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Special Interests Spent $173.5 Million
Lobbying on 2008 Farm Bill
The 2008 Farm Bill lobbying campaign ranked
among the most well-financed legislative fights of
the past decade. More than 1,000 companies, trade
associations and other groups spent an estimated
$173.5 million lobbying on just the 2008 Farm Bill,
according to a Food & Water Watch analysis of data
collected by the Center for Responsive Politics. (See
Table 1.) During every day that the 100th Congress
was in session in 2007 and 2008, special interests
spent an average of $539,000 lobbying on issues
covered by the Farm Bill.1
The Farm Bill, which is reauthorized every five
years, is a sprawling piece of legislation that covers
commodity program payments, nutrition programs
(primarily the new version of the food stamp program), ethanol and biofuel policy, international
food aid, agricultural research grants and rural
development programs. The 2008 Farm Bill directed
about $307 billion in federal spending between
2008 and 2012.2
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Agribusiness, commodity trade associations, food
manufacturers and other interests all pushed to get a
big slice of the Farm Bill pie. The $173.5 million lobbying frenzy ranked alongside the Center for Public Integrity’s $120 million estimate for health care reform
lobbying and the Center for Responsive Politics’ $250
million estimate for lobbying on the Dodd-Frank
financial reform bill.3
On the Farm Bill, special interests hired an army of
well-connected lobbyists to press their case with
Congress, including 45 former members of Congress,
at least 461 former congressional and executive
branch staffers (including 86 that worked for former
agriculture committee members or the U.S. Department of Agriculture4) and a host of K Street firms.
The former House Agriculture Committee Chairman
and Ranking Members that oversaw the 2002 Farm
Bill, Larry Combest (R-Texas) and Charlie Stenholm
(D-Texas), each received more than $1 million in fees
to lobby on the Farm Bill. (See Table 2.) In 2007, nine
of the top 10 Washington firms lobbied on the Farm
Bill including Patton Boggs, Akin Gump and Barbour
Griffith & Rogers.5
1

EMBARGOED UNTIL 9AM EDT TUESDAY, JULY 17, 2012
Table 1. 2008 Farm Bill Lobbying
Expenditures by Issue Area
		
Issue Area
		

Estimated Farm
Bill Lobbying
(millions)

Farm Policy: Commodity
Programs, Conservation,
Crop Insurance, Specialty
Crops/Organic, Credit,
Livestock

$85.8

49.4%

Energy/Biofuels

$23.0

13.3%

Rural Development

$17.3

10.0%

Commodity Futures
Trading Commission

$10.8

6.3%

Tax Issues and
Miscellaneous
Commercial Interests

$10.0

5.7%

Nutrition

$9.3

5.4%

Research

$6.5

3.7%

Trade and Food Aid

$6.2

3.6%

Forestry

$4.6

2.6%

$173.5

100.0%

Grand Total

Share of
Total

The broad reach of the Farm Bill drew a diverse array
of special interest lobbyists. Family farm advocates,
environmental and consumer groups, Wall Street
firms, energy interests, domestic and international
hunger advocates and others joined the big farm and
agribusiness lobby. Some lobbied on a single piece of
the bill (for example, domestic hunger groups lobbied
primarily on the nutrition program), but many groups
lobbied on multiple provisions. Most farm groups
lobbied on almost the entire bill; some environmental groups worked on commodity, conservation,
biofuel, and fruit and vegetable provisions. In this
analysis, Food & Water Watch assigned companies,
trade associations and organizations into categories
of issue and business interests, based on their lobbying disclosure filings, Congressional testimony, media
reports and the group or business’s own descriptions.
The farm programs that provide financial support
for farmers, farm production and agricultural land
got the most lobbying attention. The 485 companies

2

and special interest groups that focused on the core
farm programs spent an estimated $85.8 million
lobbying on the Farm Bill — about half (49.4 percent)
of all Farm Bill lobbying. These programs include the
commodity policy title of the Farm Bill, the conservation program title, the disaster and crop insurance
title, the new specialty crop (fruit and vegetable) and
organic title, the farm credit title, and livestock titles
and provisions.
Most people think that agricultural provisions and
farm programs constitute the entirety of the Farm
Bill, but the bill covers much more than federal payments for corn and soybeans. The 2008 Farm Bill
included funding for:
•• nutrition programs (which accounted for about
two-thirds of Farm Bill expenses when it passed,
but were the subject of only $9.3 million in
lobbying);
•• rural development investments ($17.3 million in
lobbying);
•• energy and biofuel policies ($23.0 million);
•• agricultural export and food aid programs ($6.2
million);
•• regulatory oversight of commodity futures markets ($10.8 million); and
•• forestry programs ($4.6 million).
The Farm Bill also drew lobbyists that spent $10.0
million seeking special interest tax breaks and other
commercial issues tucked into the nearly 700-page
bill.
Despite growing public demands for new priorities
in food and agriculture policy, the last few Farm Bills
essentially maintained the status quo for agribusiness and the industrial agricultural model. The $173.5
million spent lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill helps
explain why so little has changed.

Core Farm Programs
Nearly 500 agribusinesses, food manufacturers, farm
groups and other business and advocacy groups
spent $85.8 million lobbying on core agriculture policies in the Farm Bill. These policies include programs

Food & Water Watch  • www.foodandwaterwatch.org

EMBARGOED UNTIL 9AM EDT TUESDAY, JULY 17, 2012
Estimating the Farm Bill Lobbying Expenditures
The companies, trade associations and organizations that reported any lobbying on the 2008 Farm
Bill spent over $1.42 billion lobbying during 2007
and 2008. This total includes all lobbying expenditures on all legislative issues. The Farm Bill may
have been a major or minor share of these interest
groups’ lobbying. Agribusiness, financial, energy
and even farm groups had more legislative priorities than just the Farm Bill during this period.
Food & Water Watch estimated that these groups
spent approximately $173.5 million lobbying on
the Farm Bill by examining each individual lobbying disclosure report that included the Farm
Bill. Federal lobbying disclosure laws require that
lobbying interests report lobbying on each federal
issue on a unique page in the report, but not that
they specify the amount of time or money spent
on that particular issue.
Food & Water Watch estimated the amount of
Farm Bill lobbying by applying the share of lobbying report pages mentioning the Farm Bill (as
a proportion of the total pages in the lobbying
report) to the total lobbying expenditures of each

