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Mr. Adams:  You heard yesterday and you’re hearing from Secretary of Agriculture 
Sonny Perdue about his plan to reorganize USDA. What’s your reaction to that 
plan? There have been some concerns raised about rural development. Overall, 
what’s your reaction and response? 

Rep. Conaway:  I’m in favor of it. Sonny talked to me just before he made the 
announcement and explained to me how he was going to make sure that not only 
did he honor the trade undersecretary issue coming out of the ‘14 farm bill, but he 
was going to elevate the issue of rural development directly into his office 
through an assistant that would report directly to him. And I think it’s a good 
move. RMA, FSA, the NRCS move under one family, as he called it, seemed to 
make a lot of sense to me, so I’m in favor of the reorganization and I think he’ll 
make it work really well for the American producer. 

Mr. Adams:  You don’t see any sign that it’s deemphasizing rural development under 
this administration or over this USDA? 

Rep Conaway:  No, I don’t, Mike, and here’s why. In the business world, as Sonny said, 
it’s all about access, not titles. And having a secretary fully engaged on rural 
development issues, as he says he will be in a hands-on manner I think brings it to 
the top decision-maker. There will be no filter between him and the decisions that 
need to be made with respect to rural development, so I see it as a real positive for 
rural development in thinking that, you know, having the secretary’s ear directly 
on these issues is really important. 

Mr. Adams:  Let’s look ahead to writing the next farm bill. And there have been 
questions and concerns raised about you being able to devote full-time to writing 
the farm bill while heading up investigation of the situation with Russia. What can 
you say as far as how your time is split or how you are able to devote enough time 
to both of these issues? 

Mr. Conaway:  I had laid out a prospective schedule for the farm bill prior to the 
announcement that I was taking on the role to lead the House investigation. That 
timeline has not changed one bit. We are still on track to be on the floor with our 
bill late fourth quarter, early first quarter of the next year. All the plans are in 
place to make that happen. I’ve got terrific subcommittee chairmen and great staff 
on the Ag team that’s working with this. No one person writes the farm bill by 
themselves, obviously.  
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On the investigation side, I’ve got really terrific members that are going to be 
helping me, Trey Gowdy and Tom Rooney, a great staff, and Adam Schiff and I 
are working well on that, so I believe I can shepherd both of these projects 
through to completion. And my timeline on the farm bill, as I’ve said all along, is 
to get it done before it expires. So we’re going to get this done on time and be 
ready to go on October 1st of ’18. And my role at the Intel Committee will not 
change that a bit. 

Mr. Adams: Where are you in the process of writing the next farm bill? 

Rep. Conaway:  Well, we’re in a kind of a ready to go mode with respect to the actual 
farm bill itself. Until we get the budget work done and I know how much money 
I’ll have to work with, we can’t begin to make the really hard decisions that are 
going to have to be made. As a structure, we will be less dynamic than we were in 
2014.  

It’ll be more about fine-tuning, like the ARC county program will need to be fine-
tuned. I’ve got to get cotton back under Title 1. We have struggles with the milk 
protection program, margin protection program of milk. All of those are not new 
concepts. They’re just fine-tuning stuff that was already out there. So we’re kind 
of waiting till we get the money and then the harder decisions will get made.  

We’ve been gathering data from producers all over the country for the last three 
plus years. We will do listening sessions starting next month to begin to listen 
from not only—you know, obviously we hear from national leaders in these 
commodity groups up here. We will hear from the regional and local commodity 
group leaderships.  

But I also want to hear from rank and file producers, folks who are actually 
having to live with this stuff day in and day out so that, for those listening 
sessions, which will be transcribed, will be part of the permanent record for the 
farm bill, to get access to those ideas and thoughts as we move forward. So all of 
that is on track to have happen. We’re now laying in the infrastructure at the 
various places to do these listening sessions across the country and hope to have a 
great participation in that. But we’re ready. But the big ticket right now, the big 
unknown, is how much money we’ll have to work with. 

Mr. Adams:  Let’s talk a little bit about dairy and cotton. You mentioned those two. 
They were left out of the current budget deal. I know you were disappointed in 
that. 

Rep. Conaway:  Well, that’s really kind. They weren’t left out, they were pushed out. 

