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Executive Summary: Historically, racial and ethnic disparities in agriculture and the food
system experienced by farmers of color (FoC) in the United States and in Michigan stem from
an exploitative and racialized agricultural system in which white people have primarily
benefited and profited. Sustainable agriculture with a strong orientation toward racial justice
can serve as a medium for building more racial equity and transforming our racialized food
system. Such a medium ensures that the resources to participate and contribute to a
sustainable food system are accessible to everyone, not just those with significant power and
resources. Although the Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development is in the
initial phases of developing a diversity, equity, and inclusion strategic plan, there is currently
no specific plan to support and target FoC. While there are several programs performing this
work from grassroot organizations, civic groups, extension services, and others, there is no
comprehensive statewide effort to create support systems for FoC in Michigan. To address this
issue, we recommend the creation of an incentivized farm program as a way to address
agrarian racial and ethnic disparities experienced by FoC and advance an equitable and just
sustainable food system within the state of Michigan.

I. Agrarian racial and ethnic disparities

In the United States, the state of Michigan boasts a
highly biodiverse and viable agricultural industry
producing over 300 agricultural commodities
consisting of 56% crops and 44% livestock (MDARD
2011; USDA NASS 2017a). However, the State’s
impressive diversity in commodities is in stark
contrast to the diversity among farmers producing
these products. Michigan is home to approximately
47,641 farms supporting 79,404 farmers (USDA
NASS 2017a). However, only 1% (856) of Michigan
farmers are farmers of color (FoC; e.g., American
Indian/Alaska Native, Asian, Black or African
American, or Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander),
while people of color account for 24% of the state’s
overall population (US Census 2019; USDA NASS

2017a) (Table 1). Even among this small group,
disparities relative to white farmers exist in farm
ownership and tenure (e.g., full owner, part owner, or
tenant) (USDA NASS 2017a; 2017b; 2017c). FoC are
less likely to own their farm and instead work as
tenants (Horst and Marion 2018), and demographic
gaps continue to widen (Table 1).

The precise quantification of disparity between white
farmers and FoC is complicated by the data collection,
which may lead to an understatement of the
observation. Classification of race and ethnicity data
for federal reporting is specified by the revised
version of the United States Office of Management
and Budget (OMB) Directive 15 (OMB 1997). OMB
reports that Hispanic/Latinx populations can be of
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any race signifying “ethnicity,” rather than a separate
racial group (OMB 1997).

Consequently, according to the 2017 Census of
Agriculture data, Hispanic/Latinx populations are not
identified as a “race,” but instead are categorized as
an “ethnicity.” This means that agricultural census
data for Hispanic/Latinx populations as a race does
not exist. This poses an ethical dilemma beyond the
scope of this memo which warrants further
consideration.

Additionally, it is important to note that some
Indigenous, or Native American, populations do not
refer to themselves as “farmers,” but instead use
cultural terms (e.g, “earth stewards” or “land
protectors”) that are in greater alignment with their
cultural frameworks (Waller and Reo 2018).
Although many cultural terms exist across diverse
racial and ethnic groups, for the purposes of this
policy memo, we will use “FoC” as a representation of
all non-white farmers.

Sustainable agriculture with a strong orientation
toward racial justice can serve as a medium for
building racial equity and transforming a racialized
food system (Cohen and Reynolds 2014). Although
there is not a consensus on a single definition of
sustainable agriculture, for the purposes of this
memo, sustainable agriculture is described as a
philosophy and practice that uses a systems approach
to address the social, environmental, and economic
factors that impact natural, human, and
environmental resources, both long-term and for
future generations (SAREP n.d.; USDA NAL 2007).
According to the 1992 Sustainable Agriculture Treaty
developed by several non-governmental
organizations during the United Nations Conference
on Environment and Development, “agriculture is
sustainable when it 1is ecologically sound,
economically viable, socially just, culturally
appropriate and based on a holistic scientific
approach” (USDA NAL 2007). Moreover, sustainable
agriculture is vital in advancing environmental
justice and stewardship through reduction in
pollution (e.g., water and land) and promotion of food
sovereignty (Carlisle et al. 2019; Taylor 2018).

