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Du ring the summer of 19 67, th e SOUTHERN RURAL RESEA RCH 
PROJECT invit e d col l ege stude nts from allover the country 
to participate i n a massive job of information-gathering 
in rural black areas of Alabama . The students, ut i li z ing 
a 23 -page questionnaire deali ng with farm p rogr ams a n d r e ­
l at ed p roblems as well as living conditions, interviewed 
bl ack f a milie s r epr e senting ove r 5,000 persons. 

Two Hundred and Forty-Three ( 243) of the int e rvi ews wer e 
c ondu cted by 1 4 studen t s a n d 7 loca lly trained r esearch 
assistants in 7 r epre s entative b l ackb e lt counties of ~ l a bama . 

The following is a composite of the factors indicative of 
the r elationship between black f arme r s and the USDA--and 
th e obse rvations of t he interviewers. 

The blaCK f a rmers inte r v i e wed ar e the inv i sib l e 
of the So uth. On e million b l ack farmers were "lost" 
local white cen s u s t ake r s fo r the 1 960 census .· 

THE RESULT IS AS FOLLOWS; 

*Equal Opportunity 
Commi ssion, 1965, p.9, 

in Farm Programs, u.s . Civil 
n.20. 
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THE EXTINCTION OF THE BLACK FARMER IN ALABAMA 

A survey by the Southern Rural Research Project of rel a tions 
~ -' .' ,, ' 

between th e black farmer in rural Alabama and the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Poverty is the reward for hard work in black rura l 

Alabama . The hu~ger, malnutrition, and ill - health described 

in the SRRP ~ ~po~t , BLACK FARM FAMILIES , i is the black farmer's 

payment a t the end of each year for his long months of back -

breaking labo r. 

ALMOST HALF OF THE FlI..MILIES NORK lI.N AVERAGE OF 

NINE TO TEN HOURS A DAY ON THEIR FARMS,2 WHiLE 

ANOTHER 17% WORK PROH ELEVE N TO FIFTEEN HOURS . 3 

A MEDIAN OF 4.7 PERSONS PER HOUSEHOLD WORK THE 

LlI.ND4 --ONE THIRD INCLUDE CHILDREN UNDER TEN. S 

2/3 OF THE BLACK FARMERS ENDED THE 1967 FARM YEAR 

IN DEBT.6 

1 BLACK FARM FAMILIES, HUNGER AND MALNUTRITION IN RURA L 
ALABAMA (S RRP , March , 1 968). 

24 6 . 5\, A-s. ~ll statements in capita l letters are from 
the statistics of the survey. The percentages in footnotes 
refer to the exact figure. A-s and all othe r such designations 
refer to the table numbers in th e Agricultura l Survey. (The 
largest sample was 243 households;-however, each Table gives 
the different number of households for the specific question.) 
The s tat eme nts not in capital l ette r s are based on the direct 
observation or 'experience of th e SRRP fi~ ld staff . 

663.1\, A-37. 
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The black farmer and his family, ~espite their 
• 

long hours and hard work cannot make a living. Without 

expensive machinery, the cultivation of co tton and other 

crops is a backbreaking and financially unrewarding work. 

Over halL of the black farmers continue to plow their land 

with a mule,l which is not only in e fficient and exhaus ting, 

but relate~ to the high incidence of high blood pressure 

and the fainting and dizzy spells from which they 5uffer. 2 

At the end of each farm year, the farmer finds himself 

more deeply in debt and more d epe ndent upon the high interest 

loans and credit which h e can get only from his p lantation 

owner or me rchant (often o n e man is both) in ord e r to make it 

through the winter . The next sp ring at p lant ing time, the 

black farmer must borrow against the c redit of his government 

checks. which he sighs ove r to his debtors - often without 

even seeing them and against the value of his future crops--

thu s perpetuating the black farmers' cycle of poverty. 

The following deals with the F e deral responsih ility for 

this poverty . 

155.10, A- 6. 

