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Can Agriculture Become
an Environmental Asset?
Daniel W. Bromley

Introduction
It may be argued that the essential problem of agricultural policy in the
OECD countries is one of an embarrassing abundance of commodities
rather than imminent shortages. Indeed the budgetary outlays apparently
necessitated by this historical novelty strain the public purse in more than
one industrialized nation.1 Moreover, usually agreeable relations among a
few nations now seem in danger of being undermined by the aggressive
desire to export that which the local citizenry is no longer able to eat. In
the United States, despite our very best efforts, we are no longer able to
eat our way through the prodigious excess of agricultural products.2 Might
this new circumstance—inverse Malthusianism—suggest a needed reconsideration of long-held beliefs about agriculture in the industrialized
world? Might this reconsideration clear the ground for new thinking about
the environmental aspects of agriculture—and about the agricultural
aspects of the environment?
The story is familiar. Farmers use a bundle of environmental
resources—soil and its nutrients, solar energy, water—with which they mix
labour, capital, and managerial knowledge to produce their bounty.
Modern agriculture, of course, brings with it an abundance of contested
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In the United States, direct taxpayer support to farmers in 1996, 1997, and 1998 totalled $22.9 billion. The top
ten percent of recipients received 61 percent of the total subsidies. That is, 144,000 farmers received almost $14
billion over this three-year period. This amounts to $97,000 each. In Mississippi, the nation’s poorest state, ten
percent of the recipients collected 83 percent of all payments in that state – averaging $217,000 per farmer over
the three-year period. Ironically, the legislation creating this taxpayer generosity is called “The Freedom to
Farm Act of 1996.” (Williams-Derry and Cook, 2000).
2
Medical experts now warn that obesity is the major public health problem in America. Given that Americans
spend one of the lowest proportions of their income on food, this means we can overeat at bargain-basement
prices. Try as we might, we are unable to eat enough.
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land-use practices, chemicals, and residues (sediment, chemicals, salinity).
Farmers will insist that they were the original environmentalists and get
defensive about accusations that they abuse the environment.
Environmentalists are not convinced. Environmental regulations are then
proposed, to which farmers will mobilize opposition. Politicians, sensing
the importance of a rural constituency, will then offer financial inducements to make compliance more palatable. Environmentalists will then
complain that farmers are being bribed not to destroy nature. Is this fight
necessary?

Rethinking agriculture
Imagine a new vision of agriculture. Imagine a situation in which farmers
in the industrialized world are seen primarily as managers of rural landscapes and habitats, and only secondarily as producers of food and fibre.
This will not be an agreeable vision for many farmers, but that should not
preclude us exploring the logical entailments of this alternative.3
Under this new vision, agriculture in the industrialized nations would
represent an essential means by which to accomplish three important public functions—besides producing food and fibre.4 First, agricultural activities would provide important amenities in rural areas. By amenities I mean
the visual aspects that characterize many rural areas. Second, agricultural
activities would provide habitat for a variety of wildlife. Some of this
wildlife may offer recreational opportunities in the form of hunting, but
the habitat dimension goes beyond these direct uses to encompass a range
of animals and plants that are not directly used (and sold) but rather add
to the biodiversity of the landscape. Finally, agricultural activities would
provide ecological services that enhance the general integrity of many rural
areas. Wetlands serve as nutrient filters and this constitutes part of the ecological services of agricultural lands.5

3

I have, with Ian Hodge, suggested a model in which farmers produce what we called “countryside and
community attributes” (1990). This vision would entail more than just the environmental aspects of agriculture.
It would, in addition, include aspects of economically viable rural communities.
4
Henceforth I will drop the reference to industrial countries and ask the reader to recall the context to which I
am referring.
5
Note that the same physical asset, say wetlands, can represent all three environmental aspects—amenities,
habitat, and ecological services.
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