Volume 21 Number 2 Summer 2021

Hunger News & Hope

...a Seeds of Hope publication

Farm Justice, Part 1

What You’ll
Find Inside:

by Katie Cook

2
Maya Farmers Seek Justice
in Belize while Weathering
Climate Change

This issue is the first of a two-part series
about justice issues in farming. All of the
Seeds of Hope content is ultimately about
food security, and farming is the source of
that security. In this issue, Sara Alexander
shares what she learned, from personal interviews, about the frustrations of
Maya farmers in Belize. Dawn Michelle Michals writes about the plight of
migrant farm workers in the US and what some groups are doing to bring
about lasting change. Michael Williamson takes a deep look into the injustice
experienced by Black farmers, particularly in Mississippi.
In “Farm Justice, Part 2,” Linda Freeto will examine urban homesteading
from the 19th century to the present. I will interview Jonathan Grant, executive director of World Hunger Relief, Inc., whose training farm is located in
Lacy Lakeview, TX, about the innovative programs being launched there. The
issue will also include an extensive, annotated resource list and an updated
Hunger Glossary.
Although we are profoundly aware that these stories are just a drop in
the ocean of farm justice issues, we hope you will appreciate them and learn
from them. Years ago, Seeds published what we called the “Breakfast Poster.”
It includes a quote from Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. that says, “Before you
finished eating breakfast this morning, you’ve depended on more than half
the world.” It then lists where many of our “necessities” originate: clothes
from Pakistan, coffee from Honduras, cocoa from Cote d’Ivorie, bananas
from Dominica, tuna from Somalia, sugar from Costa Rica and much more.
Then it briefly describes the arduous lives of the people on whose labor we
depend. May we keep these things in mind while we read.
–Katie Cook is the Seeds of Hope editor.
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Maya Farmers Seek Justice in Belize
while Weathering Climate Change
by Dr. Sara E. Alexander

An 83-year-old farmer, who’s worked his milpa for 47 years in
western Belize, when asked today, “What do you think about this
climate change? Is it really happening?” responded, “All these
folks roun’ here they tell me that this climate change is a comin’,
but ya know what I tell them? I say, it’s a already come! It’s a
starin’ me in the face, every day, every day, man, when I run my
fingers through my dry soil losin’ its strength, when I beg the
ground for my corn to sprout and there’s a nothin’ cuz no rains
a comin’, when finally I have plants and they get burned by the
sun…I say, it’s a here! Ain’t no waitin’ for no climate change…
what I gotta do now? I gotta figure out how to live with that
climate change…that’s a what I gotta do….”
–from a July 15, 2019 interview

O

ver my favorite Belizean breakfast, I’m catching up
with one of my farmer buddies, Julio, who lives in
San Antonio village, in the western interior region of Belize. Julio is echoing the concerns expressed by his father
above. As a smallholder farmer, he is telling me about his
latest frustrations with farming, the challenges he feels are
coming from recent changes in weather patterns and what
the government has and has not done to help him and
other farmers in his village to deal with these hardships.1

“The most successful farmer, given
the deck of cards these Maya farmers
have been dealt, is not the person
“who hits it exactly right all the time
(because this is impossible); it’s the
one who manages the risk.”
–Maya farmer Lloyd Martinez
The most recent long-term policy planning indicates
the government’s emphasis on promoting diversification
for small-scale farmers. Their rationale is that this should
contribute to the sustainability of these farmers, given the
present trends in globalization and trade liberalization.
The products these farmers cultivate “represent niche
markets that largely are not of interest to the big multinationals due to their small size relative to other product
lines.”2 Julio and other small farmers grow staple crops for
both subsistence as well as for local and regional markets,
and they also cultivate vegetables with the intent of selling
regionally in Mexico and Guatemala.
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Julio continues by asking me what he considers to be
critical questions.
Does the government understand how the weather is
changing? Are they aware that farmers must do things
differently if they are going to have good yields? Does
the Ministry of Agriculture have any information they
can share with us to help with these changes? If so, how
exactly should I change what I’m doing with my crops,
and how much is it going to cost? Will the government
help us with technology? Can we get any financial help?
Any subsidies?

