

 The first area is healthy food. The White 

House itself is giving high visibility to healthy 

eating. Barack and Michelle Obama have added a 

chef from Chicago to the White House staff who 

has a strong reputation for emphasizing organic 

and local food. One could say this is merely 

symbolic, but the White House can set a powerful 

example. 

 Tom Vilsack has given more attention to food 

consumers and nutrition in his initial days in office 

than any Secretary of Agriculture in my memory. 

According to a February 5 article by Washington 

Post writer Jane Black, Vilsack said, soon after 

taking office, ―This [USDA] is a department that 

intersects the lives of Americans two to three 

times a day. Every single American. So I 

absolutely see the constituency of this department 

as broader than those who produce our food—it 

extends to those who consume it.‖ According to 

Black‘s article, Vilsack favors the establishment 

of state food policy councils, having created one in 

2000 when he was Governor of Iowa. Vilsack‘s 

first official act as Agriculture Secretary, 

according to the article, was reinstatement of $3.2 

million in grant funding for fruit and vegetable 

farmers that the Bush administration had rescinded 

in its final days in office. 

 The second area of hope involves food and 

nutrition funding. The economic stimulus package 

that President Obama signed into law on February 

17 (the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act 

of 2009) contains…(continued on page 9) 

EDITOR'S NOTE: Thomas Dobbs is an Emeritus Professor of 

Economics at South Dakota State University (SDSU), and lives in 

Brookings, SD. Since 2007, he has been a Fellow in the W.K. 

Kellogg Foundation‟s Food & Society Policy Fellows Program 

(http://foodandsocietyfellows.org). At SDSU, Tom taught courses 

in public policy, and for the last two decades of his career, he 

concentrated his research on sustainable agriculture and on 

agricultural and environmental policies. In 2000, he was a 

Fulbright Scholar at the University of Essex, in England, where 

he began to analyze European approaches to agricultural and 

food policies based on the concept of “multifunctionality”. He 

continued that work through collaborations and short-term 

Visiting Professorships in France between 2001 and 2006. Dobbs 

was a Visiting Scholar at the Henry A. Wallace Institute for 

Alternative Agriculture in 1993, where he explored ways to make 

the then upcoming (1996) Federal farm bill more compatible with 

sustainable farming systems. Earlier in his career, Dobbs taught 

at the University of Wyoming and worked for the U.S. Agency for 

International Development in Pakistan and Washington, D.C. His 

Ph.D. in agricultural economics is from the University of 

Maryland, where his dissertation focused on the “Green 

Revolution” in India. 

http://foodandsocietyfellows.org/
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Obama’s First Forty Days (cont. from p. 8) 

…$20 billion to increase food stamp benefits by 

14 percent. According to the February 17 Argus 

Leader, some $42 million 

could go to recipients in 

South Dakota. The stimulus 

bill also includes an 

additional $500 million for 

the Women, Infants and 

Children (WIC) program.  

 Food and nutrition 

programs also appear to receive solid prioritization 

in the FY2010 ―budget framework‖ that the 

Obama administration released on February 26. 

An additional $1 billion in annual funding is 

provided for ―program reforms aimed at 

improving program access, enhancing nutritional 

quality of school meals, expanding nutrition 

research and evaluation, and improving program 

oversight.‖ ―Funding is also provided to support 

over 9.8 million participants in the WIC program‖, 

according an Obama administration release, as 

well as funding for a pilot program to increase 

participation of low-income seniors in the 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 

(formerly the food stamp program). 

 The third area of hope for many sustainable 

agriculture progressives is already causing a 

political fire storm in farm country. In the 2010 

budget framework, the Obama administration has 

proposed to begin phasing out ―direct‖ payments 

to farmers with annual gross sales over $500,000. 

It is estimated that, after a 3-year phase out period, 

this would reduce federal payments to larger farms 

by $1.2 billion annually. The Obama 

administration is also proposing to reduce crop 

insurance premium and underwriting subsidies. 

 These ‗direct payments‘ have their origin in 

the 1996 Federal Farm Bill, in which they were 

referred to as ―production flexibility contract 

payments‖. At the time, they replaced crop-

specific ‗deficiency payments‘. Allocations to 

each contract farm were based on the farm‘s 

historical base acreage and yield, not on current 

acreage planted to individual crops. In farm policy 

jargon, the payments were ‗decoupled‘ from 

actual production. They were scheduled to run 

through the year 2002 and, presumably, then 

terminate. The nationwide payments started at 

$5.6 billion in FY1996, 

were supposed to reach 

$5.8 billion in FY1998, and 

then were to decline to $4.0 

billion in FY2002. 