interest group. This estimate is necessarily inexact
but approximates the share of Farm Bill lobbying
by multi-interest groups like Citibank, ExxonMobil
and the Chamber of Commerce, as well as large
food and agribusiness firms that lobby on a range
of issues beyond food and agriculture.
This method comports with other estimations of
lobbying on major recent legislation. Food & Water
Watch estimates that about 12 percent of the total
lobbying expenditures went toward lobbying on
the Farm Bill ($173.5 million of $1.42 billion total
lobbying by groups that did any Farm Bill lobbying).
The respected nonprofit Center for Public Integrity
estimated that about 10 percent of the total lobbying expenditures by the interests that registered to
lobby on the 2009 health care reform bill and the
2010 Dodd-Frank financial reform bill went directly
toward lobbying on these legislative efforts.6 Food
& Water Watch’s estimate is more precise, as it
includes the share of each lobby disclosure report
that went toward the Farm Bill effort. (See Methodology, page 16.)

supporting commodity production, conservation
programs, farm credit programs, risk management
policies including crop insurance and disaster programs, livestock market reforms and animal health
programs, and new programs supporting fruit and
vegetable production (known as specialty crops) and
organic farming.
Many big agribusiness, food processing, farm group
and other interests lobbied on more than one provision in the Farm Bill, but Food & Water Watch
grouped similar interests (based on their policy
priorities) and food and agricultural subsectors.7 (See
Table 3.) The 485 interests that lobbied on core farm
policy issues got a good return for their $85.8 million
lobbying investment. As enacted, the 2008 Farm Bill
directed about $90 billion in mandatory expenditures
on these farm programs.8

Commodity Interests: Trade associations, commodity buyers and commodity-specific farm groups
spent $17.0 million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill,

Cultivating Influence: The 2008 Farm Bill Lobbying Frenzy
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Table 2. Former Members of Congress’ 2008 Farm Bill Lobbying Fees
		
Former Member
Client or Employer
			

Farm Bill
Lobbying
Estimate

Combest, Larry (Rep. R-TX)
Former House Ag Chairman

American Sugar Alliance; Cotton Warehouse Assn. of America; Crop Insurance
Professionals Assn.; Minnesota Corn Growers Assn.; National Milk Producers
Federation; National Rural Electric Cooperative Assn.; Southwest Council of
Agribusiness; USA Rice Federation

$1,450,000

Bartlett, Steve (Rep. R-TX)

Financial Services Roundtable

$1,360,000

Largent, Steve (Rep. R-OK)

Cellular Telecom & Internet Assn.

$1,312,000

Stenholm, Charles (Rep. D-TX)
Former House Ag Ranking Member

American Cotton Shippers Assn.; Canned/Frozen Food & Grower Coalition; Farm
Credit Bank of Texas; International Dairy Foods Assn.; Livestock Marketing Assn.;
National Cattlemen’s Beef Assn.; National Meat Assn.; Organic Trade Assn.; Southern
Minn. Beet Sugar Co-op; Syngenta Corp.; Texas Alliance of Energy Producers; Texas
Tech University

$1,215,000

Hutchinson, Tim (Sen. R-AR)

Arkansas State University; DuPont Co.

$700,000

English, Glenn (Rep. D-OK)

National Rural Electric Cooperative Assn.

$632,000

Russo, Martin (Rep. D-IL)

CME Group; Ocean Spray Cranberries

$496,000

Bonilla, Henry (Rep. R-TX)

Assn./Prod/Empacadores/Exporters of Avocados; DuPont Co.; National Assn. of
Community Health Ctrs.; National Cable & Telecommunications Assn.; Norwich
University; Texas State University; Verizon Communications

$466,000

DeConcini, Dennis (Sen. D-AZ)
Symms, Steve (Sen. R-ID)

Apollo Advisors; Coalition To Preserve DSHEA; Healthy Directions; Prudential
Financial (both former Senators worked for each client on the Farm Bill)

$439,000

Weber, Vin (Rep. R-MN)

Oxfam International

$326,000

Livingston, Robert (Rep. R-LA)

Ashland Inc.; Girl Scouts of the USA; Information Technology Assn. of America*;
State of Florida

$319,000

Payne, Lewis F. Jr. (Rep. D-VA)

Smithfield Foods****

$311,000****

Lazio, Rick (Rep. R-NY)

JPMorgan Chase & Co.

$285,000

Dooley, Cal (Rep. D-CA)

Grocery Manufacturers Assn.

$270,000

Gorton, Slade (Sen. R-WA)

Environmental Defense Fund; Weyerhaeuser Co.

$270,000

Turner, Jim (Rep. D-TX)

Reckitt Benckiser Plc

$230,000

Nickles, Don (Sen. R-OK)

Anadarko Petroleum; ExxonMobil; Monsanto Co.

$225,000

Armey, Richard (Rep. R-TX)

Greenhunter Energy

$195,000

Molinari, Susan (Rep. R-NY)

California Assn. of Winegrape Growers; Everglades Trust

$183,000

Moffett, Anthony “Toby” (Rep. D-CT)

Information Technology Assn. of America*

$170,000*

Sandlin, Max (Rep. D-TX)

Land O’Lakes; Nau Country**; New York Botanical Garden

$167,000
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Table 2. Former Members of Congress’ 2008 Farm Bill Lobbying Fees (continued)
		
Former Member
Client or Employer
			

Farm Bill
Lobbying
Estimate

Fazio, Vic (Rep. D-CA)

Independent Community Bankers of America***

$160,000

Bayh, Birch (Sen. D-IN)

Capital Market Services

$150,000

Bentsen, Ken (Rep. D-TX)

Equipment Leasing & Finance Assn.

$116,000

Jenkins, Ed (Rep. D-GA)

Parsons Corp.