A friend of Julio’s, Carlos, joins our conversation.3 He
is exasperated and feels as if he is left with lots of questions and no answers from the government, at least not
yet, which makes him wonder what he should do next.
He talks about the uncertainty he feels and is wondering how much more risk he may have to take to be able to
grow the surplus he used to have in the past. To support his
family, he needs to be able to sell his maize and vegetable
produce in the northern border town, Chetumal, and get
a fair price.
“My bottom line is yield per acre and a fair market
price,” he says. “I have to do good, like I was before the
heat waves, and the changes in when and how much it
rains. Where is the help the government promised over
15 years ago?”
In San Antonio village, farmers have access to relatively
small plots of land—anywhere from 10 to 30 acres on average. Most farmers do not own the land they are cultivating;
they must work the same parcel(s) for 25 to 30 years before
the government will allow them to hold title.4
This arrangement in and of itself creates distrust in the
government for these farmers. They know older relatives
or friends who have never received title to the land they
have farmed, even though they have technically met this
time requirement.
Carlos explains how he suspects the government is
continuing to subsidize the export crops produced for the
international market, which then leaves smallholder farmers like himself out to dry, literally, in the heat waves. Yet
this strategy is ironic, given the government’s publicized
goals of supporting diversification of agricultural production at all levels, in an effort to reduce vulnerability as
weather changes occur and until these changes hopefully
stabilize.5
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Alongside tourism, the agriculture and food sector
serves as the foundation of the Belizean economy and
continues to be the platform propelling local productive
sectors. The country has a reasonable amount of land, just
over 1.998 million acres (38 percent of the total land area)
that is well-suited for agriculture.6
The geographical position, its coasts and its ecosystems
provide numerous and varied microclimates. These reasons
explain the country’s natural wealth, both in species and
ecosystems (agro-biodiversity), which have allowed for the
government to intensify their support for diversification
of agricultural activities over the last several decades.7
Yet a number of weaknesses around agricultural production persist. Most relevant for these Maya farmers, the
limitations include inadequate land and water management systems;8 ineffective transmission of weather forecast
information, and a resulting communication breakdown
between farmers who prefer to rely on experience and
cultural practices dependent on lunar indications versus
scientific, meteorological forecasts.9 Difficulties are also
found in the inadequacies in affordable and accessible
credit and financial resources to support improvements in
their farming systems;10 limited appropriate technologies
to increase production and competitiveness for the market;
poor infrastructure; and limited local and regional market
opportunities.11
Why are there so many weaknesses in the government’s infrastructure around farming when Belize has been
producing several cash crops: bananas, citrus and sugar
cane, along with mahogany and chicle—for decades and
has done so successfully? Let’s take a step up from the
cultivation field.
Development experts put the blame
on the lack of capacity at the country
level. Since independence, countries
such as Belize have almost always
focused their resources and time on
production of cash crops for export, only
to have a viable agricultural sector, but
also to be able to compete on the world
market, generating revenue for debt
payments to the larger international
lending institutions on which they have
come to depend.12
Operating under these pressures,
the smaller scale farmers may be given
lip service but have been put to the wayside with the hope they can provide for
their families on their own and grow a

little more for local markets. With the serious challenges
related to climate change, this system is now falling apart.
Poverty rates are increasing and rural populations are struggling to support themselves through farming. Lip service
must be replaced with legitimate technical and financial
resources.
Faced with variable climatic conditions, imperfect
forecasts, and a lack of confidence in possible new farming
strategies designed to deal with the challenges of changing
weather provided by official sources, Julio and Carlos, and
other farmers like them, continue to depend on each other,
making decisions based on a range of shared indicators,
experience and advice. The most successful farmer, given
the deck of cards these Maya farmers have been dealt, is not
the person “who hits it exactly right all the time (because
this is impossible); it’s the one who manages the risk.”13
Julio explains,
I’m taking more risks than I ever have before. I’m specifically talking about irrigation, which I think can help to
disconnect growing cycles from weather patterns, and
allows me and other growers here to cultivate a number
of crops all at once, such as green peppers and carrots,
etc. To diversify means less vulnerability because if one
crop doesn’t yield much, hopefully, the other ones will.
Then we wouldn’t be dependent on only one crop that
could fail, and then what would we be left with? Nothing.

Yet, to diversify, this transition requires large investments inaccessible to many small-scale growers. “If you
don’t have the means you have to suffer the losses,” Carlos
adds, “or the government has to honor their own policies.”
Please see “Maya Farmers” on page 11.

Right: Sara Alexander interviews a
Maya farmer in the San Antonio
village in western Belize.
Photo courtesy of Sara Alexander.
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Migrant Farm Workers:

America’s Forgotten Work Force
by Dawn Michelle Michals

I

We used to own our slaves. Now we just rent them.
–quote from an American farmer in the 1960s

n November of 1960, the legendary Edward R. Murrow,
with signature cigarette in hand, taught Americans
about the plight of our nation’s migrant farm workers.
CBS News aired the documentary, called Harvest of Shame,
over Thanksgiving weekend. The reason for the timing?
The show’s producer and fellow reporter, David Lowe,
explained in a Time Magazine article a few days later:
We felt that by scheduling the program the day after
Thanksgiving, we could stress the fact that much of the
food cooked for Thanksgiving throughout the country
was picked by migratory workers. We hoped that the
pictures of how these people live and work would shock
the consciousness of the nation.