Although never officially 

the policy, the implication 

was that these payments 

were to provide cushion and some protection to 

farmland values while the nation transitioned to a 

more market-oriented farm policy. 

 The phase-out of these payments never 

occurred. The 2002 Farm Bill changed the name 

to ‗direct payments‘, while at the same time 

restoring a form of partially ‗coupled payments‘ 

that they were originally intended to replace. So, 

the ‗direct‘ (more accurately described as ‗fixed 

direct‘) payments became a sort of permanent 

fixture, even while federal farm policy continued 

most of the old price support mechanisms, albeit 

in new and ever more complicated forms. The new 

Farm Bill passed in 2008 (Food, Conservation and 

Energy Act of 2008) also continues the fixed 

direct payments, as well as virtually all of the 

price and other income support programs of the 

2002 Farm Bill and some new subsidy programs 

or options, like the Average Crop Revenue 

Election (ACRE) provision. Attempts to reform 

farm policy by further ‗decoupling‘ payments to 

farmers, tying payments more closely to 

environmental performance, and bringing U.S. 

farm subsidies more in line with World Trade 

Organization (WTO) rules largely failed with 

passage of the 2008 legislation. 

 Since 2004, the annual fixed direct payments 

to farmers have been approximately $5.2 billion. 

(Other kinds of Federal farm subsidies tied 

directly or indirectly to ‗commodity‘ production 

(mainly corn, soybeans, wheat, rice, and cotton), 

as well as government subsidized crop and 

revenue insurance payouts, vary from year to year 

depending largely on market prices and crop 

yields.) (continued on page 10) 

Obama pushes healthy food, 
stimulus for food and nutrition, 

ending direct payments to 
$500K+ farms... hope for 
sustainable agriculture? 
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Obama (cont. from  p. 9): The 2008 Farm Bill 

calls for only a slight reduction in these fixed 

direct payments over the next three marketing 

years, and no reduction at all from 2002 Farm Bill 

levels after that. By contrast, Obama‘s proposed 

$1.2 billion annual reduction (after full phase-in) 

would constitute an approximate 23 percent 

reduction. This, of course, is the estimated overall 

effect; farmers with less than $500,000 in annual 

gross sales would not be affected by Obama‘s 

proposal. 

 To hear the howls of protest from politicians in 

farm country and mainstream farm organizations, 

you would think that Obama‘s proposal would gut 

the existing lavish farm subsidy program. 

According to recent articles in the New York Times 

and the Grand Forks Herald, North Dakota 

Senators Conrad and Dorgan are among those 

opposed to the proposal, as is Representative 

Collin Peterson, of Minnesota, Chairman of the 

House Agriculture Committee. A Reuters article 

reports National Farmers Union president Tom 

Buis as saying a $500,000 cut-off is too low and 

would harm ―family farmers‖. 

American Farm Bureau 

president Bob Stallman also 

opposes the proposal, 

according to The Washington 

Times. 

 Let‘s give this a little 

perspective, however. In the 

year 2007, according to 

recently released Agricultural Census data, 

slightly more than 5 percent of the nation‘s 2.2 

million farms had gross sales of $500,000 or more 

(the percent was no doubt higher in 2008, because 

of quite high commodity prices during much of 

last year). In South Dakota, 2,844 (9 percent) of 

the State‘s 31,169 farms had gross sales of 

$500,000 or more, and in North Dakota there were 

3,625 such farms (11%) out of 31,970 total farms. 

 Combining census data with data on fixed 

direct payments compiled by the Environmental 

Working Group, we can determine the importance 

of those payments in the Dakotas relative to the 

total value of agricultural products sold in 2007. In 

South Dakota, fixed direct payments (to farms of 

all sizes) were equivalent to 2.6 percent of the 

value of agricultural products sold, and in North 

Dakota they were 3.7 percent. Of course, fixed 

direct payments would constitute a much higher 

percentage of net farm income in each State. 

Nevertheless, these figures show that phasing out 

fixed direct payments for the largest 10 percent or 

so of farms in the Dakotas is hardly a deal 

breaker! Moreover, why should the average 

Federal income tax payer, who typically has far 

less income and wealth than the owners and 

operators of these large farms, be responsible for 

subsidizing them anyway? 

 Ironically, the fixed direct payments are less 

objectionable to the World Trade Organization 

than other more ‗coupled‘ commodity subsidies in 

the U.S. system. But the fixed direct payments do 

stick out like a sore thumb to those who ask, 

―What does the taxpayer get in return?‖ If those 

payments were converted to some kind of 

environmental stewardship payments, they would 

be much less objectionable. 

 Finally, a fourth area that 

gives hope for progressive 

food and agricultural policies 

under the Obama 

administration is the recent 

nomination of Kathleen 

Merrigan as Secretary 

Vilsack‘s Deputy, the number 

two position in the USDA. 

