Tom Zacharias, President of National
Crop Insurance Services

“Crop insurance is a vital
component that ensures the
viability of my operation
and is the first line of defense
against natural disasters.
We must work to make crop
insurance more affordable
as it plays the vital role in
sustaining rural America.”

—Keeff Felty

It is no secret that times are tight in rural
America right now. Input costs are elevated, crop
prices have been lower than expected in recent
years, extreme weather events are more common,
and policy uncertainty overhangs the market.

As Dr. Joe Outlaw from Texas A&M’s Agri-
cultural and Food Policy Center (AFPC) shared
during NCIS’s recent annual meeting, “It's time
for the panic button” Outlaw shared that in the
42 years the AFPC has been tracking financial
performance of representative farms across the
country, this is the worst he’s ever seen in terms
of cash flow.

It was through that dire economic lens that the
Senate Agriculture Committee examined the farm
safety net over the course of three recent hearings
featuring farmers, bank lenders, and others.

Those discussions reinforced one fundamen-
tal truth: crop insurance remains the corner-
stone of the farm safety net. It has kept farmers
in business in recent years, and, according to
farm leaders, it must be preserved and strength-
ened for rural America to emerge from the
tough economic times.

Crop insurance’s popularity among farmers,
policymakers, and agricultural leaders was on
full display during the Senate hearings—a tes-
tament to the hard work and dedication of the
private sector delivery system.

As Senator Joni Ernst (R-IA) eloquent-
ly summarized, “Crop insurance is the most
effective and reliable risk management tool
available to farmers that must remain afford-
able and accessible”
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Farmers Continue to Prioritize

Crop Insurance

From the witness table. Zippy Duvall, presi-
dent of the American Farm Bureau Federation,
probably put it best:

“Crop insurance is the cornerstone of the
Farm Bill, and it needs to be continued. It is
where farmers have skin in the game and pay for
a premium, and the general public has skin in the
game through substitute of the premium to make
sure that our food system stays secure from one
season to the next because of lower prices or be-
cause of natural disasters or whatever might be
happening. It is the cornerstone”

His sentiments were echoed by leaders from
major commodity organizations, including
Keeft Felty, a farmer from Altus, Oklahoma,
and president of the National Association of
Wheat Growers. He stated: “Crop insurance is a
vital component that ensures the viability of my
operation and is the first line of defense against
natural disasters. We must work to make crop in-
surance more affordable as it plays the vital role
in sustaining rural America

Kenneth Hartman, president of the National
Corn Growers Association, stressed the finan-
cial realities farmers face and called for addi-
tional coverage.

“When you're putting out a corn crop, you've
got a lot of expenses,” he explained, “so we defi-
nitely need to support higher levels of crop
insurance””
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Hartman, who farms in Waterloo, Illinois, told
lawmakers that he typically buys 75-80 percent
crop insurance coverage, but said he believes corn
farmers like him need even higher protection lev-
els “because there’s a lot more risk there right now
when it comes to costs of putting crop out””

Protecting and strengthening federal crop
insurance is a priority for corn growers heading
into the Farm Bill, he said.

The National Sorghum Producers agreed,
with its chair, Amy France, explaining, “While
Title 1 is critical to provide assistance with mar-
ket returns when market returns are below the
cost of production, crop insurance is the corner-
stone of tailored in-season risk management for
our farmers.”

The Banks' Perspective

The importance of crop insurance to individ-
ual farmers was essential for lawmakers to hear,
but they also learned how crop insurance fuels
the economic engine of rural America.

“Uncertainty always provides added risk, and
crop insurance is the number one tool that ag
lenders have to help mitigate that risk,” said Caleb
Hopkins, a loan officer at First Dakota National
Bank. He further explained:

“Crop insurance is the number one risk man-
agement tool in the belt for ag lenders. It is a tool
that also puts the power back in the producer’s
hands. They have the opportunity to look at dif-
ferent coverage levels and make those decisions
about their operation. Not only on the risk man-
agement side, it also creates marketing opportu-
nities for producers when it comes to marketing
those crops proactively throughout the year”

Tara Durbin, the top agricultural lending
officer at Farm Credit Mid-America, took a
similar stance.