At the time of the broadcast, 2 to 3 million migrant
workers made the annual trek by bus or cattle-car up the
US Eastern Seaboard. Men, women and children traveled
for days to each farm to live in temporary housing for five
to six weeks before their next move. The travel was hard,
with little or no food and few bathroom breaks.
The work at the farms was backbreaking. With absolutely no shelter from the elements, migrant workers
picked everything from tomatoes in Florida to strawber-

ries in Indiana, in fields and orchards with no bathroom
facilities—especially for women—little food, and usually
no access to clean drinking water.
The documentary continues, relating the regulations
that existed for cattle (they received breaks on the way to
the slaughterhouses) and for refrigeration of fruits and
vegetables, but at the time of the broadcast, there were
absolutely no regulations and safeguards for this easily
hidden portion of our population.
The faces of migrant workers have changed over the
last 60 years, but the numbers have stayed the same. Originally consisting of poor white and Black Americans, this
has changed to a new workforce primarily of poor Latinx
people with around 74 percent originating from Mexico
and 22 percent from the US. The remaining are from Central America. Estimates show that, at present, more than
3 million people work each day in this role in our farming
industry.
In Harvest of Shame: Revisited, which aired in 2010, CBS
News Chief National Correspondent Byron Pitts said,
“While the work’s the same, wages have improved.”
At the time of the “revisited” segment, Pitts interviewed
62-year-old Juan Lopez, a migrant farm worker living in a
rented trailer with his wife and five children.
At a pre-dawn interview as he readied for
work, Lopez shared that he earned $7,800 for
the entire year.
In 1960, the average yearly income was
$900, which equaled $6,650 in 2010.
$6,650 versus $7,800? That doesn’t look like
much improvement.
The Department of Labor shows that, in
2010, migrant workers made, on average,
$10,000 to $12,500 per year, with no mandated
benefits such as sick pay, overtime pay or
health insurance.

Coalition of Immokalee Workers organizers hold a
demonstration in Chicago for the Fair Food Program.
Photo by Jason Alegria.
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Enter the Coalition of Immokalee Workers