2In 52 . S\ of the Households surveyed in eh e SRRP report 
BLACK FARM FAMILIES, supra, someone in the family suffe~ed 
from high or low blood pressure , while in 47.1\ of the homes, 
someone suffer e d from fa i nting sp e lls., H-28 and H-30, p.7. 



I. FEDERAL DISCRIMINATION IN APPLICAT ION OF FARM PROGRAMS 

Ever since the Depression o£ th e 1930's and the result-

ng "New Deal" legislation of Pres ident Franklin D. Roosevelt, 

:he Federal government has decisiv e ly intervened in th e econom: 

In behalf of the farmer. Today, virtually a ll of American 

!gri culture is sustained by Federal subsidies, farm loans , 

.nd fede r al-st a te teams of agriculture experts a ll admi n-

.st e red under the fol lo wi ng programs of the USDA; 

ASCS: (Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation 
Service) which in every county determines how many 
acres of a crop (such as cotton) the farmer may plant 
(his allo tment), and how much of the price support 
and subsidy payments on cotton (th e major crop in 
Alabama) and other alloted crops h e will receive --
a ll determined by federally employed white Southerners . 

FHA: (Farmers Hom e Adm i nistration) which for all 
counti es a pproves a ll Federa l farm loan,s -- a lso 
determined by local white Federal e mployees. 

FE S: (Federal Exte nsion Service) whose job it is to 
supply agricultural expertis e and advice to farm 
households. 

The American farmer cannot survive in today's poor 

~ 9ricultur al market without the aid of th e se government 

>rograms. President Johnson, emphasizing the importance 

~f these p r ograms t o both the individual farmer a nd to the 

iconomy at large, wrote the fol l owing in a letter to his 

:ecretary of Agriculture Orville Freeman. 

"These pr og rams so essential t o our continued 
welfare and e conomic growth must reach all in 
our rural a r eas if th e y a r e to be e ffectiv e 
in lift ing those areas t o full economic self­
sufficiency. " l 

It is the ope r a tion of these programs that is discussed 

lpr esident Lyndon B . Johnson, l etter t o orville Freeman 
,Feb. 27, 1965). 
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A. Discrimination in the off ic e 

Each of the above - mentioned agen ci~s of the USDA has 

an office l ocated in th e county seat nf almost every county 

t o handle its prog r ams . Every black farmer k n ows tha t his 

presence 1s unwanted - - t o l e r ated a t bes t - - in th ese o f fices.-

OF THOSE RESPQNDING,2 OVER 92% OF THE FARMERS WERE 

CALLED BY THEIR FIRST NAME 3 IN BOTH THE ASC S AND 

THE FH A OFFIC E , 4 AND OVE R ONE HALF AT THE FE S OF FI CE. 5 

n black farmer, d r essed in his r o ugh work clothe r, is 

made t o fee l u ncomfort ab l e and o u t of place i n the "d o wnt o wn " 

Federa l Offi ce . Wh i l e whi te clients are addressed a lw a ys 

as Mr . and Mr s ., b l ac k farmers are c a lled by their f ir st 

names -- or simp l y by "boy" o r ~nigger . " An e l de rly Negr o 

will o ft en be addrcsed as "uncle" o r "gr a ndpa . " 

I T h c vast ma jority of black fa r me rs h ave be e n t o the Ases 
off i ce ( 89 . 6\, fi - 69 ) because they are r equir ed to d o so - ­
onc e a year -- in orde r t o sign up for th e cotton a l l o tm e nt 
program . (I n most cases to insure a s h are of thc payments 
f or the plantation owner). Fe we r bla c k farm e rs h a v e been 
to the FII1\ (3 8 . 6 \, 1\. - 93) or to t h e FES ( 20 . 3% , A. - liS) b ecaus e 
th e ir presence th e r e is no t mandatory -- o n l y t h ose seeki ng 
ben ef its "brave" the of fi ce . 