$105,000

Culver, John (Sen. D-IA)

Commonwealth of Puerto Rico

$102,000

Christensen, Jon (Rep. R-NE)

Open Range Communications

$100,000

John, Chris (Rep. D-LA)

Safari Club International

$100,000

Coats, Daniel (Sen. R-IN)
(returned to Senate)
Mack, Connie II (Sen. R-FL)

Cooper Industries (both Senators)

$99,000

Faircloth, Lauch (Sen. R-NC)

Independent Community Bankers of America***

$80,000***

Kogovsek, Ray (Rep. D-CO)

Republican River Water Conservation District; Rio Grande Water Conservation District; Southeastern Colorado Water Conservancy; Ute Mountain Ute Indian Tribe

$80,000

Luther, William (Rep. D-MN)

Nau Country**

$80,000**

Wirth, Tim (Sen. D-CO)

Better World Fund

$73,000

Bumpers, Dale (Sen. D-AR)

Riceland Foods

$70,000

Downey, Thomas (Rep. D-NY)

Pahc Holdings

$70,000

Roth, Toby (Rep. R-WI)

Municipalities of Caguas and Ponce, Puerto Rico

$70,000

Ewing, Thomas (Rep. R-IL)

Florida Sugar Cane League

$60,000

Coleman, Thomas (Rep. R-MO)

BASF SE; William Jewell College

$57,000

Breaux, John (Sen. D-LA)

Tyson Foods

$37,000

Loeffler, Thomas (Rep. R-TX)

Tetco Inc.

$32,000

Brewster, Bill (Rep. D-OK)

Oklahoma State University

$20,000

Klink, Ron (Rep. D-PA)

Environmental Defense Fund

$20,000

Swift, Allan (Rep. D-WA)

Smurfit-Stone Container Corp.

$20,000

* Former Reps. Robert Livingston and Toby Moffett were both on the same lobby report filing for the Information Technology Assn. of
America for an estimated $170,000 on the Farm Bill; ** both former Reps. Sandlin and Luther lobbied for $80,000 for Nau Country; *** both
former Rep. Fazio and former Sen. Faircloth worked for $80,000 for Independent Community Bankers of America, Fazio also received an additional $80,000 from ICBA; **** former Rep. Payne received an estimated $311,000 from Smithfield Foods to lobby on the Farm Bill, but because of an anomaly on Smithfield’s corporate lobbying filing, this figure does not match the estimate of Smithfield’s total lobbying because
Smithfield’s total lobbying does not include all of the parent’s hired lobbying firms, See Methodology on page 16.
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Table 3. Who Lobbied on Core Farm Program Areas?
		
Lobbying Interest
		

Number of
Lobbying Interests

Estimated Farm Bill
Lobbying (millions)

Share of Total
Farm Bill Lobbying

Commodities

94

$17.0

9.8%

Farm Credit, Crop Insurance, Equipment

51

$12.0

6.9%

Food Manufacturers

43

$11.0

6.3%

Seeds, Agrochemicals, Veterinary
and Biotechnology

26

$9.9

5.7%

Business and Taxpayer

16

$9.9

5.7%

Environmental/Conservation

77

$7.1

4.1%

Livestock, Meatpackers and Poultry

42

$5.7

3.3%

Other Advocacy

51

$4.8

2.7%

Specialty Crops and Organic

53

$3.6

2.1%

Retail and Restaurant

16

$3.2

1.8%

General and Other Farm Groups

16

$1.8

1.0%

Total

485

$85.8

49.4%

9.8 percent of total Farm Bill lobbying. The Farm
Bill commodity programs provide federal funding to
farmers who produce commodities like corn, wheat,
soybeans, milk, sugar, peanuts and other crops and
agricultural products. Commodity programs are
important to both the specific commodity groups
(like the National Corn Growers Association and the

Commodity Program Basics
Farm commodity programs support commodity
crops like corn, soybeans, wheat and cotton but
also milk, sugar and peanuts. The 2008 Farm Bill
largely extended the commodity programs in the
2002 Farm Bill, including programs that provided
higher payments when prices were low as well
as a direct payment program that paid farmers based on historic production (irrespective of
prices or whether farmers plant or not). The 2008
Farm Bill also created an optional revenue insurance program that pays farmers when their farm
income dips below historical averages. New payment limitation measures tightened up requirements to help ensure that payments are directed
to farmers and not investors, and to try to prevent
wealthy farmers from receiving farm payments.

6

American Soybean Association) and companies that
buy raw commodities (grain handling companies like
Archer Daniels Midland and Bunge). (See Table 4.)
Commodity groups lobby to preserve and expand
spending on farm programs (as well as on crop
insurance, conservation and biofuel issues). Grain
and oilseed handlers, cotton and textile companies,
and dairy processors that buy raw farm commodities
want to promote commodity production to keep prices low. In many cases, the line between commodity
groups and buyers can be fairly blurry — for example,
the dairy farmer cooperative Dairy Farmers of America has had extensive commercial agreements with
the nation’s largest milk processor, Dean Foods.9 The
National Cotton Council and the USA Rice Federation
represent both farmers and buyers, processors and
manufacturers.10
Commodity groups for cotton, rice, corn, soybeans
and other row crops as well as the crop buyers and
processers spent an estimated $5.5 million lobbying
on the 2008 Farm Bill. Sugar growers and refining
firms spent $5.4 million; dairy farm organizations, cooperatives and milk processing companies spent $2.9
million; and other commodity growers and buyers of
Food & Water Watch  • www.foodandwaterwatch.org
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honey, tobacco, peanuts and wool spent $3.0 million.
Fifteen of the 25 largest commodity interests were
commodity buyers or trade associations that represented buyers and farmers, not just groups representing farmers, and these groups spent $8.0 million
lobbying on the Farm Bill — nearly half of all lobbying
on commodities.
The National Corn Growers Association opposed
shifting commodity program dollars to other crops

or priorities; a NCGA vice president of public policy
noted: “If these new guys want a piece of the pie, they
need to roll up their sleeves and bake a piece of the pie.
They need to be involved in these budget discussions,
too. You can’t just take money away from someone
else.”11 The vice president of the American Soybean
Association defended the permanence of commodity
programs, noting they were “based on a support structure that we’ve had for over 60 years. To change this
structure now doesn’t make a lot of sense.”12

Table 4. Top 25 Commodity Interests’ 2008 Farm Bill Lobbying
			
Lobbying Interest
Description
			

Farm Bill
Lobbying Estimate

American Sugar Alliance

Sugar Farmers and Processors

$1,507,000

American Crystal Sugar

Sugar Farmer/Processor Cooperative

$1,315,000

Archer Daniels Midland

Commodity Buyer

$1,251,000

Beekeepers

$1,050,000

Tobacco Processor

$983,000

Sugar Farmer/Processor Cooperative

$500,000

Peanut Processor

$495,000

Dean Foods

Dairy Processor

$483,000

International Dairy Foods Assn.