“Crop Insurance is the cornerstone of the
farm safety net and one of the most important
risk mitigation tools available to our farmers. We
support the strongest possible crop insurance
program, and we applaud the committee for ex-
ploring ways to enhance this vital tool to improve
affordability and coverage”

Despite all the positive quotes, our industry
didn’t emerge from the hearings completely un-
scathed. Some specialty crop and organic farmers
said that Whole Farm policies could be improved
to encourage more participation, and they asked
for incentives to add additional crop coverage.

On the whole, leaders from major com-
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modities and congressional leadership remain
steadfast in their support of crop insurance. This
should give all of us a reason to be optimistic.

Crop Insurers Were Well Represented

And that brings me to Dalynn Hoch, head of
Rural Community Insurance Services (RCIS),
who was asked to testify on behalf of the crop in-
surance industry. She did an excellent job setting
the stage for keeping crop insurance strong and
expanding coverage, saying, “Hope is not a plan”

Planning for disaster ahead of time and put-
ting proper risk management tools in place at the
farm level is more important than ever, she ex-
plained. She went on to elaborate:

“Crop insurance is an economic driver in ru-
ral America. ...Crop insurance not only secures
loans and protects the farmers when they suffer
a loss, it also spills over into the local economy,
empowering ag retailers and other local busi-
nesses, often the first line of unsecured debt to
the farmer. Crop insurance is the premier risk
management tool for the American farmer. The
public-private partnership that we enjoy delivers
it in an efficient and effective way. These crop in-
surance benefits have kept families on their farms
and Americans clothed, fueled and fed”

However, crop insurance’s protection cannot
be taken for granted. Hoch underscored the im-
portance of making crop insurance sustainable
for the private sector, which has faced its own
financial pressures as the system has grown and
demands have increased.

“For crop insurance to function as designed, it
must be affordable, widely available for purchase
across the country, and economically viable for
the private sector to deliver and sustain the long-
term commitment of their capital, both dollars
and talent to this great industry;” she warned.

Well said, Dalynn. With more than 2.4 mil-
lion policies providing $159 billion in coverage
across 544 million acres as of 2024, the numbers
tell the story. Crop insurance works, and it must
remain the bedrock of America’s farm safety net.
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The crop insurance industry gathered for its
annual convention earlier this year in Florida.
There were many great speakers and panel pre-
sentations throughout the three-day event. High-
lights can be found starting on page 5.

On the last day of the Convention, four in-
dividuals were recognized for their service and
support of the crop insurance industry. Michael
Meisenzahl was presented with the Outstanding
Outreach Award for his work as crop insurance
agent in educating small and minority produc-
ers about the importance of crop insurance.
Dave Paul, who recently retired from NAU but
before was long-tenured with the Risk Manage-
ment Agency, was presented with a Friend of
the Industry Award. Richard Stinson, ProAg,
was recognized for his service and leadership to
NCIS standing committees and presented with
the Industry Leadership Award, and Tim Weber,
retired from Great American Insurance Group,
was presented with a Lifetime Achievement
Award. Articles recognizing the accomplish-
ments of these individuals can be found starting
on page 16.

Protection for specialty crops is an import-
ant part of the crop insurance program, and the
crops covered increase every year. From apricots
to bananas, tangelos to walnuts, and everything
in between, crop insurance is available to grow-
ers who produce nutritious and delicious fruits,
vegetables, nuts, and other specialty crops. Learn
more about how specialty crop coverage con-
tinues to grow and how the insurance industry
works together with USDA/RMA to develop new
products and expand options and coverage for
existing policies on page 10.

Two longtime NCIS employees, Mark Zarn-
storff and Troy Brady, retired from NCIS earlier
this year. An article highlighting their respective
accomplishments and contributions to NCIS and
the industry can be found on page 14. We wish
both gentlemen a long and happy retirement.

We wish you all a great Spring!
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