S

Women in the Fields

“I

hade in the fields, a strict code of conduct and (hope’m the first generation in my family that didn’t have to
fully) increased wages. These seem simple enough, but
work in the fields to make a living,” Monica Ramirez
for the Coalition of Immokalee Workers (CIW), it is a daily told Inequality.org. “So I was raised to be part of this movebattle. Lucas Benitez, one of the cofounders of CIW, spoke ment and fight on behalf of my community.”
at a Bread for the World anti-hunger webinar in March.
Monica is the executive director of Justice for Migrant
He said, “We’re ensuring that farm workers that work Women, an organization birthed from the first legal project
in the tomato industry are treated fairly with dignity and in the United States dedicated to addressing gender diswith respect.”
crimination against our country’s most vulnerable labor
The group’s biggest achievement is the establishment force: migrant women.
of its Fair Food Program, which established partnerships
One in four farmworkers in America is female, and
with wealthy food corporations that benefit the most from each woman makes roughly $5,000 less annually compared
the exploitation of farm workers. Not only are the farmers to her male counterpart. In fact, farm owners will legally
themselves responsible for these practices; so are the com- hire the husband in the family, while paying the wife and
panies who purchase the products. CIW is the first group children off the books. This results in women becoming
to establish legally binding agreements with major food powerless to leave abusive relationships, as well as not
corporations—including Taco Bell, Burger King and other having legal ways to prove they are working in the US.
fast-food giants—to hold them accountable and socially
In addition, women experience sexual harassment
responsible for the working conditions within their supply and sexual violence in the fields at an alarming rate. Acchains, not just the workers directly hired by them.
cording to the Community Alliance for Global Justice, 90
CIW and its Fair Food Program’s WorkerPlease see “Migrant Workers” on page 6.
driven Social Responsibility (WSR) model is
considered the gold standard in proven initiatives
A Day in the Life of a Florida Tomato
achieving positive results. Their extensive work
to end worker mistreatment, harassment and
Picker
enslavement brought them several awards. One
4:30 am: Wake up. Prepare lunch in your trailer.
is the Global Citizen Award given by the Clinton
Global Initiative, in recognition of the Fair Food
5:00 am: Walk to the parking lot or pick-up site to begin lookProgram as “a breakthrough, worker-driven
ing for work.
approach to verifiable corporate accountability
6:30 am: With luck, a contractor will choose you to work for
recognized by the United Nations and the White
him for the day. The job may be 10 miles to 100 miles away.
House for its unique effectiveness.”
Board the contractor’s converted school bus to go to the fields.
In 2015, the group received the Presidential
7:30 am: Arrive at fields and begin weeding or simply waiting
Medal for Extraordinary Efforts to Combat Huwhile the dew evaporates from the tomatoes. You are usually
man Trafficking in Persons, for “empowering
not paid for this time.
agricultural workers and leveraging market
forces and consumer awareness to promote
9:00 am: Begin picking tomatoes—filling buckets, hoisting them
supply-chain transparency and eradicate modern
on your shoulder, running them 100 feet or more to the truck
slavery on participating farms.”
and throwing the bucket up into the truck‚—all for a token
Now, CIW has a partnership with 90 percent
worth, on average, 50 cents. Work fast because you must pick
of Florida’s tomato industry and is sought after
nearly 2.5 tons of tomatoes in order to earn minimum wage
for its advice on how other industries can impletoday. This may or may not be possible depending on the time
ment its change model. In fact, in May 2021, CIW
of year and quantity of tomatoes on the plants.
partnered with the Hollywood Commission to
12:00 pm: Eat lunch as fast as you can, often with your hands
address sexual harassment, violence and assault
soaked in pesticides. Return to work under the smoldering
in the US film and entertainment industry. Anita
Florida sun.
Hill, Chair of the Hollywood Commission, stated,
5:00 pm (sometimes much later, depending on the season):
“There are myriad lessons for Hollywood to
Board bus to return to Immokalee.
glean from the approach, execution and success
of CIW and the Fair Food Program in eradicating
Between 5:30 and 8:00 pm: Arrive in Immokalee and walk home.
sexual harassment from an industry devoid of
–from “12 Facts & Figures,” Coalition of Immokalee Workers (ciwaccountability and rife with abuse….”
online.org)
CIW’s work is changing lives in many fields.
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Migrant Workers,
continued from page 5

percent of farmworker women interviewed in California
said that sexual harassment is a major workplace problem.
Studies also show that farmworker women “have been
forced to trade sex in order to get or keep jobs or put up
with a constant barrage of grabbing or touching by their
supervisors.”
Furthermore, due to undocumented statuses, female
farmworkers rarely come forward to seek justice in fear of
the consequences for their families. Women in the fields
use oversized shirts, bandanas and hats as ways to conceal
their sexuality. The Justice for Migrant Women’s Bandana
Project raises awareness of workplace sexual violence.
At awareness events all over the country, participants
decorate white bandanas with “words of encouragement,
motivating statements and inspirational pictures and art
as an act of solidarity for our sisters in the fields.” These
bandanas are then hung on public display in support for
farmworker women and to show a commitment to ending
this widespread problem.
“In order to change things for the most marginalized,
everyday people who have never worked a day in the fields
will need to link arms and call for change alongside migrant
women. And that can’t happen if people don’t have a clear
picture of these women’s reality,” Monica Ramirez says.

in several lawsuit cases, laborers worked surrounded by
armed guards, were threatened and were forced to work
for zero pay until housing or food debts were paid off.
CIW’s Anti-slavery Program is a driving force across the
southeastern US in the discovery and prosecution of numerous multi-state, multi-worker farm slavery operations.
Since the program began, 1,200 workers who were held
against their will by labor bosses are now free. How many
more are still in need of our help?
The National Farm Worker Ministry began its work in
1920 with a focus of bringing to light the realities of our
nation’s most marginalized citizens. Its website states:
Until we have an agricultural industry and government
policies that encourage human rights over profits, we
must continue the fight against slavery that began 400
years ago until slavery itself is truly abolished.

Be the Change You Wish to See in the World.