Dairy Processor

$419,000

Imperial Sugar

Sugar Processor

$410,000

Dairy Farmer/Processor Cooperative

$388,000

Dairy Processor

$380,000

USA Rice Federation

Rice Farmers and Processors

$374,000

US Beet Sugar Assn.

Sugar Processor

$333,000

Cotton Farmers and Processors

$322,000

Processor

$310,000

Rice Farmers

$300,000

Cooperative, Processor, Other

$292,000

Farmers, Cooperatives, Processors, Other

$280,000

Peanut Farmers

$280,000

Dairy Farmer/Processor Cooperative

$259,000

Dairy Farmer Cooperative

$242,000

Corn Farmers

$240,000

Sugar Farmers and Processors

$215,000

Dairy Farmer/Processor Cooperative

$200,000

American Honey Producers Assn.
Altria Group
Southern Minn. Beet Sugar Co-op
American Peanut Shellers Assn.

Dairy Farmers of America
Fonterra

National Cotton Council
Hanesbrands Inc.
California Rice Commission
CHS Inc.
Southwest Council of Agribusiness
Georgia Peanut Commission
Land O’Lakes
National Milk Producers Federation
Minnesota Corn Growers Assn.
American Sugar Cane League
California Dairies Inc.

Cultivating Influence: The 2008 Farm Bill Lobbying Frenzy
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Farm Credit, Crop Insurance and Farm Equipment:
The companies that provide financial infrastructure
for farming — agricultural lenders, crop insurers and
farm equipment manufacturers and dealers — spent
$12.0 million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill. Farmers
take out loans to buy seeds, farm equipment, agrochemicals and other inputs to get their crops in the
ground each season. The Farm Bill credit programs
fund lending programs, including governmentbacked farm loans from private lenders. Commercial,
community and agricultural banks spent $8.2 million
lobbying on the Farm Bill. Farm equipment manufacturers and dealers that rely on farmers’ access
to credit to sell tractors and farm implements spent
almost $734,000 lobbying on the Farm Bill.
Crop insurers and crop insurance agents spent $3.0
million lobbying on the Farm Bill. Crop insurance
pays farmers when their farm yields are lower than
usual, providing protection against poor harvests;
farmers are required to have crop insurance in order
to get farm loans. The 2008 Farm Bill subsidized
about 60 percent of some farmers’ crop insurance
premiums (which get funneled to crop insurance
agents in the form of commissions) as well as some
of the administrative costs of crop insurance companies.13 Between 2009 and 2011, the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (USDA) spent $14.5 billion on premium
subsidies and $4.3 billion subsidizing the crop insurance companies, according to the Government Accountability Office.14 About 20 percent of the federal
subsidy went to the insurers and agents and not to
farmers.15 The American Association of Crop Insurers
spent an estimated $357,000 lobbying on the 2008
Farm Bill, including to protect the administrative and
overhead subsidies to crop insurers.16

Food Manufacturers: Food manufacturers spent
$10.9 million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill. (See
Table 5.) Food processing and manufacturing companies buy commodities as key ingredients (like
soda companies that use high-fructose corn syrup or
processed food companies that use soybean-based
oils) and have to follow rules on labeling. Additionally, nutrition programs can affect food manufacturers’ ability to sell their processed foods at various
retailers. The Food Marketing Institute, which represents large food processing companies and retailers,
8

Table 5. T
 op 15 Food Manufacturers’
2008 Farm Bill Lobbying
		
Lobbying Interest
		

Farm Bill
Lobbying
Estimate

Kraft Foods

$1,655,000

Grocery Manufacturers/
Food Products Association

$1,417,000

Mars, Inc.

$1,159,000

Food Marketing Institute

$675,000

Beer Institute

$660,000

Nestle SA

$653,000

Coca-Cola Co.

$513,000

Anheuser-Busch InBev

$490,000

PepsiCo, Inc.

$437,000

American Beverage Association

$400,000

General Mills

$356,000

Kellogg Co.

$304,000

SABMiller

$263,000

Reckitt Benckiser, Plc

$230,000

Molson Coors Brewing

$216,000

lobbied to strip mandatory country-of-origin labeling
(COOL) provisions out of the Farm Bill.17 COOL was
a priority of family farm and consumer groups for
more than a decade before first being enacted in the
2002 Farm Bill.
Food manufacturers have lower costs and higher
profits when crop prices are low and have an interest
in reducing the cost of the farm inputs they purchase.
A Grocery Manufacturers of America public relations memo schemed to “Develop a global center-left
coalition of environmental, hunger, food aid, poverty,
development, senior, children, business, nutrition,
farm, consumer and labor groups [to] amplify the
links between [biofuel] mandates and food prices.”18
This misleading effort distorted the role of agriculture
policy and farm products on consumer food prices.
The cost of farm products typically makes up a small
share of consumer food costs (about 3 percent of the
cost of a box of cereal or 6 percent of a loaf of bread
Food & Water Watch  • www.foodandwaterwatch.org
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or bottle of soda, according to a 2008 National Farmers Union estimate19), so even sharp increases in corn,
soybean or wheat prices would have little impact on
consumer prices.

Seeds, Agrochemicals, Animal Health and Biotechnology: The agricultural input industry — the
companies that sell the seeds, fertilizers, pesticides,
veterinary medicines and biotechnology products
farmers use every year — spent $9.9 lobbying on the
2008 Farm Bill. There are not many specific Farm
Bill programs addressing agricultural inputs (beyond
research20), but the commodity programs that support and encourage crop production effectively drive
demand for seeds (most often biotech seeds), fertilizer, herbicides (often combined with biotech traits)
and pesticides.
Most of the lobbying spending by the agricultural
input interests was by the biotechnology industry. Of
the top 15 fertilizer, seed and biotechnology lobbying
interests, the 11 biotechnology seed manufacturers
and trade associations alone spent $8.3 million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill, 84 percent of all farm
input industry lobbying. (See Table 6.) In April 2007,
the Biotechnology Industry Organization hosted a
legislative advocacy day that brought 200 industry
representatives from 36 states to make 275 House
and Senate visits on biotechnology issues, including
the Farm Bill.21 Monsanto hired the former House
Agriculture Committee Chairman Larry Combest
(R-Texas) to lobby on the Farm Bill.22

