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Toward Healthy Food and Farms

legislation that includes subsidies for 
various crops and farming practices, 
low-income food programs, incentives 
for farmers to protect and conserve their 
soil and water, investments in agricul-
tural research, and more. The Farm Bill 
offers a unique opportunity to change 
what the nation’s farmers grow—and 
how they grow it—for years to come.

The Problem of  
Industrial Agriculture
In today’s food system, short-term pro-
ductivity and big corporate profits win 
out over our health and environment. 
Decades of shortsighted farm bills 
have led to an agriculture designed to 
produce massive quantities of a few 
crops. In 2010, the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture (USDA) paid out more 
than $5 billion in subsidies for just two 
processed-food and animal-feed crops: 
corn and soybeans.1

And while the USDA urges 
Americans to eat more fruits and veg-
etables, farmers receive few incentives 
to grow them. Subsidies for all fruits 

H o w  S c i e n c e - B a s e d  P o l i c i e s  C a n  T r a n s f o r m  A g r i c u lt u r e

Ever wonder why it costs less to 
fill up your grocery cart with 
corn chips and sugary drinks 

than carrots and squash? In large 
part, it’s because government policies 
make the wrong foods cheaper and 
more abundant by providing billions 
of dollars in subsidies for processed 
food ingredients like corn syrup. These 
ill-conceived subsidies give processed 
foods an unfair advantage over fruits, 
vegetables, pasture-raised meats, and 
other healthy foods.

And the same thing is happening 
with farming practices: federal policies 
subsidize agricultural operations that 
use millions of tons of toxic chemicals, 
damaging the soil, water, and air—
along with our health in the process. 
Precious taxpayer dollars also fund 
research that maintains and expands 
this industrial system.

Instead of subsidizing processed 
food and pollution, we need to support 
healthy food and farms, and that will 
require forward-thinking farm and food 
policies. Every five years or so, Congress 
renews what is commonly referred to 
as the Farm Bill, a package of federal 
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U.S. federal subsidies to corn and soybean growers—both direct payments and subsidized crop 
insurance premiums—account for more than 10 times the subsidies to all fruit and vegetable 
growers combined. Sources: Federal Crop Insurance Corporation 2012; Environmental Working Group 2011.

It’s time to change federal 
subsidies that favor 
processed foods and industrial 
farming practices.
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and vegetables amount to only about 
7 percent of what corn and soy receive 
(see the figure on p. 1).2 Nutritious, 
environmentally friendly pasture-raised 
meats—which, unlike meats produced 
in highly polluting CAFOs (confined 
animal feeding operations), do not rely 
on subsidized feed crops—get almost 
no support.

Large-scale, chemical-intensive 
methods of food production dam-
age the natural resources on which 
we depend. According to the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, 
agriculture is the leading source of wa-
ter pollution in the nation’s rivers and 
streams, and a major contributor to the 
contamination of lakes, reservoirs, and 

groundwater supplies.3 The industry’s 
practices poison fish and shellfish; 
expose farm workers, consumers, and 
wildlife to toxic pesticides; and degrade 

Our industrialized, highly processed 
food system also drains the nation’s 
energy resources, accounting for nearly 
16 percent of all the energy used in the 
United States.4

Today’s farm and food policy incen-
tives are skewed toward this harmful 
industrial model, but they don’t have 
to be. We can—and must—transition to 
a system that helps farmers profit by pro-
ducing affordable, nutritious foods while 
minimizing energy use and pollution.

Imagine an agricultural landscape  made up of 

farms of all types and sizes, producing a diverse array of livestock 

and crops—fruits and vegetables as well as grains. Farmers employ 

sophisticated, modern methods that require few chemical inputs 

and minimize pollution. The soil is rich, streams and rivers run 

clean, and fish, birds, bees, and other beneficial organisms abound.

Farming and food production provide employment for vibrant lo-

cal communities, and farmers markets serve as gathering places for 

neighbors and as magnets for other businesses. Most importantly, 

everyone has access to abundant, fresh, nutritious, unprocessed, 

and affordable foods produced nearby, which benefits public health 

and lessens the food system’s energy use and impact on our climate.

Today, more and more consumers are demonstrating (through 

their food purchases) that they want a food system resembling 

this ideal vision. Organic food sales, for example, are growing at 

nearly eight times the rate of the U.S. food market overall, and 

now total almost $29 billion annually.5 The number of farmers 

markets nationwide has more than doubled since 2002,6 and the 

USDA recently calculated that locally grown and sold foods are a 

nearly $5 billion-a-year boon to local economies.7 Our own eco-

nomic analysis has shown that even modest investments in local, 

sustainable agriculture can create thousands of jobs and support 

local economic development.8

To achieve our ultimate vision of a healthy, prosperous food 

and farm system, we must begin shifting existing farm subsidies 

from processed foods and industrialized agriculture to healthy 

food and farming practices.