Literature has demonstrated that FoC are more likely
to adhere to sustainable agricultural practices such as
agroecological crops and organic food production

(Edelman et al. 2014; Fernandez et al. 2013; Minkoft-
Zern 2019). Practices like agroecological farming, a
method of ecologically-sound farming that focuses on
food production using sustainable methods, reduces
food miles, reduces greenhouse gas emissions, and
expands sustainable food systems (Edelman et al.
2014; Fernandez et al. 2013). A truly sustainable food
system promotes nutrition and food security by
strengthening and enhancing socioeconomic factors
(e.g., environmental and economic) for subsequent
generations (FAO 2018). Furthermore, it ensures that
the resources to participate in alternative sustainable
food systems, such as grants, market access, and
technical assistance, are accessible to everyone, not
just those with significant power and resources—
traditionally white male farmers (Slocum 2008).

Historically, racial and ethnic disparities in
agriculture and the food system experienced by FoC
in the United States and in Michigan stem from an
exploitative and racialized agricultural system in
which white people have primarily benefited and
profited via systematic discrimination, racism, land
dispossession, and exclusionary practices (e.g., access
to capital, credit, and land ownership)(Carlisle et al.
2019; Horst and Marion 2018; Taylor 2018). As a
result, this has created an unjust positional advantage
for white people to inherit land and have better
access to capital and credit, which in turn leads to
disproportionate influence in decision-making
processes (Carlisle et al. 2019; Horst and Marion
2018; Taylor 2018). This unequal power dynamic
perpetuates disparities and further affects FoC’s
rights, land ownership, and succession (Horst and
Marion 2018; Taylor 2018).

Furthermore, access to capital facilitated by the US
Government has not been equitably managed. In
landmark United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) class-action lawsuits, Black (Pigford v.
Glickman 1997), Hispanic/Latinx (Garcia v. Vilsack
2000), and Native American (Keepseagle v. Vilsack
1999) farmers sued the USDA for racial
discrimination in allocating farm loans and assistance
programs and failure to investigate discrimination
claims (Garcia v. Vilsack 2000; Keepseagle v. Vilsack
1999; Pigford v. Glickman 1997). The USDA was
found guilty in all cases, resulting in multi-million and
multi-billion dollar settlement agreements arranged
with each respective party (Feder and Cowan 2013).
The confluence of inequitable policies and
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discriminatory program management has resulted in
record farmland loss and decreased capital among
FoC (Taylor 2018; Tyler and Moore 2013).

The present time offers a unique opportunity to
foster a sustainable and equitable food system in
which FoC can be more visible and take advantage of
the educational and training resources that would
benefit their farm operations. We recommend a state-
level policy addressed to the Michigan Department of
Agriculture and Rural Development (MDARD).
Although MDARD is in the initial phases of developing
a diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) strategic plan,
there is currently no comprehensive plan to support
FoC. While there are several programs performing
this work from civic groups, extension services,
grassroot organizations (e.g., Michigan Food and
Farming System, Intertribal Agriculture Council), and
others, there is no thorough state-level effort to
create institutional and structural support systems
for FoC in Michigan.

II. Policy recommendation

We recommend that MDARD creates an incentivized
farm program as a way to address agrarian racial and
ethnic disparities experienced by FoC and advance an
equitable sustainable food system within Michigan.
An incentivized farm program is characterized as a
program that provides incentives, either through
financial or technical assistance, to promote and
encourage farmers to adhere to sustainable and
ecologically-sound practices that are not deleterious
to the natural and physical environment and will not
deplete natural and environmental resources (USDA
NRCS n.d.).

Historically, incentivized farm programs have been
developed at the federal level and funded by agencies
such as the USDA Natural Resources Conservation
Service. These programs aim to assist socially
disadvantaged farmers by creating programs such as
the Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development
Program designed to provide educational, technical
and mentoring resources to assist beginning farmers
and ranchers (USDA NIFA n.d.). Alternatively, a
comprehensive, state-level incentivized farm
program that is focused on FoC and includes criteria
for appropriate sustainable agriculture production
and monitoring practices (e.g., integrated pest
management) can be created by MDARD that
specifically targets FoC.

