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Counterpoint: Expanding diversity in farming shouldn't be a
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Opinion editor's note: Star Tribune Opinion publishes a mix of national and local commentaries online and
in print each day. To contribute, click here.
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This article was submitted on behalf of multiple authors responding to "White farmer sues Minnesota ag
grant program, alleging discrimination," published on the Star Tribune's news pages in late January. Their
names and affiliations are listed below.
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As farmers and agricultural professionals, we understand supply and demand well. We also know there is
unprecedented interest of beginning farmers getting involved in agriculture. Many of those beginning
farmers are people who don't fit the white male stereotype of the Midwestern agrarian. This new
generation of "emerging" farmers — women, military veterans, people with disabilities, Indigenous
people, Black farmers, farmers of color, people who identify as LGBTQ+ — have often been prevented
from participating in government programs that have launched and supported so many agricultural
operations. As the Pigford vs. Glickman class-action case showed in the late 1990s, many times those
barriers were the result of outright discrimination on the part of institutions such as the U.S. Department
of Agriculture.

That's why we were so excited when Minnesota lawmakers responded to the demand for emerging
farmer support in 2023 by doubling the budget for and prioritizing emerging farmers within the
Minnesota Farmland Down Payment Assistance Grant Program.

The program's annual budget was doubled to $1 million because when the program was first launched it
was clear there was much more demand for grants than what resources were available. In 2023, for
example, only 66 of 172 applicants were able to be funded. It's a case of demand outstripping supply.
When resources are limited, we all benefit from prioritizing emerging farmers. By diversifying our
farming population, we are building a more resilient, just and sustainable farm and food system.

That's why it was so disappointing to learn that a lawsuit has been filed by a white male Minnesota
farmer who claims he was discriminated against when he did not receive a Down Payment Assistance
Grant. This is similar to an argument made by white farmers a few years ago when they sued the U.S.
agriculture secretary, challenging a debt forgiveness program that targeted socially disadvantaged
farmers and ranchers, including Black farmers.

Lawsuits like this are a distraction from a question we really should be asking: Why are we allowing
industrial agriculture to swallow up a massive majority of public funding in our farm and food system
while the rest of us are left fighting over the crumbs? For example, of the $48 million in new spending
included in the 2024-25 Minnesota Agriculture Budget passed by the Legislature, $25 million (52%) was
for biofuel incentives and infrastructure while only $4.4 (15.7%) million was for grants and services for
beginning and emerging farmers. In 2023, it would have taken just $2.58 million to fund all qualified
applicants for the Down Payment Assistance Grant, getting 172 new farmers onto the land.

Beginning and emerging farmers face significant barriers. In 2022, the Land Stewardship Project,
National Young Farmers Coalition and Midwest Farmers of Color Collective undertook a farm bill survey
of beginning and emerging farmers. The survey revealed that current agricultural policy imposes
numerous barriers when it comes to many farmers who are instrumental in building strong, resilient and
equitable food systems. Of current farmers who have sought out loans to finance their farm or ranch
business, 32% reported having been denied a loan. Over half of respondents found purchasing affordable
land "somewhat," "very" or "extremely" difficult. If given a fair chance, these farmers not only can produce
food for our tables but can be critical economic engines in our communities. The Down Payment
Assistance Grant represents just such a spark for these farmers.
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When lawsuits like this are filed, it's important to ask: Who benefits by maintaining the status quo? In this
case, corporate interests. By keeping us fighting over the scraps of public resources, corporate interests
pit emerging farmers and small and midsized non-emerging farmers against each other. This helps
distract the public's attention away from how much public support is shoveled into corporate welfare.
Rather than scapegoating emerging farmers, we have an opportunity to build solidarity and change how
the system is failing all of us, no matter our backgrounds.

Our vision is to make Minnesota the best place to start a farm by providing the resources, capital, training
and technical assistance that aspiring, beginning and emerging farmers need to start successful farms.
Now is the time to seriously expand our investment in beginning and emerging farmers, rather than be
distracted by those forces that benefit from a "culture war."

Signatories: Eleanor Babcock-Jensen, StrongHeart Farms; Wendy Johnson, Jóia Food & Fiber Farm; Taylor
Olsen, aspiring farmer; Dawn Schreiber, small farm land manager; Sina War, Twin Tiger Brand Farm &
Gardens and director of engagement and inclusion, Minnesota Farmers' Market Association; Lizzy Haywood,
rural Minnesota resident; Lily Mboss, Tulime Farm; Zoe Hollomon, Rootsprings Farm and Retreat Cooperative;
Robin Moore, Land Stewardship Project land access organizer, and Amanda Koehler, Land Stewardship
Project policy manager.