No, Mahatma Ghandi didn’t say it, although he does receive credit. (He did say something similar, however). We
need to make a change. We must keep our eyes open to
the atrocities happening to our friends and neighbors. We
must be a voice to the voiceless. Together we can make a
change in America—what Edward R. Murrow called, in
1960, “The best-fed nation on earth.”
Psalm 31: 8-9 says:

Modern Day Slavery

Y

es. Slavery still exists in the US, and it’s most evident
among our migrant farmworker populations. Farm
workers report having their legal documents stripped
from them to prevent them from leaving. As described

Speak out on behalf of the voiceless,
and for the rights of all who are vulnerable.
Speak out in order to judge with righteousness
and to defend the needy and the poor. (CEB)

–Dawn Michelle Michals is a freelance writer and social media
specialist living in Waco, TX. She is the Seeds of Hope Social
Media editor and an award-winning reporter for Hunger News
& Hope. HNH readers will have seen some of her previous work under the name Chelle Samaniego. Please visit
www.dawnmichellemichals.com for more information.
A Road Forward
Resources: “Farmworker Sexual Violence Facts,” Community Alliance for Global Justice (cagj.org); Harvest of
he fields have changed. Now we have better wages
Shame, documentary (1960), CBS (available on YouTube);
and better treatment for everyone. Before, there was
Harvest of Shame: Revisited documentary (2010), CBS
nothing like that. Before, I would be working under the
(available on YouTube); Coalition of Immokalee Worksun, working hard, and I would want to stop for water.
ers, Justice for Migrant Women, National Farm Worker
The boss would stop me, and I would say, I need water.
Ministry.
He would say, there’s the ditch over there, it’s got some

T

water. There were no water bottles. We were exhausted, we
needed water. There were no toilets. Before, if you spoke
out, you would be fired. Tomorrow, don’t come, there’s no
work for you. But now that we are united, we have strength.
We are taking steps forward, and we cannot go back. We
have to go forward. We are building a road forward, and
we will never go back.”
–Don Jose, Florida farmworker, from the Fair Food Program
2018 Report (fairfoodprogram.org)
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Author’s note: To learn more, share your support and
to “speak out on behalf of the voiceless,” please visit the
following websites: Justice for Migrant Women (www.
justice4women.org), Coalition of Immokalee Workers
(www.ciw-online.org), National Farm Worker Ministry
(www.nfwm.org), the Coalition of Immokalee Worker’s
Boycott Wendy’s Campaign (www.boycott-wendys.org).
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How White Government & Wall Street
Have Stolen Land and Freedom from
Black Farmers in the Mississippi Delta
by Rev. Michael Williamson

hen I drive through Route 61 in the Mississippi Delta,
I am reminded of Mississippi Blues artists like Robert
Johnson, Muddy Waters and Son House.
In the context of the history of Black farmers in the region, my association seems appropriate. So much injustice
has occurred and only the powerful artistry of the “blues”
can begin to express the pain.
Much of the scenery appears exactly as it was a century
ago. Plantations. Shotgun-style houses. The countryside

Some 98 percent of Black agricultural
landowners in the Mississippi Delta have
been dispossessed in the last century.
from Memphis to Vicksburg is unchanged by the modern
world. Fields stretch as far as the eyes can see. The hands
that dig into black Delta dirt belong to African Americans.
They are the descendants of slaves and chose to stay here,
caring for the same crops grown by their ancestors.
Beneath the surface, however, huge
transitions have occurred. Most of these
changes have severely harmed Black Mississippians.
The reign of King Cotton is over. Soybeans are the dominant crop.
Industrialization has taken over farms.
The plants are bio-engineered and cropdusting drones are ubiquitous.
Small farmers have been mostly
pushed out by Wall Street investors who
have bought hundreds of thousands of
acres of premium land.
As a result, Black farmers have suffered. Some 98 percent of Black agricultural landowners in the Mississippi Delta
have been dispossessed in the last century.
Most of the losses having taken place
since 1950. White farmers (of whom 66
percent were pushed out over the same
time period) have also suffered.1
Statistics reveal a story of racial inequality.
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In Washington County, MS, Black people make up
72 percent of the population but own only 11 percent of
the farmland. In Tunica County, Black people make up 77
percent of the population but own only 6 percent of the
farmland. In Holmes County, the third Blackest county
in the nation (on which I have focused in past writings
regarding the impact of COVID-19), Black people make
up about 80 percent of the population but own only 19
percent of the farmland.2
The history of injustice runs long. The European settlers forcefully took the land from Native Americans.
Later, enslaved Africans cleared the land, watered it, and
did the back-breaking work of agricultural development.
After Emancipation, these African Americans would come
to own a portion of the land. Later, through a variety of
means, white people reacquired the land. As the white
farms grew in size, they attracted the interest of Wall Street’s
high-powered investors.
Obviously, small farms across the United States have
undergone dramatic change due to the winds of economic
Please see “Black Farmers” on page 8.