Moreover, using a state-level, as opposed to a federal-
level, approach to address sustainable agriculture has
been demonstrated to be a more effective strategy in
securing increased funding for farmers and
protecting farmland. This is highlighted by the
successes of the Michigan Agriculture Environmental
Assurance Program (MAEAP) (Held 2019). The
MAEAP is a voluntary program designed to promote
preventative agricultural pollution practices on
farms and is funded by fees on nitrogen-based
fertilizers and pesticides sold in the state of Michigan
(Feldmann et al. 2019; MIFB 2015). With these fees,
the State was able to raise $9 million of funding for
MAEAP (Feldmann et al. 2019). However, MAEAP
does not specifically recruit FoC, so does not address
the need for inclusive sustainability initiatives.
Therefore, a state-level approach targeting FoC has
the potential to increase equity, sustainability, and
financial capital in Michigan’s agriculture. This policy
could be enacted by the Michigan Legislature,
Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural
Development (MDARD), or Executive Office of the
Michigan Governor.

i. Advantages

A sustainable incentive program that targets FoC
would support the development of a measurement
and surveillance tool that actively monitors and
identifies opportunities and improvements relative
to food and agriculture production and
environmental stewardship initiatives among FoC.
For example, current MDARD incentivized programs
such as the Michigan Conservation Reserve
Enhancement Program (MI-CREP) and the Farmland
and Open Space Preservation Program (MI-FOSPP)
do not collect race and ethnicity data on their
program applications (MDARD MICREP n.d.; MDARD
MIFOSPP n.d.). As an implication, these missing
demographic data can hinder any DEI initiatives’
ability to monitor need and measure the effective
successes or remaining challenges experienced by
FoC in Michigan.

Incentivized farm programs, such as conservation
and environmental stewardship programs, generally
improve access to technical and training resources
and promote a more sustainable environment
(Hebblethwaite and Somody 2008). State-level
efforts via MDARD to support FoC with emphasis on
farm biodiversity and improved food production (e.g.,
via soil and water quality, pesticide, and economic
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risk management) could also be an asset. For
example, programs that enable full participation of
FoC in the agricultural sector will have broader
benefits by concurrently increasing the general use of
such Dbeneficial practices across crop types.
Additionally, this policy recommendation will initiate
the necessary support to encourage FoC to adhere to
sustainable agricultural practices.

State-level efforts aimed at FoC will positively impact
Michigan’s biodiverse agrculture economy and other
sectors due to the permeating benefits of increased
capital and a healthier workforce. Also, more robust
agricultural research and best environmental
management practices may be identified through
their more widespread use and data collected
through the program’s surveillance tools with greater
numbers of diverse participants.

ii. Disadvantages

The primary hurdle for this policy is that funding to
support this state-level incentivized farm program
may lead to an increase in taxes for Michigan

residents. However, MDARD could use fees as it has
in the MAEAP program to offset the potential change
in taxes. While, stakeholders (e.g., residents) and
decision-makers (e.g., legislators) may not view this
program as necessary, preferring to rely solely on
federal farm programs, we believe such disinterest
would be to the detriment of Michigan’s agricultural
sector.

IIL. Conclusion

According to the most recent Farm Bill FoC are
considered to be both historically underserved and
socially disadvantaged (US GPO 2018a; US GPO
2018b, USDA NRCS NV 2020). As we seek to reduce
structural and historical inequalities for FoC, the
policy recommended in this memo will enable FoC to
be agents for food security while also building
sustainable cities and communities that embrace
sustainable agriculture and promote biodiversity. To
implement this initiative, strategic leadership and
guidance from MDARD are needed to foster policies
and programs that will better serve FoC and address
agrarian racial and ethnic disparities they experience.
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Appendix: Table 1
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