Wh  a t  a  H e a l th  y — a n d  P r o sp  e r o u s — F o o d  a n d  F a r m  S y st  e m  L o o k s  L i k e
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The Science of 
Sustainable Agriculture
The Union of Concerned Scientists 
(UCS) has a science-based vision for 
the U.S. farming and food system in 
which farms are not factories, and do 
not rely heavily on fossil fuels, harm-
ful pesticides, and synthetic fertilizers 
to produce huge quantities of just a 
few crops. Instead, farmers and policy 
makers aim to produce a wide vari-
ety of nutritious foods while taking 
the long-term environmental and 
health impacts of production methods 
into account.

This vision of a truly sustainable 
agriculture employs the science of 
agroecology, which utilizes knowledge 
from the biological sciences and views 
farms as ecosystems that comprise 
interacting elements including soil, 
plants, insects, water, and animals. 
Each element in this system can be 
modified to solve problems, maximize 
yields, and conserve resources.

Farms managed using agroeco-
logical principles may use a variety of 
sophisticated practices including:
•	 Longer crop rotations and a wider 

variety of crops, which help main-
tain soil fertility and keep pest 
populations down so farmers need 
fewer pesticides;

•	 Raising crops and livestock in close 
proximity, which supplies feed (for-
age crops as well as grains) for the 
animals and nutrients (in the form 
of manure) for the soil, maintaining 
productivity while reducing waste, 
pollution, and transportation costs;

•	 Cover cropping, in which an 
off-season crop helps protect soil 
from erosion and reduces the need 
for added fertilizer, minimizing 
pollution.

Organic agriculture in particular bor-
rows heavily from the agroecological 
approach. In place of chemical pesti-
cides and fertilizers, certified organic 
farmers must rely on healthier soil and 
more-diverse ecosystems to produce 
safe, abundant food. These methods 
have been refined through scientific 
investigation of the interactions within 
ecosystems, and sometimes use cutting-
edge technologies to achieve results.

Agricultural researchers have indi-
cated that organic and agroecological 
systems can meet the world’s food 
needs while protecting and enhancing 
the environment. But according to a 
three-year global assessment involving 
hundreds of experts, this will entail a 
radical transformation of existing food 
and farming systems.9 A 2010 United 
Nations report urges all countries to 
quickly expand the scale of sustainable 
farming systems.10

Policies for Real Food 
and Healthy Farms
The U.S. food and farm landscape will 
not be transformed overnight. But we 
can take significant steps forward by 
adopting and expanding innovative 
policies grounded in the latest science 
and economics. 

In particular, UCS supports farm 
policies that will:

Expand the production and acces-
sibility of healthy food. Appropriate 
tools include:
•	 Increased investment in local and 

regional food systems—includ-
ing farmers markets, community-
supported agriculture (CSA) 
arrangements, and food hubs—that 
will increase access for consumers 
across all income levels;

•	 New incentives for farmers to pro-
duce more organic, sustainable, and 
healthy food, especially fruits and 
vegetables; and

•	 A “safety net” of credit and risk 
management tools to support 
farmers who adopt sustainable and 
diversified practices.

In this field, soybeans are growing up through the stubble of a rye cover crop. Cover crops 
like this one protect and improve the soil, suppress weeds, and capture excess fertilizer, 
reducing pollution. 

The Farm Bill offers a 
unique chance to change 
what the nation’s farmers 
grow—and how they 
grow it—for years to come.
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diversified food production, and 
ease farmers’ transitions to them;

•	 Foster the expansion of local and 
regional food systems, and better 
document their economic benefits;

•	 Increase the diversity of our agri-
culture system and promote resil-
ience in the face of environmental 
challenges, through public crop and 
livestock breeding programs and 
other efforts.

You and UCS: Partners 
for a Healthy Future
Now is the time for new policies that 
will level the playing field for sustainable 
farms and produce better, healthier food 
for consumers. The Union of Concerned 
Scientists is working to bring the best 
scientific and economic analysis to bear 
on these important policy debates, 
and you can help. Join our campaign 
and help us transform U.S. agricultural 
policy in ways that will ensure the 
growth and success of sustainable, 
healthy, economically robust farms.
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The Union of Concerned Scientists is the leading science-based nonprofit working for a healthy environment and a safer world.

Increase farmers’ adoption of 
sustainable agriculture and 
conservation practices that protect 
soil, water, human health, and 
ecosystems. This can be done 
through:
•	 Greater financial incentives for 

farmers who implement conserva-
tion measures and adopt science-
based sustainable, organic, and 
integrated crop or livestock produc-
tion practices and systems;

•	 New rules that ensure farmers 
receiving federal subsidies employ 
at least a minimum level of conser-
vation and limit their use of envi-
ronmentally destructive practices.

Increase publicly funded research 
to improve and expand modern, 
sustainable food and farm systems. 
This research should seek to:
•	 Increase understanding of the eco-

systems that support farming and 
the impacts of various management 
systems, practices, and technologies;

•	 Develop and refine innovative 
systems for sustainable, organic, and 
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