Though not highly visible outside Washington, the 

deputy is the person who will see the Secretary 

most often, and through whom much that is of 

critical importance in the USDA will flow. Dr. 

Merrigan will come to this position from Tufts 

University, where she has been Director of the 

Agriculture, Food and Environment Program in 

the Friedman School of Nutrition Science and 

Policy. She had major responsibilities as a staffer 

on the Senate Agriculture Committee in 1987-92 

(under Chairman Patrick Leahy) in developing 

legislation for the National Organic Program and 

the Sustainable Agriculture Research and 

Education Program. (continued on p. 11) 

Why should the average 
taxpayer, who typically has 

less income and wealth than 
the owners and operators of 
large farms, be responsible 

for subsidizing them? 
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Obama (cont. from p. 10): Later, in 1999-2001, 

she was Administrator of the USDA‘s Agricultural 

Marketing Service, which oversees the federal 

organic agriculture program. She was with the 

Henry A. Wallace Institute for Alternative 

Agriculture, in the Washington, D.C. area, for 

several years during the 1990s. I have been 

crossing paths with Kathleen for the past 15 years, 

and I know her to be a person of immense 

knowledge and integrity. She will have very broad 

responsibilities in her new post at the USDA, 

responsibilities that go far beyond sustainable 

agriculture and healthy food. But having someone 

as Deputy Secretary with Merrigan‘s 

understanding of the fundamental issues facing 

U.S. (and world) food and agriculture—and her 

commitment to progressive policies—is an 

important basis for hope. 

 President Obama is off to a fast start, but much 

remains to be seen as he navigates through the 

next few years. Will agri-environment programs 

be sacrificed in the years ahead—when budgets 

are extremely tight—in order to keep commodity 

program subsidies flowing to big farms? How will 

the Obama administration deal with ethanol in its 

alternative energy plans? And, what postures will 

the Obama administration take regarding 

agriculture if and when international trade talks 

resume under the WTO‘s Doha Round? Advocates 

of sustainable agriculture have been disappointed 

before, but so far, the signals are positive. 
 

All articles by Thomas Dobbs are copyright 2009 of Thomas 

Dobbs. This article is reprinted with permission of Thomas Dobbs. 

This article was first published in The Dakota Day. 

 

USW Challenges TransCanada 

Keystone Pipeline Permit for Safety 
  

 The United Steelworkers (USW) announced it 

has challenged the pending federal permit in the 

controversial $5.4 billion TransCanada Keystone 

Pipeline that will use under-standard thin-wall 

pipe to transport  crude oil from Alberta, Canada 

to Houston, Texas. 

 USW International Vice President Tom 

Conway transmitted a formal complaint to the 

U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) on Apr. 

6, urging the special permit requested by 

TransCanada be denied. He said the 2,000 mile 

pipeline is planned using a 36-inch thin-wall pipe 

at higher maximum operation pressure than is 

safely permitted under existing regulations. 

 "Our members work hard to produce quality 

steel and large diameter crude oil transmission 

pipe right here in the U.S. that meets all safety 

requirements," Conway said. He adds that the 

USW-represented workers "do not want to be 

denied the opportunity to provide that quality pipe 

based on a waiver of a fundamental safety 

regulation promulgated under the normal 

rulemaking procedures." 

 One thousand laid-off steelworkers at the US 

Steel Granite City mill joined an Apr. 7 

demonstration to protest the use of pipe from India 

for another TransCanada pipeline terminating at 

the Conoco-Phillips refinery in Wood River, IL. 

The Granite City steelworkers produce flat-roll 

products for domestic pipe makers. 

 About 2,000 steelworkers at USS Granite City 

have been out-of-work since December, and 

several thousand pipe workers are also on long-

term layoffs at pipe mills all across the country. 

 The union‘s complaint to DOT says it agrees 

with safety concerns filed earlier by the Sierra 

Club, declaring, ―non-compliance would increase 

the risk of ruptures, leaks and spills and lessen 

pipeline safety by the use of thinner pipe and 

greater operating pressure." 

 The USW said, "Hazardous material pipelines 

historically have a much greater risk of rupturing 

because of the overpressure that occurs in surge 

events." 

 Among the issues raised by the USW on the 

thin-walled pipe being used by TransCanada, 

Conway said the pipeline company proposes to 

transfer tar sands bitumen, which differs from 

typical crude oil in its chemistry and mineral 

components. "The company does not address what 

internal corrosion may occur from the higher 

mineral content existing in tar sand bitumen." 

 A copy of the USW's public comment letter to 

the DOT is available at www.usw.org. 
 

source:  PRNewswire-USNewswire, April 9, 2009 
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