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Obese and Overweight U.S. Adults, 1966-2004
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Motivation 

ǒ One common idea is that farm subsidies contribute significantly to 
obesity and reducing these subsidies would go a long to solving 
the problem (e.g., New York Times, 2003, Michael Pollan):

[Our] cheap-food farm policy comes at a high price: é . [with costs 
including] the obesity epidemic at home ïwhich most researchers 
date to the mid-70s, just when we switched to a farm policy 
consecrated to the overproduction of grain.

ǒ In 2008 Barak Obama, citing Michael Pollan, told Time magazine:

[Farm subsidies are] contributing to type 2 diabetes, stroke and heart 
disease, obesity, all the things that are driving our huge explosion in 
health care costs.

ǒ This view has become accepted as a fact, in spite of 

Â No real evidence presented

Â Questions about the nature of effects

Â Grounds for skepticism about the size of effects



USDA Program
Expenditure 

in 2007
Percent of 

Total

billions of dollars percent

Food, Nutrition, & Consumer Services 54.4 43.3

Farm Service Agency 33.9 27.0

Rural Development 14.4 11.5

Natural Resources & Environment 7.7 6.1

Foreign Agricultural Service 5.2 4.1

Risk Management 4.2 3.3

Research, Education, & Economics 2.3 1.8

Marketing & Regulatory Programs 1.7 1.4

Other 1.8 1.4

TOTAL 125.6 100.0



Commodity Subsidy Overview

ǒ~ $20 billion for producers of ñprogram cropsò
Â averages 20% of revenue for grains, oilseeds, and cotton
Á50% or more for rice or cotton in some years

Âmost commodities get little subsidy 
Áe.g., 70% of California agriculture

ǒOther subsidies
Â environmental programs 
ÁCRP idling 35 million acres, etc.

Â dairy price supports
Â crop insurance, widespread and growing
Â disaster payments

ǒOther (non farm bill) policies and programs 
(payments, regulations, or trade barriers) support 
some other commodities




