
CROPINSURANCE TODAY®  1

Continued on page 28

Tom Zacharias, President of National  
Crop Insurance Services

C r o p I n s u r a n c e

today
VisitWebsite

ag-risk.org

As this issue of TODAY® comes to press, we 
find ourselves paying ever-so close attention to 
our national elections as well as the ongoing de-
liberations over the Farm Bill. The elections and 
Farm Bill outcome will undoubtedly have pro-
found effect on our country and the agricultural 
community we serve.

So, you might expect that I would dedicate 
this column to the political and legislative news 
of the day. Yes, it would be timely and an easy way 
to quickly fill 1,500 words. But I think there is a 
more appropriate angle this quarter.

With the recent news of hailstorms, devastat-
ing floods, hurricanes, and other extreme weath-
er events hitting communities from coast to 
coast, it seemed more fitting in this issue to take a 
closer look at why we do what we do.

At the end of the day, crop insurance is not 
simply an “instrument of agricultural policy.” 
Rather crop insurance is a reliable tool used by 
the farmers and ranchers of this country to keep 
farming and ranching year in and year out.

As I hear stories from farmers across the 
country, it becomes increasingly clear that crop 
insurance is more than just a policy to our cus-
tomers—it’s a vital safety net that keeps their 
families going and keeps the heart of rural Amer-
ica beating.

Over the past several years, National Crop 
Insurance Services has filmed dozens of testimo-
nials, capturing the real, unfiltered experiences 
of farmers who depend on crop insurance. Their 
stories are a testament to resilience, community, 
and the essential nature of this program. 

So, amid the overarching political debates and 
the policy discussions swirling, it might be useful 
to focus in on the people who depend on crop 
insurance - and in listening to their stories we can 

better see the connections between the inherent 
strengths and principles of the risk management 
system and the farm families that are helped.

Delivering Aid Quickly to Keep 
America Growing

For Brian McClam, a seventh-generation cot-
ton, corn, and soybean farmer in South Carolina, 
crop insurance has been a matter of survival. Bri-
an recalled the devastation his farm faced in 2015, 
when a thousand-year flood brought 25 inches 
of rain in less than a day, wiping out his crops. 
Thankfully, crop insurance protected 70 percent 
of his losses, without which, as Brian said, “this 
farm would not still be here. It would be gone.” 

The following year, Hurricane Matthew 
struck, causing years of back-to-back destruc-
tion. It might have been enough to bankrupt 
Brian’s operation, but his crop insurance agent 
was on the scene quickly, helping him manage 
the aftermath and file a claim. And the Approved 
Insurance Provider (AIP) he used to insure his 
operation was there quickly, too, to adjust and 
process his claim and speed assistance when it 
was needed most.

Absent the speed and efficiency of pri-
vate-sector delivery, Brian admits that his story 
might have ended differently. The fact that Brian 
was able to tailor his policy for his unique opera-
tion and buy-up higher levels of coverage should 
not be overlooked either. 

Stories like this are why farmers are quick to 
tell lawmakers that customizable protection de-
livered by private insurers is far superior to the 
one-size-fits-all and ex-post nature of govern-
ment disaster programs, which can take a year or 
more to deliver. 

At the end of the day, crop  
insurance is not simply an  

“instrument of agricultural  
policy.” Rather crop insurance  
is a reliable tool used by the 
farmers and ranchers of this 
country to keep farming and 

ranching year in and year out.
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Farmers Share in the Risk
In Washington State, Bryan Mrachek faced 

similar challenges when a severe hailstorm dec-
imated his apple crop in 2022. The hail destroyed 
entire orchards, but thanks to crop insurance, 
Bryan was able to cover his costs and “break even 
that year.” He acknowledged that without that 
coverage, “I probably wouldn’t be standing here 
talking to you right now.”

The “break-even” part of Bryan’s story is an 
important one for policymakers to hear. Crop in-
surance is an insurance policy, not a profit center. 
Farmers pay premiums for protection, and they 
must shoulder a portion of losses before an in-
demnity is paid out. 

Eric Ott, who grows almonds, walnuts, cher-
ries, and other crops in California, also told a 
story of financial losses and emotional setbacks. 