2rn those questions where the number of " no respons e" 
a nswer s was high (betwee n 5 and 1 St ) becausc people did 
not choose to answer (p arti c ul a rly in t h ose q u e stions dea l ing 
,.,-ith th e ir treatment at the Fede r a l offices) , the percen ­
tages a r e based on the number of those responding to the 
question. 

3Th e use of th e f irs t name by a white person to a black 
person in the Sout h historically indicates infe ri o r status, 
whil e the use of court es y titl es (Mr .• Hiss. Mrs . ) is 
usually ind i cative of c ivil rights victories ob t a ined e ithe r 
a t the voting b oot h o r by boycotts. 

4 93.8\ . 11. -70 ([loses); 92.9%. l\. - 94 (FHA). 

5 54 • 8 \, A-11 6 , (PES ). 



0VER HALF THE BLACK FARMERS FELT THAT THEY 

WER E NOT TREATED EQUALLY TO WHITES AT ALL 

THREE OFFICES. l 

Although techni cally the o ffices arc desegre9~ted·artd f ~ rm-

ers are to be waited upon in order of arriva l , it is still 

customary in rural Alabama fo r white farmers who corne into 

th e office to be waited on first, even though a b l ack farm-

er may have already been waiting for a few hours -- or even 

if it means int e rrupting a black far mer in the middle of a 

sentence. 

In some counties, whit e farmers will do business with 

th e Office Manager in his private office whil e black farmers 

will be attended to b r iefly in th e outer waiting room in the 

presence of other office staff and farm er s. 

F r equently after spending a full day at the office, 

away from his work at the farm, a black farmer will b e told 

to come back the next day. At the FES , 'it is customary for 

white farmers to be attended 't ~ by the whit e county agent 

and personnel, and for b lack farmers to be attended to by the 

Negro county agent and his staff. 2 

1 55 . 6 %, A-7l (ASCS); 60 .8%, A- 95 (FHA); 61. 5%, A-l17 (PES) 

2Just as public toilets in many Southern towns no longer 
carry the signs " colored " and "white" but r emain locked and 
numbered " 1" and "2"_one key kept for white persons a nd the 
other key for Negroes, so the FES office r emains "naturally" 
segregated so long as black f a rm e rs a re intimidated enough 
not to challenge ~he system. 
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B. No Help ~ Assistance from Federal Personne l 

Agencies of the USDA have both o!fice and field personnel 

in each county to inform and assist the farmer. It is the job 

of the field personnel to visit the farmer and his family on 

his farm and at his home, as well as meet with the community 

at mass meetings. Through this grass-roots approach , th e USDA 

expects to r each the rural people, so often isolated and unin­

formed, so that they can learn of the benefits for which th ey 

are eligible under the various Federal programs. While the 

white farmer in Alabama has been adequate ly servi ced by these 

federally salaried personnel, th e re has been virtually no 

attempt to reach the black farmer. 

1. ASCS: 

1 97 .2 \, 

2 95 . 5 %. 

3 79.3%, 

97\ OF THE FARMERS NEVER RECEIVED ANY 

HELP OR ADVICE FROM THE ~SCS COMMUN I TY 

COMMITTEE,l WHILE 95% HAD NEVER RECEIVED 

ANY HELP FROM THE ASCS COUNTY COMMITTEE . 2 

3/4 OF THE FARMERS STATED THAT NO ONE FROM 

THE ASCS HAD EVER VIS ITED THEIR FARM, 

CHURCH, OR MEETINGS. 3 

3/4 OF THE BLACK FARMERS HAD NEVER RE­

CEIVED ANY HELP FROM THE OFFICE MANAGER 

OR FROM ANY ONE AT THE ASCS OFFICE . 4 

2/3 HAD NEVER HEARD OF ANY MEETINGS HELD . 

BY THE ASCS . 5 

A-78. 4 
73.2', A-SO . 

A-76. 5 67.3' , A-75. 

A-74 . 
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These failures on the part of the Ases pe rsonnel to aid 

th e black farmer are in direct viol at ion of thei r job. The 

duties of the County Committ ee includ e : 

"Insuring farmer and public underst a nding of 
~scs pro9r~ms throuqh ~n offoctivo public 
relations program.»! 

