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The importance of the Farm Bill’s Research title 
is hard to overstate. It may not have a direct 
impact on people’s lives as the food assistance 
programs and farm programs do, but it is a 
crucial driver in the long-term direction of U.S. 
agriculture. Its impact goes far beyond the USDA 
research institutions. It also drives research at 
land grant universities and many other entities, 
subsequently helping to shape the long-term 
future of food and agricultural systems. The 
decisions that farmers make about what crops 
to grow and practices to use, the decisions that 
food corporations make about what food prod-
ucts to develop and market, and the decisions 
that consumers make about what to feed their 
family often hinge on very small differences in 
price—cost differences that are often heavily 
influenced by public research.

By many indicators, public agricultural research 
has been a huge success. From 1948 to 2008, 
U.S. agriculture made gains in total productivity 
of 158 percent, gains largely attributed to public 

research and mostly to the benefit of companies 
that could take advantage of this expanding 
supply and purchase commodities at a cheaper 
price.1 Using the prevailing tools of economic 
and social assessment, this research has ap-
peared to pay massive economic dividends (in 
the form of widespread private-sector growth) 
and public benefits (in the form of cheap com-
modity foods).2 Agricultural economists have 
long studied the ways that these research dol-
lars have created returns on public investment, 
and have consistently estimated rates of return 
at 40 to 60 percent every dollar invested in 
public agricultural research or in basic or applied 
science.3 These remarkably high rates of return, 
which are comparable to those of private-sector 
investment, are distributed broadly throughout 
the economy, even without accounting for “spill-
over” benefits of research into other sectors.4

An indicator of success of long-term public agri-
cultural research has been the dramatic increase 
in private-sector research. Many publicly funded 
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research findings created opportunities 
for private corporations to develop mar-
ketable technologies, and has essentially 

“primed the pump” for continued private 
investment. Private-sector agricultural 
research is now substantially greater than 
that of the public sector (see graph be-
low). Of course, private-sector research 
priorities, focusing on profit opportunities, 
do not always reflect long-term sustain-
ability issues, diet-related disease,and 
other public good research needs.

Source: U.S. public agricultural research and development (R&D) spending is from USDA, Economic 
Research Service. U.S. private R&D spending is derived from the data in table 5, with interpolations for 
missing data. Nominal research expenditures are adjusted for inflation by the agricultural R&D price index 
developed by ERS. This price index takes into account changes in the cost of research inputs (scientist 
salaries, scientific equipment, etc.).
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Providing an economic climate that sup-
ports an abundant and affordable food 
supply must continue to be a top priority 
for public agricultural research, yet many 
of the most pressing public concerns in 
food and agriculture are outside of this 
paradigm. From the alarming increases in 
chronic diet-related diseases to the dra-
matic economic declines in rural farming 
communities around the country, some 
of the research sectors that could provide 
the greatest benefit to the public’s quality 
of life are not in maximizing crop produc-
tion and are unlikely to be incorporated 
into private-sector research agendas.

As happens so often in policy, publicly 
funded agricultural research has lost 

much of its mandate to instigate large-
scale public benefit in favor of organiza-
tions and corporations with specific 
economic interests. The lobby that pro-
motes innovative cropping systems and 
management practices, which are gener-
ally not patentable and have diffused 
beneficiaries, is small. The lobby that 
promotes research into the latest corn 
pest, for example, or seeks to maintain 
funding for a local agricultural research 
center, or seeks research into processing 

crops for the latest health fad (fat-free, 
low-carb, etc.) is large. The Farm Bill is 
our once-every-five-year opportunity to 
remind Congress that public agricultural 
research funding needs to revive its 
focus on the public. 

Challenges in the distri-
bution of research funds
Public agricultural research is in a time 
of transition, with the benefits of some 
recent changes clouded by some long-
term challenges. Congress categorizes 
agricultural research according to three 
types: basic, applied and developmental. 
Historically, basic agricultural research 
uncovers some fundamental scientific 
principle, whereas applied research 

seeks to produce specific technolo-
gies or solve particular questions, while 
developmental research concerns the 
adaptation of applied research directly to 
real-world scenarios. 