Business and Taxpayer: Big business trade associations spent $9.6 million lobbying and taxpayer
groups spent $200,000 lobbying on the 2008 Farm
Bill, largely to oppose farm program payments as
wasteful federal spending but also to promote new
international trade deals that have been complicated by U.S. farm programs. The U.S. Chamber of
Commerce, the Business Roundtable, the National
Association of Manufacturers, the National Retail
Federation and the Information Technology Industry
Association lobbied to press for “a reform-based farm
bill that would reduce U.S. farm subsidies in a manner leading towards our [World Trade Organization]
goals,” including finalizing deals that would benefit
other businesses like manufacturing.23
Cultivating Influence: The 2008 Farm Bill Lobbying Frenzy

Table 6. T
 op 15 Seed, Fertilizer
and Biotechnology Interests’
2008 Farm Bill Lobbying
		
Lobbying Interest
		

Farm Bill
Lobbying
Estimate

Monsanto Co.

Biotech

$2,459,000

Biotechnology Industry
Organization

Biotech

$1,740,000

Dow Chemical

Biotech

$969,000

Syngenta Corp.

Biotech

$794,000

CropLife America

Biotech

$741,000

DuPont Co.

Biotech

$669,000

Servicemaster Co.
Schering-Plough Corp.

$552,000
Biotech

$481,000

Fertilizer Institute

$245,000

Johnson & Johnson

$197,000

Otsuka America

$148,000

Abbott Laboratories

Biotech

$127,000

Elanco Animal Health

Biotech

$121,000

Bayer AG

Biotech

$119,000

Viagen Inc.

Biotech

$116,000

Conservative think tanks and taxpayer advocates
supported both cutting farm programs to lower
spending and promoting a broader free trade agenda.
For example, a key reason the Club for Growth opposed farm programs was that subsidies posed an
obstacle to a new global trade deal.24 Almost all of the
taxpayer groups joined a strange bedfellow coalition
including some environmental, development and
business groups to support a proposal that would
dismantle farm programs and shift some of the funding to conservation and fruit and vegetable programs
(see Left-Right Alliance, page 12).

Environmental and Conservation: The supporters
of the Farm Bill conservation programs — environmental groups, conservation and sportsmen groups,
state and regional governments, water districts and
authorities, as well as businesses that provide ser9
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vices covered by the conservation title — spent $7.1
million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill. The Farm
Bill funds farmers to keep land out of production,
adopt lower-impact farming practices or install new
conservation infrastructure (60 percent of which go
to industrial livestock operations to mitigate factory
farm manure management problems).
Environmental and conservation groups spent $3.4
million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill to defend and
expand conservation programs. Many environmental groups proposed funding expanded conservation
programs through cuts to commodity programs,
arguing that existing farm programs encourage farmers to bring less-viable farmland into production,
eliminating pastureland and increasing agrochemical applications that can pollute watersheds.25 Environmental Defense Fund opposed the new disaster
program as an additional subsidy to farmers that was
“one of the biggest stumbling blocks to getting a bill
signed by the president with significant new funding
for conservation.”26
Sportsmen groups spent $2.1 million lobbying to protect these programs as well as promoting public access to conservation lands for recreation, fishing and
hunting.27 Municipal, state and regional governments
spent $277,000 and water districts spent $902,000
lobbying for conservation and watershed protection
programs. Other groups that lobbied on the conservation title included the National Propane Gas Association, which spent an estimated $305,000 lobbying on the Farm Bill conservation title to promote
propane-fueled equipment as conservation-related
infrastructure improvements.28

Livestock, Meatpacker and Poultry Processors:
Meatpacker, poultry processor and livestock producer trade associations spent $5.7 million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill. The new livestock title of
the Farm Bill included country-of-origin labeling
for meat and poultry; important rules to strengthen
oversight of livestock contracts and livestock marketing arrangements to prevent the meatpacking and
poultry processors from treating livestock farmers
unfairly; measures to allow small, state-regulated
meat processing plants to ship meat across state
lines; and several animal health measures.
10

Table 7. T
 op 10 Meatpacker, Poultry
Processor and Livestock
2008 Farm Bill Lobbying
		
Lobbying Interest
		

Farm Bill
Lobbying
Estimate

Tyson Foods

$1,388,000

JBS SA

$1,005,000

National Pork Producers Council

$488,000

Meat & Poultry Promotion Coalition

$290,000

Smithfield Foods

$185,000

American Meat Institute

$171,000

Hormel Foods

$158,000

Cargill Inc.

$154,000

United Egg Producers

$148,000

Cavel Inc./Cavel International

$120,000

The highly concentrated meatpacking and poultry
processing industry — the four largest firms in each
sector slaughter four out of five beef cattle, two out of
three hogs and three out of five chickens29 — strenuously opposed the measures designed to level the
playing field for livestock producers by preventing
unfair contracts and ensuring that farmers received
fair prices for their hogs and cattle. A letter from the
Meat & Poultry Promotion Coalition, which included
most of the largest meatpackers and poultry companies and the livestock groups closely associated with
the packers (for example, the National Pork Producers Council, which has meatpacker representatives
on its board30), opposed most of the provisions that
would address unfair contracts and marketing arrangements for livestock producers, contending that
they would provide “redundant and unnecessary new
enforcement authorities to USDA.”31 The top 10 meatpacking and poultry interests alone spent an estimated $4.1 million largely opposing these provisions and
other pro-producer measures. (See Table 7.)

Retailers, Restaurants and Food Service: Companies that market food to consumers — supermarkets,
restaurants and food service companies — spent an
estimated $3.2 million lobbying on labeling, food
Food & Water Watch  • www.foodandwaterwatch.org
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Table 8. T
 op 5 Retail and Foodservice
Interests’ 2008 Farm Bill
Lobbying
		
Lobbying Interest
		

Farm Bill
Lobbying
Estimate

National Restaurant Assn.

$493,000

Sodexo/Sodexho Alliance

$472,000

Wal-Mart Stores, Inc.

$440,000

SuperValu Inc.

$367,000

Safeway Inc.