... whil e the r esponsibilities of the Community Commi ttee 
includ e : 

2 . 

"Inform f arme rs of purposes and provisions of 
1\S CS programs I_anal Arrang e for and co nd u ct 
community meeting ~ as necessary."2 

FHA: OVE R 95\ OF THE FARMERS HAD NEVER RECEIVED 

ANY HELP OR n OVICE FROM ANY MEH DER OF THE 

FHA COUNTY COMMITT EE . 3 

87 ~ SAID THAT TREY NEVER RECEIV ED ANY LO AN 

HELP OR ADVICE FROM THE F HA COUNTY SUPERVISOR 

OR FROM ANY PEOPLE IN HI S OFF ICE . 4 

92% SAID THEY NEVER RECEIVED ANY HELP FROM 

AN Y OTHER FHA PEOPLE. S 

85% HAD NEVER HEARD OF ANY MEETINGS HELD 

BY THE FHA . G 

lAses Handbook, USDA , Washington , D . C . (5 / 17/66), p.2. 

2 Ibid . 4 87 . 0%, J\ - 102. 

3 96.2 ' , A-I OO . 5 92 .1 \ , 11. - 103. 

6 8 5.2 \ , 11.-98. 
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On ce a ga in , the f a ilu r e o n the part of th e se Federa l 

emp loye e s t o ass is t , aid , a nd educa t e t he black farm pop -

u l ~ ~i o n i s in v io l~ tion of th9ir r GsponsihilitiBS: 

3 , 

"Und o r its o u tr G". ch r 0':: ~O : ',' ;. '. it iG ':;. YHl\/ 
~ 3 s i s t s i ndividuals and g r oups in ru r a l commun i ties 
to utili ze se r v i c e s of th e r F ede ral and state 
p r ogr ams wh i ch can meet their pa r ticular n eeds. 

Techn ical g!l i d n ee i n planning an d c a rryi ng 
out sound farm o~er ations i s p rovide d bor~owe rs o n 
th e b as is o f their individua l p roble~s and ne eds . ,' l 

FES : 4/5 OF THE BL li. C K !:ll.nNEP.S HlI.D US 'lPR' !: EEN V I S I TED 

AT HOME , FlIR}!, OR CHURC H P,!! A FF DERI'. L E XTENSION 

AGE NT . 2 

OF THE RENl\.I! J! l'J :-SH ~': '!O ::;.0 E::::~l \':S I TSD , IN 

MOST CASES THE ].I.GENT \";\ 5 T, 1;r:G:::J . 3 

(F OR THE 1/5 WHO WERE VISITED T·- A CO UNTY AGENT : 

I N MANY CA S ES liE li nD ~OT SPOKZN A90~T COT TON , 

FEED PROGRAMS, ASeS ELEe~IOI% , O~ TH E FHA LOAN 

PROGRAM . J <1 

l oepa r tment of ngricultl::re l\. pprop;-;i ations for 1 969, 
Hea r i ngs b efor e th e House S u bco~mitte e o n Agricultura l 
Appropr iations of the House Appropria t ion Co~rn i ttee , 90th 
Congr e s s , Secan e Session , P a rt 3 . p . 503 . 

2 8 0 . 3t , 11. - 104. 

3 8 8. 4% . A- I DS . In " Or al Tes t imony of Wil li a~ C . Pa yn e , 
Jr., Prog r am An a lyst U. S . Comm i ssion on Civ i l Rights , Equa~ 

Oppo r tunity in t h e l\ J.a bam a Co - operiltive Ext;.en si0E.. Serv i ce , " 
Mr. Pa y ne states that in a study o f 12 A1abam~ b 1ackbe lt 
c o u n ties in 1967, ~ . . . there a r e ~6 white e xt e nsion a~ e n t s 

and only 26 Negro ext ension agents to serve u rura l popu­
l ati o n of ove r 72 , 000 Negroes a n d 27 , 000 whi tes ," (p.]) . 