iStock: pixdeluxe
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Black Farmers,
continued from page 7

forces. Yet, the particular plight of Black landowners in the
Mississippi Delta is unique in its combination of economic,
sociopolitical and outright racist origins.
Black farmers in the Mississippi Delta have lost 12 million acres over the past century. The losses have accelerated
since 1950 due to governmental policies.3
In Requiem for a Nun4, William Faulkner writes, “In
Mississippi, the past is never dead. It’s not even past.”
The truth of this statement is evident in the battle over
land. Land has served as a centerpiece of Mississippi’s
racial battles.
During Reconstruction, white planters killed any
promise of land or protection from the Freedmen’s Bureau. This power play forced masses of Black laborers into
sharecropping. However, one circumstance helped African
Americans: their disproportionate share of the population.
The sheer size of the Black population meant that thousands of African Americans were able to acquire land in the
decades following the Civil War. Black people comprised
a majority of the population in Mississippi until the 1930s,
once the “Great Migration” to urban centers in the North
was in full swing.5
From these acquisitions came some interesting ideas.
For example, all-Black utopian agrarian experiments were
conducted. One of the best known was Mound Bayou, in
Bolivar County.6
According to data supplied by the US Department of
Agriculture, 25,000 Black farm operators existed in 1910.
Black farmland in Mississippi totaled 2.2 million acres in
1910—some 14 percent of all Black-owned agricultural
land in the country, and the most of any state.3
Yet, this growth would not last.
From the beginning, the situation was unstable. Black
landowners encountered legal obstacles that made passing
title to future generations difficult. Many farmers had to
borrow against expected harvests to pay for equipment,
supplies and the rent or mortgage on their land. As whites
controlled local, state and national governments, policies
were manipulated to make it very difficult to repay these
loans. Gradually, most Black farmers lost their land.7
As a result of losses of land and the ongoing structural
racism in the Jim Crow South, many Black Americans (including those in the Mississippi Delta) began to migrate to
the northern cities of Chicago and Detroit. It is estimated
that the African American population of Detroit alone increased by 2,000 percent in just the 20-year period between
1910 and 1930.8
World War II transformed America in many ways. It
certainly gave a generation of southern Black men a taste
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of what could be. That generation included Medgar Evers,
a future civil-rights martyr, assassinated while leading the
Mississippi National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP). Evers served in a segregated
transportation company in Europe during the war. Other
Black men took positions of leadership and great responsibility in the war and gained confidence.
After the war, these men rebelled under a system that
forced them to relearn how to bow and scrape, as if the war
had never happened. They knew that they could do more
than US society was allowing. After risking their lives for
the United States, they had to return to a Jim Crow Delta
which hated them.

Obviously, small farms across the United
States have undergone dramatic change
due to the winds of economic forces. Yet,
the particular plight of Black landowners
in the Mississippi Delta is unique in its
combination of economic, sociopolitical
and outright racist origins.
By the 1950s, Black landowners were rapidly losing
ownership of farms in the Mississippi Delta. Then half a
million Black-owned farms across the country failed in the
25 years after 1950. Black-owned cotton farms in the South
almost completely disappeared, diminishing from 87,000
to just over 3,000 in the 1960s alone.9
According to the Census of Agriculture, the racial disparity in farm acreage increased in Mississippi from 1950
to 1964, when Black farmers lost almost 800,000 acres of
land. These land losses translated into poverty for millions
of African Americans.
Tragically, US federal policy created and sustained
this horror. The systemic nature of the land robbery made
escape from its effects nearly impossible.
President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal for agriculture turned out to be a very raw deal for Black farmers.
The establishment of the Farm Security Administration
(FSA) in 1937 changed the dynamics. White administrators
denied loans to Black farmers. After Roosevelt’s death in
1945, things got even worse. Congress replaced the FSA
with the Farmers Home Administration, or FmHA. The
FmHA created the loan-and-subsidy structure that undergirds American agriculture today.10
In 1961, President John F. Kennedy’s administration
created the Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation
Service, or ASCS, a complementary program to the FmHA
that also provided loans to farmers. The members of committees doling out money and credit were elected locally,
during a time when Black people were prohibited from
voting by means of poll taxes and other methods.
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In the late 1970s, things got even worse for African
American farmers in the Mississippi Delta. Plummeting
commodity prices forced highly leveraged farmers to seek
loans wherever they could find them. Combined with
inflation, these high prices resulted in a farm credit crisis.
Yet federal help was not available for most Black farmers.
According to a 2005 article in The Nation, “In 1984 and 1985,
at the height of the farm crisis, the USDA lent a total of
$1.3 billion to nearly 16,000 farmers to help them maintain
their land. Only 209 of those farmers were Black.”14
Unlike most Black farmers, many white farmers in the
Mississippi Delta found a new gig.
Simultaneously, the FmHA advised white farmers to
raise catfish. Commercial catfish farming was a relatively
new industry (catfish were no longer viewed as dirty
“bottom dwellers” thanks to more hygienic catfish farm
ponds). The catfish industry had found a home in the Delta
as prices for row crops crashed and new legislation gave
the USDA power and incentive to build up domestic fish
farming.15
The federal government poured millions of dollars into
the catfish boom by way of FmHA loans—many of which
were seized on by the largest white landowners—and kept
those white landowners solvent. Mississippi became the
catfish capital of the world in the 1970s. But the FmHA did
not seem to reach out to any Black farmers who might have
wanted to get into catfish.
In modern times, few children of aging white landowners want to continue farming. Therefore, more land
has wound up in the hands of trusts and investors. Over
Please see “Black Farmers” on page 10.