Mr. Adams:  Is that any kind of a precursor or a red flag for what’s ahead for dairy and 
cotton in this next farm bill? 

Rep. Conaway:  Well, I hope not, but it sure doesn’t bode well. You’ve got two senators 
that were willing to toss cotton totally under the bus to maintain their negotiating 
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positions for the farm bill. That doesn’t bode well for their heart for production 
agriculture. The cotton guys had worked for almost two years to put that together. 
The solution was elegant in that it was totally within cotton, and the money that 
was going to be spent on the program came out of the money that was otherwise 
allocated to be spent on cotton. And then dairy came to the table really late. Now 
Peterson had been working on a dairy solution for a long time, and he thought he 
had one that might work.  

The Leahy-Stabenow dairy program that came in right at the very end of the last 
second with $800 million unpaid for would have required all kinds of waivers. 
They knew it would never work. They knew that. Then they effectively were able 
to link cotton to the dairy program, which there was actually no links whatsoever 
until Stabenow and Leahy stepped into the mix. And when they did that, they did 
it on purpose because they knew it would fail, they knew it wouldn’t work, and 
they knew that they would maintain their negotiating strength in the farm bill in 
’18 by not letting Peterson and I get cotton and dairy fixed.  

So it was cruel and heartless for those two people to do that, but they did on 
purpose with malice and aforethought, so it was really frustrating. I’m angry and 
I’m disappointed. But we’re going to continue to fight this fight. I think it was 
done strictly to give themselves advantages in the ’18 farm bill, ignoring the 
wreck that is production agriculture’s cotton [world] is right now. So it’s 
unfortunate they took that position. 

Mr. Adams:  Some have speculated that those senators taking that approach have opened 
the door for a real battle for dollars among commodities in the next farm bill, that 
it’s going to be a struggle and a competition more than we’ve ever seen between 
commodities, maybe opening up to others wanting equal amounts, or near equal 
amounts. Do you fear that, or is that a concern? Is that a legitimate concern? 

Rep. Conaway:  Well, it’s certainly concern that we… She was effective at pitting, you 
know, interest groups against each other. It really didn’t affect those groups 
because they weren’t going at each other, per se, but she used interest groups 
[against] interest groups to get her way. Production agriculture, in the two farm 
bills that I’ve been associated with, did have family arm wrestling matches about 
resources. That always goes on. But at the end of the day they were able to close 
ranks around solutions that were the best for everybody and move forward.  

And so if they demand that we divide the pie up equally the way that Stabenow 
and Leahy think they want to do it, then that’s going to be a problem. But if we’re 
willing to work together, knowing that all of us are in this together, then 
production agriculture will do what they’ve always done best, and that is work for 
the good of the American people and themselves by getting this done. If they 
want to take the Stabenow-Leahy method, then it’s going to be really difficult. 

Mr. Adams:  Senator Roberts, after a recent farm bill hearing in Michigan, indicated 
agriculture will have to work hard to keep its current funding level, let alone get 
any increases. Would you agree with that? 



 

 4 

Rep. Conaway:  Yes. We’ve not asked for any increases. What we have asked for is 
leave us alone off that January ’17 baseline. That shows us 104 plus billion under 
what we were at the ’14, last time the ’14 bill baseline was done, so that’s what 
we’re asking for. We didn’t ask for any money. Even with that it would be…it’s 
going to be really difficult to make all these decisions. But if our budget team puts 
more cuts on top of that, then they’re going to exacerbate our problem. So what 
we’ve asked for us leave us alone and don’t put any prescriptive language in the 
budget that ties the Ag Committee’s hands, whatever we get done.  

So those decisions are going to get made over the next several weeks, and it’s 
going to be an important time here to be trying to continue to make the argument. 
We need these resources in order to provide the safety net against a 50% drop in 
net income for production agriculture over the last four years. The next two crop 
years do not look any better from a price standpoint, and so we need these 
resources. And that’s our argument. But Pat’s right. If they put additional cuts on 
top of that, then it’s going to be even tougher to get a robust farm bill that quite 
frankly, the President promised, so we’ll see how we do. 

Mr. Adams:  Earlier this year, at the American Farm Bureau Federation convention, you 
mentinoed that you would look at all avenues to get this farm bill done, even the 
option of perhaps separating the nutrition title away from the commodity title to 
get a farm bill done like was done last time and bring it back together. Many in 
agriculture are fearful of that approach. Is that a viable option? How do you view 
that? 