4 4 4 . 2%, 58 . 1%, 55 . 8%, ~ - l 09 . 
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It is the responsibility of the Extension s e rvice, 

working on a county lev e l, to supply in f ormation to 

r es idents at the local level through visits to individual 

farmers, organizing of a ss o ci a tions and co-operatives , 

th e arranging of demonstrations and farmers classes. and 

in assisting in community d e velopment committees . l 

Littl e o r no effort has been made by the FES to reach 

and inform the black farm e rs of rural ~labama. 

NEARLY 3/4 OF T!IE FARMERS HAD NEVER 

HaD THEIR SOIL TESTEO . 2 OF THOSE WHO 

DI D, ALMOST 1/2 WERE NEVER TOLD THE 

RESULTS OF THE T EST. 3 

3/4 OF THE BLhCK FARM HOUSEHOLDS HAD 

NEVER BEEN VISIT ED BY THE HOME DEMON-

ST RATION LADV. 4 IN 94 % OF THE CASES 

WHERE SHE DID VIS I T A BLACK HOUSEHOLD 

- - SHE WAS A NEGRO. S 

The vicious cycl e is c omplet ~ : the Feder a l agents 

make no attempt to reach the b~ack farmer, who, in tu rn, 

unaware of the agencies and their various programs, does 

not go into the Federal offices in town except when 

required t o do so. 

The result of this almost total lac k of contact 

between black fa rmers and the USDA Federal emp loy ees 

is as follows~ 

lEqual Opportunit y in Farm Programs , A report o f 
the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, Was hington, D. C. 



III. The Result : NO Kn ow ledg e of Federal P r ograms 

The black farm er, both i ntim idated at the county 

F ederal Of fi ce from aski ng any q uestions , and "fo rg otten" 

b y the county fi e ld personnel who reach and inform the 

rur al white population, is isolated and app a lling ly 

uninformed about Fede r a l fa rm programs -- and, there fore, 

does not particip ate in o r benefit fr om t hem. 

1. ASCS: 

2. FHA: 

1 60 . 8%, 

2 4 1.7 %, 

3 67 .3 %, 

NEARLY 2/3 OF THE FARM ERS DID NOT 

KNOi'l ABOU'l' GOVERNNE N'£ PROGRAMS TO 

HELP WITH SOIL AND WATER PROBLEMS. l 

4 1 % DID NO T KNON ABOU T GOVERNMENT 

PROGRAMS FOR CORN, SORGH AN, AND BARLEY. 2 

2/3 DID NOT KN OW THAT THEY COULD APPEAL 

TH E AMO UNT OF THEIR COTTON ALLOTME NTS. 3 

1/3 OF THE FARMERS DI D NOT KNml THAT THEY 

COU LD GET P ART OF THEIR GOVE RNMENT CHECK 

IN THE SPRI NG BEFORE P I CKI NG THEIR COTTON. 4 

ALMOST 3/~ OF THE BLAC K FARMERS EI THER 

DID NOT KNOW OR T HOUGllT THnT FHA DID NOT 

HAVE LOANS TO MAKE SOIL AN D WAT ER BETTER . S 

/i. - 59 . 1 3 3.2 %, 1\ -1 8. 

A- 56. 5 71.6%, A- BB. 

11-12. 
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H.ORE THAN 2/3 DI D NOT KNO~J THAT 

F HA Mno LOANS TO PAY FAM I LY OR 

FARMING COSTS . l 

65\ OF THE FARMERS EITIIER DID NOT 

KNOW OR THOUGHT THAT FHA DIDN " T 

HJW J:: LO l\ NS TO Hi:: LP BUY L ;\NO . 2 

OVER ONE IIALF EITHER DI D NO T 

KNO~1 OR THOUGHT THAT THERE \-lERE 

NO FHA LOANS TO BUILD , BUY, OR 

FIX UP A HO USE OR FARM BUILD I NG . 3 

3. FES; We have ~ lready d iscus s ed th e fai l ur e t o i nfo rm 
bl ack farm e rs of the opportu n ities for improving t h e ir 
fa r ms and homekeeping -- th e p r ime function of t he Ex tensi on 
Se rv ice . In the h i ghly t c chnolos i cal field of f a rming, 
the b l ack farme r h~s bare ly a c h ance wi thout t h i s p rof essional 
aid g i ven f r ee l y to wh i te fa rm ers. 