Eric spoke about a three-year drought that 
was followed by flooding, resulting in the loss of 
several fields. He shared how heartbreaking it is to 
see years of effort “just go like that” despite doing 
everything possible to protect his crops. Crop in-
surance, he said, “helped offset” his losses, but he 
made it clear that no one is in this for the payouts.

“We’re not in this to make money to collect 
the insurance,” Eric explained. “We just want to 
be able to pay the bills and sleep at night.”​

Across the country in Maryland, the senti-
ment was similar when we spoke with William 
Layton, whose family has been farming for al-
most a hundred years, growing a variety of crops, 
including grapes for wine production. He de-
scribed the devastating effects of back-to-back 
storms in 2018, which cut their grape harvest 
nearly in half. 

Crop insurance helped them get through what 
could have been a crippling year. He emphasized 
that crop insurance is “the best protection we 
have,” particularly for small farmers who, he said, 
are often left out of emergency relief programs.

“Crop insurance is the best protection we 
have and to me the cheapest, because [the gov-
ernment] pays a little bit of it…and the farmer 
pays a portion of it,” William explained. “It’s fair. 
It covers everybody.” 

In short, farmers like Bryan, Eric, and Wil-
liam have skin in the game, paying for protec-
tion that helps them pick up the pieces in tough 
times and offers peace of mind in the other years. 
This cost-sharing attribute is unlike other parts 
of farm policy, and it’s an essential strength that 
keeps taxpayer cost to a minimum.

In addition to cost-sharing, farmers, crop 
insurance companies, and taxpayers all share in 
the financial risks of the program. Farmers must 
first absorb the deductible amount on their poli-
cies before collecting an indemnity. At the same 
time, crop insurance companies and the federal 
government share in the risk through the Stan-
dard Reinsurance agreement. In crop insurance, 
all stakeholders have skin in the game.

Conclusion
These stories came to us from opposite ends 

of the country and represent much different 
crops. That’s not a coincidence—crop insurance 
now covers more than 500 million acres and 
more than 130 different products, including spe-
cialty crops, livestock and row crops. 

These farmers’ stories underscore the vital 
role of crop insurance in ensuring that America’s 
farmers can continue to provide food, fuel, and 

Continued from page 1 fiber for the nation. They don’t want handouts; 
they want the tools to manage risks and the abil-
ity to get back on their feet after disaster strikes. 
Crop insurance is that tool. It keeps farms in 
business, it protects rural economies, and it en-
sures that the next generation has a chance to 
carry on this important work.

As policymakers and the public consider the 
future of agricultural support, I urge them to lis-
ten to the voices of those who live the reality of 
farming every day. Their message is clear: crop 
insurance isn’t a luxury—it’s a necessity. Without 
it, many of the farms that form the backbone of 
rural America simply wouldn’t survive. It’s time 
to recognize crop insurance for what it truly is – a 
lifeline for America’s farmers and a cornerstone 
of our nation’s agricultural economy.

In This Issue
We mentioned Bryan Mrachek earlier in this 

message. He farms in South Central Washing-
ton and is one of the Washington farmers we 
met a few weeks ago. You can meet the others 
who are working hard like Mr. Mrachek to grow 
the delicious fruit we all love to eat, starting  
on page 5.

NCIS hosted two interns this summer who 
worked on projects for several NCIS depart-
ments. You can meet Tamarra and Trinidee, 
learn more about their activities, and find out 
what they learned about crop insurance by 
reading the article on page 24.

In July, NCIS hosted another successful and 
informative Train-the-Trainer session that of-
fered in-person and virtual training to member 
company underwriters, compliance managers, 
and trainers. Read more about this important 
training event on page 20.

Drs. Mark Zarnstorff and James Houx write 
about the NCIS Agronomic Research program 
beginning on page 10. This article highlights re-
search results from 2023 and how those results 
may be incorporated into NCIS loss procedures 
in the future.

And lastly, we highlight our friend, Rick 
Gibson, who we lost a few months ago. Rick 
was known throughout the crop insurance in-
dustry for his ingenuity and deep knowledge of 
crop insurance and what risk management tools 
farmers would need to keep them in business. 
Rick was a friend of mine and he will be missed 
by me and many others.

We hope you all have a great Fall and enjoy 
reading this issue.

Skin in  the Game
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