Rep. Conaway:  Quite frankly, the only people I hear talking about splitting the farm bill 
are those who want to defeat both pieces of it. They think they can divide and 
conquer. And I’m decidedly uninterested in that concept. But if there is a logic for 
putting them separately, if that’s the path of least resistance and we could get 
them both done, then fine. I don’t see that as a path, but I’m open to that 
conversation, except from the folks who I think their overall intent is to beat both 
halves. And so I’m not interested in that part. But right now it looks like they’ll be 
together, and that’s the best way forward. But I’m always open to a conversation 
that makes sense that gets them both done on time. 

Mr. Adams:  Given the political environment of our country today, getting a bill out of 
committee would seem to be the easier part of this process. How concerned are 
you about sending a bill to the full House and getting it passed on the floor there? 

Rep. Conaway:  Well, part of my success will be how good a job I and other people can 
do in engaging that large silent interest group out there that should be actively 
engaged in getting this farm bill passed, and that’s anybody who eats. Every one 
of those folks has a vested interest in getting the farm bill done. The current 
program, you can love it or you can hate it, delivers the most abundant, safest and 
affordable food and fiber supply of any developed nation in the world, so it’s 
working. In combination with sweat equity, hard work, risk-taking our producers 
do every day, and the safety net that keeps them in business in hard times, it’s 
delivering that affordable food supply.  
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So every time you go to the grocery store, every time you eat in a restaurant, you 
pay less for food than anybody else in the world. In fact, you get a deal. Now, all 
of us like to get deals. So you get a good deal, but you don’t know it, and 
certainly you don’t know why you get that. So part of my job is to try to educate 
the American consumer, i.e., the eater out there, as to why they want our 
production agriculture system to remain robust, and by extension, rural America, 
by going to the grocery store and buying the most affordable food of any country 
in the world.  

So they’re out there. They live in every district in the country. They should be 
talking to their members as to why they should support the farm bill. And part of 
that’s going to be, and part of our message over the next 16, 17 months is just 
that: here’s why you individually, whether you’re a farmer or not, but you need to 
be in favor of the farm bill. 

Mr. Adams:  Stay tuned for more of our conversation with Mike Conaway, chair of the 
House Ag Committee. We’ll talk immigration and trade next on AgriTalk. 

[Break.] 

Mr. Adams:  And welcome back to AgriTalk. We continue our conversation with the 
chair of the House Agriculture Committee, Mike Conaway. We talked about 
immigration, a key issue for agriculture, keeping an ag labor force, and concerns 
about losing that workforce. And there are a lot of proposals being pushed right 
now. And I asked Chairman Conaway how he thinks we should address 
immigration. 

Rep. Conaway:  Well, the first step is operation control the border. As we get more and 
more data that illegal crossings are down and America’s become more 
comfortable that we are gaining control of the border, it will make all of the other 
things you want to do with immigration just modest and less difficult. Probably 
the least difficult thing to do would be to create a worker program that has 
absolutely nothing whatsoever to do with citizenship.  

It’s based on a simple premise that if you’re here legally you can work, if you’re 
here illegally, you cannot work. And if you’ve got a job, fine, if not, you go home. 
And so putting together a job program for fieldwork, processing, all those normal 
jobs, dairyman, that would allow folks to work in those industries who are here as 
immigrants, again, no link to citizenship whatsoever. If you want to be a citizen, 
that’s a whole different avenue.  

And then creating a way to do two things: one, transition the folks who are here 
now illegally into a legal status so that the ones that we want to stay here and 
work, can, the ones that need to go home right off the bat, we send them home, 
that kind of deal. And then a second piece, and this is more long-term, is how do 
you create an ag worker system that allows you to replenish that workforce as 
needed with new people coming in who want to work fields and process food the 
way it needs to get done.  
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So I think we can get that, and that the first step is border security, and as we 
make progress there, then I think we can begin to have the broader conversations 
about, in this instance, an ag worker program, visa reform, naturalization reforms, 
all those other things that will go with it. But it all starts at border security. 

Mr. Adams:  So some in the Senate have been pushing kind of a blue card approach kind 
of along those lines. So is that something you think you could agree with? 