In general, basic research has little 
market orientation and can focus on 
topics that support the enhancement 
of public goods such as environmental 
quality, public health and safety, equity 
and economic opportunity, and informed 
public decision-making.5 These areas 
are particularly logical choices for public 
research investment because the private 
sector is unlikely to be interested in their 
advancement. 

In accordance with the Hatch Act, a 
significant proportion of federal research 
funds have taken the form of “formula 
funds” or “block grants,” which are 
allotted to land-grant and other pub-
lic research institutions according to 
statutory formulas.6 Formula funds for 
research were nearly halved between 
1980 and 2005.7 Overall, federal funding 
for agricultural research, much of which 
is disseminated to public universities and 
State Agricultural Experiment Stations 
(SAES), has been stagnant for three 
decades and looks to remain so in the 
current fiscal environment.

There are growing concerns about the 
diversion of agricultural research funding 
to the latest topic that excites a Congres-
sional agricultural committee member. 

“Special grants projects,” generated by 
Congressional earmarks, have constitut-
ed an alarmingly high proportion of these 
finite research funds recently—as much 
as 15 percent of all USDA agricultural 
research as of 2002—despite broad con-
cern about their public or scientific value. 
The diversions away from basic research 
in favor of other priorities have resulted 
in an over-emphasis on commodity crop–
based, market-driven research.

An example of where public research 
investment appears at odds with public 
goals is in “specialty crops” production—
an industry term that encompasses 
all fruits, vegetables and pulse crops 
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(legumes, etc.), as well as flowers and 
nursery products. This overarching group 
of agricultural products includes the vast 
majority of the whole, nutritious foods 
nutritionists agree are necessary to build 
a healthier American diet.8 Though as 
a group they account for roughly $60 
billion in annual sales, or roughly half 
of all national agricultural products sold, 
specialty crops are the focus of only 14 
percent of public research expenditures.9 
The public health benefits resulting from 
even a small shift toward more specialty 
crop consumption in the American diet 
could be dramatic.10

The U.S. agricultural research service
Funders and performers of U.S. food and 

agricultural research in 2006
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$7 million

Federal 
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Source: *R&D funding of USDA and SAES research institutes from CRIS; Federal/USDA-to-industry R&D 
funding (SBRI grants) are from NSF. R&D by food manufacturing industry from OECD. R&D by ag input 
industries are preliminary results from unpublished ERS study (in review).

The impact of the 
2008 Farm Bill
The 2008 Farm Bill mandated sweep-
ing changes in the constitution of public 
agricultural research, most notably a shift 
toward competitively funded research, 
new initiatives in organic and specialty 
crop production, and an internal reor-
ganization and consolidation of USDA’s 
research arm.

The shift toward competitive grants pres-
ents significant challenges for research 
into just, healthy and sustainable food 
systems, which are by nature interdis-
ciplinary, long term and tending toward 

the social sciences. These competi-
tive grants, on the other hand, tend to 
have condensed time frames, focus on 
concrete results, and don’t provide long-
term funding commitments. Though spe-
cific funds persist for SAES research that 
reflect local and regional priorities, the 
move to competitively funded Farm Bill 
research also consolidates the agenda-
setting function for agricultural research 
more squarely at the federal level. 

Another major change with the 2008 
Farm Bill is the creation of an overarch-
ing administration and coordinating office 

called the Research, Education, and Eco-
nomics (REE) Office. The USDA Under 
Secretary for this office is a presidential 
appointee who is given explicit legislative 
authority to determine “research priori-
ties” for the department.11 The REE now 
coordinates the intramural Agricultural 
Research Service; the newly appointed 
National Institute for Food and Agricul-
ture (NIFA, formerly CSREES), which 
administers all extramural research funds 
and programs; the Economic Research 
Service (ERS); and the National Agricul-
tural Statistics Service (NASS). 