iStock: JackF

Through these programs, and through massive crop
and surplus purchasing, the USDA gained control of most
of the farm economy in places like the Delta. Land-grant
universities pumped out both farm operators and the USDA
agents who connected those operators to federal money.
Large plantations ballooned into even larger industrial crop
factories as small farms collapsed. The mega-farms held
sway over agricultural policy, resulting in more money,
at better interest rates, for the plantations themselves. At
every level, the leaders were white.11
Major audits and investigations of the USDA have
found that illegal pressures levied through its loan programs created massive transfers of wealth from Black to
white farmers, especially in the period just after the 1950s.
In 1965, the United States Commission on Civil Rights
uncovered blatant and dramatic racial differences in the
level of federal investment in farmers.
The commission found that in a sample of counties
across the South, the FmHA provided much larger loans
for small and medium-size white-owned farms, relative
to net worth, than it did for similarly sized Black-owned
farms.
Discriminatory loan servicing and loan denial by
white-controlled FmHA and ASCS committees forced Black
farmers into foreclosure, after which their property could
be purchased by wealthy landowners, almost all of whom
were white. Discrimination by private lenders had the same
result. Many Black farmers who escaped foreclosure were
defrauded by white tax assessors who set assessments too
high, leading to unaffordable tax obligations.
The inevitable result: tax sales, where, again, the land
was purchased by wealthy white people. Black
people’s lack of access to legal services complicated inheritances and put family claims to
title in jeopardy. Lynchings, police brutality
and other forms of intimidation were sometimes used to dispossess Black farmers, and
even when land wasn’t a motivation for such
actions, much of the violence left land without
an owner.12
The government-supported theft of Blackowned farmland by whites had severe consequences.
The Black population in Mississippi declined by almost one-fifth from 1950 to 1970
(the movement to urban north areas like
Detroit and Chicago for factory jobs), as the
white population increased by the exact same
percentage.13 Farmers slipped away one by
one into the night. By the time Black people
truly gained the ballot in Mississippi, they
were a clear minority, held in thrall to a white
conservative supermajority.
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Black Farmers,
continued from page 9