$350,000

safety and nutrition provisions in the 2008 Farm Bill.
(See Table 8.) Wal-Mart, Target and the International
Foodservice Distributers lobbied on the livestock
title, which contained requirements for retailers and
suppliers to provide mandatory country-of-origin
labels on fresh fruits and vegetables and many meat
products.32

Other Advocacy: Other non-profit advocacy groups
spent $4.8 million lobbying on various parts of the
2008 Farm Bill. Labor groups spent $3.1 million lobbying on the Farm Bill. Some labor groups lobbied on
construction labor issues relating to biorefineries and
rural development,33 the meatpacker workers and
federal meat inspectors unions lobbied on the livestock title,34 and some groups lobbied with sportsmen
groups on access to conservation land for hunting
and fishing.35 Another 33 public interest advocacy
groups spent $1.7 million lobbying on issues including country-of-origin labeling, commodity programs,
genetically engineered crops and animal welfare for
livestock. (Food & Water Watch lobbied to promote
the country-of-origin labeling requirements, meat inspection provisions and organic farming provisions.)
Specialty Crops and Organic: Fruit and vegetable
farmers, cooperatives and businesses spent $3.6
million and organic groups spent $269,000 lobbying to get included in the Farm Bill for the first time.
U.S. farm policy had largely ignored these so-called
“specialty” crops even though they generate almost
half of all crop revenue.36 As enacted, the 2008 Farm
Bill directed $402 million to specialty crop grants to
Cultivating Influence: The 2008 Farm Bill Lobbying Frenzy

states in a new horticulture and organic title.37 Additionally, specialty crops benefited from an expanded
fresh fruit and vegetable school snack program in
the nutrition title (estimated funding at $1 billion),
more trade promotion assistance ($59 million), and
directed the USDA to pursue more research priorities
on pests and diseases that affect specialty crops, food
safety, mechanical harvesting and processing, and
crop breeding and genetics.38 Organic farm groups
secured mandatory funding that provided cost-sharing for organic certification and mandatory funding
for organic research.39
The specialty crop industry pushed hard to get
included in the 2008 Farm Bill, ramped up their
Washington political presence, made alliances with
commodity crop subsidy critics and doubled their
campaign contributions.40 Fruit and vegetable farmers and trade associations formed the Specialty Crop
Farm Bill Alliance of more than 120 groups to lobby
on the Farm Bill.41 In 2007, the Western Growers
Association opened its first Washington lobbying office.42 The New York Times reported that the specialty
crop industry “sent nine perky watermelon queens
in white sashes to Capitol Hill to press their case.”43
The final specialty crop provisions demonstrated the
industry’s newfound lobbying prowess. The senior
vice president for public policy at the United Fresh
Produce Association concluded, “Finally we hit the
tipping point in this farm bill.”44

General and Non-Commodity Farm Groups: General farm groups (which do not represent produc11
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The Left-Right Alliance for a Farm Bill “Alternative”
Critics of farm commodity programs from the right
and left united to push for a Farm Bill alternative
that would largely eliminate the farm program
payments. Representatives Ron Kind (D-Wisconsin)
and Jeff Flake (R-Arizona) teamed up on a bill that
would phase out commodity programs, institute
strict payment limits to large farms, apply the commodity program savings to nutrition and conservation programs, and shift the commodity program
toward farmer savings accounts, where farmers
would be encouraged to save their own earnings
to hedge against bad farm seasons.51 This legislation was the primary alternative to the Farm Bill
that passed the House Agriculture Committee.
The Kind-Flake measure was supported by an
unusual mix of conservative and liberal groups as
well as some business interests. The Alliance for
Sensible Agriculture included conservative groups
like the Club for Growth, the Cato Institute, National Taxpayers Union, Citizens Against Government
Waste as well as left-leaning groups like Environmental Defense Fund, Oxfam, Bread for the World
and Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.52 Conservative and taxpayer groups view farm commodity programs as wasteful government spending,
especially payments to the most affluent farmers.53
Environmental groups aimed to reduce funding for
ers of a specific crop or type of livestock) and farm
advocacy organizations that primarily represent
smaller-scale farmers spent $1.8 million lobbying
on the 2008 Farm Bill — 1.0 percent of all Farm Bill
lobbying. These groups lobbied on most Farm Bill issues, from commodity policy to conservation to crop
insurance to the new disaster program to rural development and biofuels. Groups representing smallerscale, beginning and socially disadvantaged farmers
lobbied for funding for new programs and technical
assistance to encourage these farmers to enter new
markets and set aside portions of existing programs,
such as conservation programs, for these farmers.
The American Farm Bureau Federation and some
of its state chapters did the vast bulk of this lobbying, amounting to $1.2 million. The Farm Bureau
is the major representative of the lobby protecting
the industrial agriculture status quo. Forbes ranked
12

commodity programs as a mechanism to reduce
the impact of agrochemical-dependent farming
on the environment and also to shift funding from
farm programs to conservation programs.54
The left-right alliance was joined by two industry
groups, the Grocery Manufacturers Association
and the fruit and vegetable industry.55 GMA (headed by former California House member Cal Dooley)
lobbied aggressively against commodity program
crop safety nets, which can prevent commodity
prices from collapsing, by asserting that the food
manufacturers are on the side of consumers in the
pursuit of cheaper prices.56
The fruit and vegetable industry supported the
reform efforts, in part to increase pressure to
secure the new specialty crop funding in the Farm
Bill.57 Ultimately, the produce industry dropped its
opposition to the commodity program once the
new specialty crop programs were added to the
bill. The president of the Environmental Working
Group felt sandbagged by the produce industry’s
willingness to accept funding in exchange for dropping demands for changes to the commodity title,
saying: “If there is a cheaper date in town, I’d like
to meet them. We would never trust them to work
with again.”58

the Farm Bureau among the most influential lobbying groups in 2007.45 In the spring of 2007, the Farm
Bureau organized a fly-in of about 3,000 members
to lobby members of Congress in Washington.46 The
Farm Bureau president sent a letter to Senate Agriculture Chairman Tom Harkin (D-Iowa) arguing that
“Farm Bureau strongly urges you not to adopt a farm
bill that shifts money from the commodity title to
increase funding for other programs including nutrition, conservation and rural development.”47
Farm Bureau interests are often more in line with
agribusiness than many farmers (and other farm
groups), and its affiliates invest tens of millions
of dollars into corporate agribusiness — Cargill,
ConAgra, Dow Chemical, DuPont, Tyson Foods and
Archer Daniels Midlands.48 For example, the Farm
Bureau opposed country-of-origin labeling before
flip-flopping and supporting COOL in 2008 after the
Food & Water Watch  • www.foodandwaterwatch.org
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Farm Bill passed.49 Farm Bureau affiliates operate or
control insurance companies that sell crop insurance.
In 2008, crop insurers affiliated with the American
Farm Bureau underwrote $300 million in crop insurance; one of the affiliates received $34 million from
the USDA to subsidize crop insurance policies.50