Perhaps the most influential body regard-
ing the national agricultural research 
agenda is now the National Agricultural 
Research, Extension, Education, and 
Economics Advisory Board (NAREEEAB). 
This 25-member board, selected by the 
Secretary of Agriculture from a pool of 
nominees, is made up of top experts in 
a variety of Congressionally determined 
agriculture-relevant fields, and currently 
dominated by representatives of private 
agribusiness interests, land grant institu-
tions and Congressional committee 
members.

NAREEEAB ultimately uses its expertise 
to act in an advisory capacity to Congres-
sional Committees, the Secretary of 
Agriculture, and SAES leadership. NA-
REEEAB is designed both to reflect and 
to collect input from the nation’s many 
agricultural research stakeholders. NIFA 
defines a “stakeholder” narrowly as 

“anyone who conducts or uses agricultur-
al research, education, and extension.”12 

Highlights of current 
Farm Bill research 
programs that need 
additional support in-
clude the following:

•	 AFRI: The Agriculture and Food 
Research Initiative (AFRI) is one 
of the revamped grant programs 
being awarded competitively for 
the first time. With a national focus 
and an authorization for no less 
than $700 million annually, AFRI is 
the new flagship program of USDA 
extramural research.13 The 2008 
Farm Bill mandates that a full 60 
percent of AFRI funds be allocated 
to basic research, and at least 30 
percent of those funds must go to 

“multidisciplinary teams.”14 

•	 Human Nutrition Research: HNR 
107 is the Agricultural Research 
Service’s official intramural nutri-
tional research program, whose 
aim is simply “to define the role of 
food and its components in optimiz-
ing health throughout the life cycle 
for all Americans by conducting 
high national priority research.”



•	 Specialty Crops Research Initia-
tive and Block Grants: “Specialty 
Crops,” i.e., fruits, vegetables, and 
flowers, received a new mandatory 
fund of $230 million over four years 
in order to enhance their crops, 
pest management and safety.

•	 Organic Agriculture Research 
and Extension Initiative: The 
2008 Farm Bill also designated $20 
million in mandatory funding annu-
ally for research aimed at already-
certified producers who wish to 
improve their management sys-
tems. This is more than a six-fold 
increase over any previous research 
funding for organics.15 

•	 SARE: Around since the late 
1980’s, SARE is among the old-
est and best-established public 
programs in the country supporting 
sustainable agriculture research 
and development. SARE devotes 
a greater proportion of its total 
research portfolio to specialty 
crops (22 percent) than other public 
research programs.

Next steps for making 
agricultural research 
work for the public
Despite the expected cuts in Farm Bill 
funding, substantial opportunities exist 
to improve federally funded agricultural 
research. The Institute for Agriculture 
and Trade Policy (IATP) recommends the 
following:

1. Prioritize research areas that are 
not adequately addressed by private 
research. Private sector interests have 
an outsized influence in the Halls of 
Congress and in the research conducted 
by USDA, land grant universities and ex-
periment stations. Congress and USDA 
should make efforts to expand the voice 
of non-market-based research advocates, 
and should strongly consider not fund-
ing research that could be funded by the 
private sector. Expanding the funding for 
the programs listed in the previous sec-
tion is a good starting point.

2. Set aside funding for research that 
will explicitly support disadvantaged 
farmers. The financial and institutional 
barriers that have historically inhibited 
farmers of color from participating in 
USDA programs are well known. Cultural 
barriers continue to create barriers for 
farmers of color to take advantage of 
funding opportunities in proportion to 
their numbers. USDA should dedicate a 
portion of funding to projects that explic-
itly support agricultural systems and crop 
varieties commonly used by disadvan-
taged farmers, and a new system of peer 
review should be established where 
funding decisions are determined by a 
panel of farmers from socially disadvan-
taged populations.

3. Provide smaller grants for more 
innovative project ideas. While large, 
collaborative research projects are 
definitely needed to help integrate food 
and agricultural systems, by their very 
nature of their size these projects tend 
to be clunky, inflexible and less tolerant 
of risk. Focusing too heavily on these 
large projects reduces the opportunity 
for truly innovative research. AFRI should 
dedicate at least 40percent of program 
funds to particularly innovative projects 
under $1 million.
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