the past 20 years, the real power brokers in the Delta are
venture capitalists, hedge-fund managers and agribusiness
consultants.
One new addition to the mix is pension funds. Previously, farmland had never been a choice asset class for
large-scale investing. But commodity prices increased,
and land values rose. In 2008, a weakened dollar forced
major funds to broaden their search for hedges against
inflation. In the ensuing decade and a half, many pension
funds have gotten involved. Controversy over acquisition
practices has resulted.16
Wall Street investors have found a lucrative new asset
class whose origins lie in part in mass dispossession. We
know that the vast majority of Black farmland in the Mississippi Delta is no longer in Black hands.
So, where do we go from here? One attempt at reparation has been made through the courts.
In the Pigford v. Glickman lawsuit of 1997, thousands of
Black farmers and their families won settlements against
the USDA for discrimination that had occurred between
1981 and the end of 1996. The payments reached a total of
$2 billion.
Of course, those payments only address wrongdoing
committed over a 15-year period. What about the losses
incurred by African American farmers over the preceding
century?
First, we can imagine what could have been. The majority of the Mississippi population was Black before the
Great Migration. Many of the African Americans who left
Mississippi for Detroit, Chicago and—to a lesser extent,
Los Angeles and Oakland—departed because their land
was essentially stolen.
If Mississippi had remained majority Black because the
Black landowners had not been robbed, the Civil Rights
Movement might have unlocked great political power for
African Americans. This increased political power might
have resulted in more African American members of the
US Congress and more representation in the Mississippi
legislature as well.
Next, reparations focused on land and land ownership
might be good. The original promise of reparations was a
land grant: 40 acres and a mule. Land ownership provides
not just monetary value, but also a sense of place. A feeling of belonging. For American Blacks—who have been
forcefully taken from their homes in West Africa, enslaved,
brutalized, robbed, stabbed and raped over the past four
centuries—the importance of such a feeling cannot be
overestimated.
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One of the first things I noticed when I moved to Mississippi in 2000 was the common usage of the word “stay”
among African Americans. More specifically, I overheard
them ask me (and each other), “Where do you stay?” In
my experience among white Americans in other states, I
had never heard this question. I was used to “Where do
you LIVE?” The use of the word “stay” not only implied a
lack of economic stability which required frequent moving
and the payment of rent (not a mortgage toward ownership). It also suggested a feeling of not living, of not fully
belonging. A forced transient nature.
In conclusion, I assert that the history of the Mississippi
Delta requires that any conversation about reparations must
consider the land. The land which was taken. The land
which has called more than a million African Americans
from urban cities in the North and West back to the Deep
South since the 1970s.
–Michael Williamson, an ordained minister and hospital chaplain,
is a former Seeds intern and wrote, for Seeds, A Guide to World
Hunger Organizations, Volume II (Jones Press, 1994). He has
served in cross-cultural urban ministry with Latino immigrants
in Los Angeles, a cross-cultural mission in the Mississippi Delta,
and economic development/public health mission projects in the
Balkans and Mexico. He lives in Clinton, MS, with his wife
Amy (also a former Seeds intern) and their daughter Rosemary.
Author’s note: The USDA announced at press time that a provision of the recently approved COVID-19 relief bill that was
introduced by US Sen. Raphael Warnock of Georgia provides
billions of dollars in debt relief for the nation’s Black farmers.
(See “INSTITUTE INDEX: Debt relief is on the way for Black
Farmers,” Facing South, June 3, 2021.)
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Regardless of the government’s incentive to work on
infrastructure and to provide resources for the agricultural
experiment station, Central Farm, to develop integrated
systems that promote diversification, regardless of its
incentive to explore various means to more effectively
communicate with farmers,14 their capacity remains weak.
This is because of the persistent struggles the sector
has experienced to secure resources, since the government
is prioritizing agribusiness export crop cultivation along
with the expansion of the tourism industry.
Where does this leave Julio and his farmer compadres?
He concludes our conversation explaining to me how they
are forming farmer cooperatives that have enabled them to
secure enough credit and financial means to invest in drip
irrigation and greenhouses that protect those vegetables
that need it. They are doing this in San Antonio with some
success. The challenges, however, of having greenhouses
that can withstand hurricane force winds refuses to go
away, and it will persist until the government decides to
stand behind its own agricultural development policies
and support these farmers who are making important
contributions to the economy. Julio and Carlos are worthy
of investment in more appropriate technologies that will
ultimately provide themselves and other Maya farmers
with viable livelihood security.
–Sara Alexander is a professor in the Department of Anthropology at Baylor University and a consultant with TANGO
International (an NGO that provides technical assistance). As
a social anthropologist, she has worked in Central America,
West and East Africa, and Appalachia. Her research focuses
on developing countries in such matters as livelihood security
and vulnerability, food security, ecotourism, natural resource
management, the human dimensions of climate change and the
HIV/AIDS pandemic. She is also a member of the Seeds Council
of Stewards.
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Right: A Maya farmer shows off his irrigated crop rows.
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e are all complicit,
and farmer-bashing is not going to help.
We need farmers, more
than any other profession. If lawyers, politicians, bankers, university
academics or salesmen
were to somehow disappear tomorrow, I think
the world would muddle
through pretty well.
Some things might even
get better. But if farmers
were to vanish, most of
us would be dead within
a year.
–Dave Goulson, The
Garden Jungle
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It’s ironic that those who till the soil, cultivate and harvest the fruits, vegetables, and other foods that fill your tables with abundance have nothing
left for themselves.
–Cesar Chavez, iconic labor leader and co-founder of the National Farm
Workers Association
If you who own the things people must have could understand this, you
might preserve yourself. If you could separate causes from results, if you
could know Paine, Marx, Jefferson, Lenin, were results, not causes, you
might survive. But that you cannot know. For the quality of owning freezes
you forever into “I,” and cuts you off forever from the “we.”
-John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath
I am trying here to say something about the despised, the defeated, the
alienated. About death and disaster, about the wounded, the crippled, the
helpless, the rootless, the dislocated. About finality. About the last ditch.
–Dorothea Lange, best known for photographs of migrant workers during
the Great Depression
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