Th e f ew black fa r me r s who do l e~ r n abou t Fede r a l 

fa r m prog r ams will often ge t t h e i n fo r mat i o n t h r ough t he 

ef fo r t s o f persons o r agencies othe r than those e mp l oyed 

b y t h e USDA (such as civil rig hts g r oups and wor k ers ) or 

simp ly th r o u gh l oca l gossip . For e x amp l e , 40 % of t h e 

far mers i nte r vi e wed learn e d of nscs p r og r ams f r o m sour c e s 

other t han t h e pe r sonnel of the cou n ty off i ce whic h 

adm i niste r s them . 4 

1 68.0%, A ~9 l . 

2 " 6:..1. 2% , A- 90. 

3 
57 . 4\ , A- 69 . 

4 . 4 1. 3 %, 1\~60. 
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Most black f a rmers are un a war e of th e p r ofou nd influence 

wh i ch the various Fed e ra l prog r ams can and do wi e l d ov e r 

t heir economic lives. Often they do not even associata the 

off i ces wi th th ~ F e daral govern me n t at al l . To most black 

fa r me r s, the ASCS i s simply the "cotton office " in town whe r e 

one must sign up each y eu r for the cotton a l lotment p r og r am . 

Whi l e 80% of tIle black farme r s l had e xpre s sed a dissat i s-

faction wi th cotton farming, th e ASCS had neve r informed 

bl a c k peop l e of the Federal pr o grams that wi l l help ease them 

ou t o f cotton , a nd i n t o mora lUcrat iv e k ind s of agr icul t u re . 2 

If b l ack farmers have heard of the FHA at a l l, they t h ink 

that the on l y kinds of loans they can get a r e small ones ( fo r 

e x ~mplc, for s e ed and fertil i zer) which do not h i ng to 

change t h e s u b - s t andard level o f wo r ki n g and living. 

11\ - 31. 

2The following are some statement~ by F HA Fede r a l emp l oy ee s 
ci t ed by Equa l Oppo r tuni t y i n Farm Prog rams , supr.a , p.82, n.34. 

"N eg roes are goo d row crop producers but th e y do n ' t 
seem to tak e to l ivestock other t h a n swine . 
. . . cotton ia t h ~ only crop Negroes can do a ny th i ng 
with Negro farmers can ' t see this far ahead . 

About all FHA can do for the Ne groes is l end t hem 
eno u gh t o mak e <l l i v i ng or kl2ep t h er:.. off we l fa r e." 
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CONCLUSI ON 

The r e is als o f~ a ud a nd tricke ry dir e ct e d ag n i nst 

th e fe w b l ack f a rm e r s who s ome h ow learn o f th e b e n ef its 

and g a mb l e on c h a ll en ging h e o ffi ce pers o nn el to dema nd 

tlH~ i r r ights. 

But thi s is a smal l gr ou p .. . a nd a idi ng t hem would still 

lea v e 70 t o 9 0 % o f the re st cut off from th e s e Es sent ia l 

progr ~ms (and many with no u lternative but mi gration t o 

North e rn ghetto s . ) 

Th e r e sponsibility for c hang e li e s with the Fed e r a l 

g overnm en t; th e Pr e sident of th e Unit e d Sta t es wh o appoints 

( a nd th e r e f o r e could c ontro l ) t h e Secre t a ry of ngricult u t e 

a nd the Secr e ta r y o f Agriculture him s~ lf who (a t b e st) h a s 

s hut his e y es o r ( a t ~l o rst) has s a n c tioned THE EXTI NCTI ON 

OF THE BLACK FARMER TN ALnBAMA . .. a nd in th e South. 