Other Farm Bill Policy
Nutrition Programs: Most Farm Bill funding goes
toward domestic nutrition programs — primarily the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP),
formerly known as the food stamp program. As enacted, two-thirds of Farm Bill funding went to nutrition programs, but by 2012, more people needed the
SNAP safety net and the stimulus bill increased projected funding for nutrition programs to over 80 percent of Farm Bill expenditures.59 Hunger advocates,
municipal governments, public health advocates,
advertisers and other commercial interests spent $9.3
million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill. The nutrition
program includes SNAP, support for emergency food
bank distribution centers, child nutrition policies
(including farm-to-school procurement and healthy
school snack programs) and other programs.
Advocates for low-income nutrition program recipients spent an estimated $3.1 million and municipal
governments advocating for their lower-income
residents spent $1.6 million lobbying to strengthen
the nutrition title. Public health advocates spent $1.9
million lobbying to promote healthier options for
school lunch and other nutrition programs, while
advertising companies and trade associations spent
$830,000 lobbying on the labeling and advertising of
foods under the nutrition title. Other companies that
provide the electronic transaction infrastructure or
services to deliver nutrition program benefits spent
$2.0 million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill.60

Tax and Miscellaneous Business Interests: The firms
that lobbied on tax and miscellaneous commercial
interests (like circuses, prospective USDA contractors, catfish farmers and others) spent an estimated
$10.0 million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill — 5.7
percent of total Farm Bill lobbying. Senate Minority
Leader Mitch McConnell (R-Kentucky) inserted a tax
break for thoroughbred racehorses that was estimated to cost $126 million over a decade — a good lobbyCultivating Influence: The 2008 Farm Bill Lobbying Frenzy

ing investment for the National Thoroughbred Racing
Association and Churchill Downs, which combined
spent an estimated $136,000 lobbying on the 2008
Farm Bill ($126,700 and $9,800, respectively).61
The Farm Bill also contained a special tax break for
the timber giant Weyerhaeuser, reducing its tax burden by $182 million; Food & Water Watch estimated
that Weyerhaeuser spent more than $1.0 million
lobbying on the Farm Bill.62 Other firms lobbied successfully against a proposal to pay for the Farm Bill’s
swelling costs by increasing taxes on foreign companies with U.S. subsidiaries.63 Some firms seeking contracts from the USDA lobbied on the Farm Bill as well.
For example, the information technology firm Unisys
spent an estimated $196,000 lobbying on the 2008
Farm Bill and subsequently won $43 million in USDA
contracts to upgrade computer security, software and
data management services.64
13
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Research: Colleges and universities, scientific research organizations and some research companies
spent almost $6.5 million lobbying on the 2008 Farm
Bill. The Farm Bill directed about $321 million in funding for agricultural research programs — amounting to
about one out of every thousand dollars spent by the
Farm Bill.65 The Farm Bill established a new agency to
coordinate the distribution of research grants,66 which
primarily go to state university agricultural departments. This research historically developed new seeds
and farming techniques to share with farmers, but
over the past few decades, the research has become
intertwined with the interests of agribusiness firms
that also provide grants to state schools.
Rural Development: The Rural Development title
directed an estimated $194 million in spending into
economic and infrastructure investment in rural
areas.67 The companies, governments and interest
groups benefiting from these investments spent $17.3
million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill. The rural development programs support rural utilities (including
water, sewer and rural electrical cooperatives), rural
telecommunications services (especially investing in
rural broadband and tele-medicine), rural housing,
and providing funding and government-backed loans
for rural small businesses.68
A key priority of the rural development title was
expanding broadband Internet access to rural areas.
The telecommunications industry spent an estimated
$9.4 million lobbying to secure the $125 million for
broadband grants, loans and loan guarantees in the
Farm Bill.69 The rural telecommunications firm Open
Range Communications spent an estimated $100,000
lobbying on the Farm Bill, including hiring former
Representative Jon Christensen (R-Nebraska), before
securing a $267 million USDA-backed loan to provide
rural broadband services under a long-term, noncompetitive contract.70 By 2011, Open Range had filed
for bankruptcy still owing the USDA more than $73.5
million dollars.71 Health care interests spent $1.8 million lobbying on the Farm Bill; housing, development
and construction interests spent $1.5 million; and
rural utilities spent $2.4 million.

Commodity Futures Trading Commission: The
Farm Bill reauthorized the Commodities Futures
14

Trading Commission and included provisions to
strengthen the agency’s oversight of the futures
markets, including agricultural futures but also the
financial futures markets. These provisions laid the
groundwork for broader futures and derivatives reforms later incorporated in the Dodd-Frank financial
reform legislation,72 and consequently drew significant attention from the financial sector and large
commodity users (like oil companies and airlines),
which spent an estimated $10.8 million lobbying on
the provisions. The finance, banking and insurance
industry spent $4.1 million and the commodities markets and futures trade associations spent $2.5 million
lobbying on the strengthened regulatory approach in
the Farm Bill. Airlines and transportation firms, which
are extremely vulnerable to speculation-induced
volatility in fuel markets, spent $2.9 million, and other
commodity buyers and sellers (mostly oil companies)
spent $1.4 million lobbying.