Rep. Conaway:  I’m not sure what a blue card is, Mike. But what it would provide 
somebody with a biometric card that’ll register, we know who they are, they can 
come and go across the border. The more direct we make that transition from 
whatever status you’re in right now to the legal status that we want, the more 
direct that is, the better, the better voluntary compliance we’ll get.  

I have conversations with employers everywhere who believe they’ve got a legal 
workforce here, but they know that they may have some folks who are giving 
them fake documents. And I asked them, would you be willing to help your folks 
transition to the legal status, pay the fines and all the things that would be 
required. And to an employer, they say absolutely yes, we will work with that 
system. Because we’ll have to have a fine of some sort for having overstayed a 
visa or snuck into this country. But that fine ought to be rational in the sense that 
it shouldn’t be the death penalty or whatever.  

But I think we could make this work. Again, taking citizenship off the table. It 
doesn’t help, doesn’t hurt. Just a worker program that provides jobs that clearly 
Americans don’t want to take. Other work programs, again, you’d have to protect 
American workers so we don’t supplant them.  

But given our experiences over the last ten or 15 years, it’s clear to me that 
Americans don’t want those fields [at all], they don’t want those processing jobs, 
and we don’t necessarily need to make ag employers jump through a bunch of 
hoops to make sure they’re not supplanting American workers, because it’s pretty 
clear they don’t want that. So again, pretty straightforward system that I think we 
should be able to get done. 

Mr. Adams:  And finally, on trade, as we approach renegotiating NAFTA, what do you 
hope will come out of that renegotiation? 

Rep. Conaway:  Well, we had conversations yesterday with our trade rep Lighthizer, and 
Wilbur Ross, Secretary of Commerce. Lighthizer wants to get it done quickly. He 
understands the turmoil that can be created as a result of the uncertainty 
associated with it. The document is 23 years old. All three economies are 
dramatically larger than they were when it was negotiated. The mix of what we do 
is much different. And so it is high time to have that renegotiation. There’s 
nothing wrong or fearful of that. I had an opportunity to express to them that do 
not throw ag under the bus, don’t swap out ag interests for something else and all 
those kind of conversations you’d think I would have with those guys.  
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But Lighthizer wants to get into that quickly because the quicker it’s done, the 
shorter the time for uncertainty and the less anxiety among ourselves and our 
trading partners that would get created. We’ve already seen disruptions in the 
market with Mexico looking for corn from other sources and other things like that 
in retaliation to some of the language that has been used in our campaigns and 
that kind of stuff. So the quicker we can get NAFTA negotiated, which is an 
appropriate approach, the better. 

Mr. Adams:  And do you think we can work out something with Canada over this 
longstanding dairy dispute? 

Rep. Conaway:  That’s going to be probably the toughest thing we have to do. That 
quota system up there has been monetized in the sense that the folks who own that 
quota have gone to the bank and used it as collateral to borrow something on the 
order of $16 billion. And so changes to that system would mean lessening the 
value of that collateral and all the impact that has with their banking system and 
everything else. So it just shows you how hard that’s going to be.  

Yes, we’re going to keep pounding on them and try to make that, you know, get 
access to it and have them be a better partner in that regard. But knowing their 
side of the argument, it’s a tough deal to do given the financial investment they’ve 
made in their quota system. 

Mr. Adams:  Final question. On China, the deal with them. A lot of excitement about 
opening up that market to U.S. beef as well as other products and commodities. 
Still waiting for details, and there have been some questions raised what those 
details might include as far as U.S. beef going into China. Have you heard any of 
the details? Does it still look like a good deal to you? 

Mr. Adams:  Well, if it gives us access in an appropriate way, absolutely. Both 
Lighthizer and Ross said yesterday too early to do a victory dance or a victory lap. 
[…Mess this thing up…(audio difficulty)] by tying their hands with something in 
the negotiation with the Chinese, but they are moving it forward, and we’ll have 
those details relatively soon. But if it gives us appropriate access, our beef 
appropriate access to their markets, that’ll be fantastic. 

Mr. Adams:  Mr. Chairman, thank you so much for your time. We look forward to 
talking with you again soon. Thank you. 

Rep. Conaway:  All right, Mike, and good to be with you. Thank you, buddy. Appreciate 
it. 

[End of recording.] 