Energy: More than 120 energy interests spent $23.0
million lobbying on the Farm Bill energy title as well
as the ethanol tax credit provisions. The Farm Bill
energy title directed $1.9 billion in spending to promote new biofuel technologies, support development
of biorefineries and help farmers build renewable
energy systems for their operations.73 The Farm Bill
also included a 45¢ per gallon tax credit for blending corn ethanol with gasoline and $1.01 per gallon
for cellulosic ethanol.74 Some of the proposed energy
provisions, especially the renewable fuel standard
that required that more energy (for power plants
and vehicles) come from corn ethanol, biodiesel and
other biomass sources, were included in the 2007
energy legislation.75
The fossil fuel industry (including oil, gas and coal
interests) spent $7.1 million lobbying on the 2008
Farm Bill energy title, and the ethanol blenders tax
credit and the corn and cellulosic ethanol industry
spent $5.5 million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill.
The biodiesel industry spent $1.1 million, and other
biomass (mostly wood-based), renewable (mostly
wind), energy conservation and bioproducts firms
spent $1.1 million. Utility companies spent $7.3 million and auto manufacturers spent $1.0 million lobbying on the renewable fuel standards in the Farm Bill.
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Fig. 1: Energy Interest Lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill (millions)

$7.1

$7. 3

$5.5

$1.0

$1.1

$1.1

RFS Vehicle

Biodiesel

Biomass/
Other Renewable/
Conservation

Livestock producer groups and food manufacturers
opposed the ethanol promotion policies because of
the potential impact on commodity and feed prices.76
Farm groups — especially corn and soybean growers
— supported biofuel and ethanol policies as another
way to shore up crop prices.

Trade and Food Aid: The trade provisions of the
2008 Farm Bill include international food aid and
subsidies to promote U.S. agricultural exports. Shipping companies that deliver crops, food and agricultural products overseas (both commercial exports
and food aid deliveries) spent $4.4 million and agricultural exporters spent $691,000 lobbying. International development groups spent $1.1 million lobbying to improve food aid programs.

Conclusion
More than 1,000 groups spent an estimated $173.5
million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill, but the Farm
Bill lobby is far from monolithic. The broad range of
issues, policies and federal funding in the Farm Bill
attracts a comparably diverse array of lobbying interests. Even the food and agriculture interests are not

Cultivating Influence: The 2008 Farm Bill Lobbying Frenzy

Ethanol

Oil, Gas & Coal

Utilities

in universal accord, as farmer interests often diverge
from the companies that buy and process their crops
and livestock.
The 2008 Farm Bill lobbying frenzy exemplifies the
power that special interests have over the legislative
process. The Farm Bill includes a tremendous amount
of federal spending — more than $300 billion over five
years. Some lobbying efforts generated considerable
bang for the buck, with a $1 million dollar lobbying
effort netting a $180 million tax benefit for Weyerhaeuser and other firms securing millions in contracts
or government-backed loans after spending a few
hundred thousand dollars lobbying on the Farm Bill.
The public demand for broad-based reforms to the
food system has been largely stymied by the special
interest lobbying muscle of the agribusiness and food
processing industry, which shores up the status quo.
To overcome the $500,000-a-day lobbying effort
will require the political power created by concerned
citizens joining with like-minded farmers and independent legislators willing to take on the entrenched
power of big agribusiness.
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Methodology: Food & Water Watch examined all of the lobby
disclosure reports from the 110th Congress that included reference to
the 2008 Farm Bill, including the phrase “farm bill” and the bill numbers H.R. 2914 (Food Nutrition & Bioenergy Act) and S. 2302 (Food &
Energy Security Act) (as well as H.R. 6124, the final conference version
signed into law). Food & Water Watch downloaded the complete Lobby Disclosure Act filing data from the Center for Responsive Politics’
OpenData portal, which contained more than 115,000 lobby disclosure
reports for the 110th Congress. Food & Water Watch found 1,029 firms,
trade associations or other groups that registered to lobby on the 2008
Farm Bill with more than 5,200 lobby disclosure report filings. This
is likely an undercount of total lobbying, as it does not include filings
that mentioned Farm Bill programs (like the commodity programs or
nutrition programs) but did not specifically mention “farm bill,” H.R.
2419 or S. 2302. Food & Water Watch relied on the individual lobbyists’ self-disclosure to determine the number of former members of
Congress, former legislative and former executive branch employees;
these individuals are required to disclose if they are a “covered official
position” under the Lobby Disclosure Act.
Food & Water Watch estimated that these groups spent approximately
$173.5 million lobbying on the 2008 Farm Bill (out of a total $1.42
billion total lobbying expenditures) by examining each individual lobbying disclosure report that included the Farm Bill. Federal lobbying
disclosure laws require that lobbyists report lobbying on each federal
issue on a unique page in the report, but not that they specify the
amount of time or money spent on that particular issue. Food & Water
Watch estimated the amount of Farm Bill lobbying by applying the
share of lobbying report pages mentioning the Farm Bill (as a proportion of the total pages in the lobbying report) to the total lobbying
expenditures on reports that included the Farm Bill of each interest
group.
The total lobbying expenditure is taken from the parent company or
interest group filings when the parent’s lobbying filing includes the
Farm Bill; otherwise, the total lobbying expenditures that include the
Farm Bill are the sum of all lobbying reports that include the Farm Bill
on the issue areas. Parent company filings are supposed to encompass
not only the in-house lobbying expenditures but also any lobbying
expenditures by subsidiaries and/or hired lobbying firms. As a hypothetical and fictional example, Omnicorp’s lobby disclosure filings
should include in-house lobbying expenses plus the expenditures by
Omnicorp Subsidiary Corp. and by Fat Cat Consulting, Inc. Food &
Water Watch used the parent company reporting to prevent double
counting both parent company lobbying expenditures and subsidiary
or lobbying firm expenditures. Unfortunately, in some cases, the parent company only reported the firm or interest’s in-house lobbying
expenditures. As a consequence, in some instances, the parent company lobbying disclosure under-reports lobbying expenditures, and
Food & Water Watch’s estimate of Farm Bill lobbying, which multiplies
the share of lobbying issue pages by the total reported lobbying (when
it contains the Farm Bill) by the parent company, is also an underestimation. This estimate is necessarily inexact but approximates the
share of Farm Bill lobbying by multi-interest groups that lobby on a
range of issues beyond food and agriculture.
Each lobbying interest was coded based on lobby disclosure filings,
Congressional testimony, press releases, media accounts, corporate
annual reports and filings and descriptions on the interests’ websites.
Interests were given a single code although they may have multiple
Farm Bill interests based on the documentation of their primary lobbying focus or sectoral interest. In all cases, the codes were based on
the lobby disclosure filing documentation where it was determinative
and descriptive and was supplemented by other documentation for
each lobbying interest.
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