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Dear Colleague: 

We wanted to bring to your attention a recent New York Times editorial about how after more 
than a decade after the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) reached a landmark 
settlement for having cheated generations of black farmers through “indifference and blatant 
discrimination,” many still are waiting for their claims to be settled.  The editorial concludes that the 
nation should right this historic injustice.   

Unfortunately, the indifference and blatant discrimination by USDA was not limited to black 
farmers.  For decades, women farmers have suffered from gender discrimination at the hands of USDA 
in the denial of farm loans and loan servicing.  In 2000, women farmers initiated legal action against 
the department’s redlining, but a resolution still eludes them while the discrimination continues.  That 
is why we have introduced the Equality for Women Farmers Act (H.R. 4264) and we strongly urge 
you to cosponsor this bill.

Thousands of women farmers across the U.S. have detailed the discrimination they suffered in 
seeking farm loans from USDA and how such actions by the federal government put them at a 
disadvantage.  Women often were told that the department had run out of applications or that loan 
funds were exhausted only to see their male counterparts receive the necessary documents and loan 
funds.  Many women simply were told to leave the farming to men.  The data is clear that women 
farmers consistently received far less than their fair share of farm loans from USDA, even though they 
were just as qualified as men who applied for loans.

 Despite the large number of women farmers who have come forward, the claimants have been 
unable to secure class status in order for all affected women farmers’ claims to proceed in a single 
lawsuit.  Instead, women farmers soon may be forced to bring individual suits in courts across the 
country making it more difficult and unlikely that they will receive justice. 

 Our bill, the Equality for Women Farmers Act, would remedy this situation by establishing a 
Special Master to take action on this issue and process the claims expeditiously.  Furthermore, the bill 
would require USDA to institute reforms to address the systemic discrimination against women 
farmers. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/02/08/opinion/08mon3.html


 This bill addresses an issue of fundamental fairness – all farmers, regardless of their gender or 
ethnicity, should be judged on the merit of their applications for their loans.  Gender never should be 
the determining factor to economic security.  We urge you to support this bill. 

 If you would like to become a co-sponsor of the Equality for Women Farmers Act, or need 
additional information, please contact Brian Ronholm (5-3661) in Rep. DeLauro’s office or Casey 
Fromson (5-8104) in Rep. Eshoo’s office.   

Sincerely,

  ROSA L. DeLAURO     ANNA G. ESHOO 
  Member of Congress     Member of Congress 

Editorial 
February 8, 2010 

Pay Up
Claimants are still looking for their money, more than a decade after the federal Department of 
Agriculture reached a landmark settlement for having cheated generations of black farmers through 
“indifference and blatant discrimination.” The 1999 agreement on what is known as the Pigford class-
action lawsuit was hailed as the biggest civil rights settlement in American history. The judge 
estimated a swift $2 billion payout — or $60,000 each — for victimized black farmers.  

It has not worked out that way, as the White House’s new budget confirms with a request for $1.15 
billion to pay still-pending claims from black farmers. The same amount was requested last year but 
did not survive the self-interested knives and elbows of the Congressional budget scrum.

The class-action suit detailed how eligible black farmers traditionally were denied loans by the 
agriculture agency while their white peers went to the head of the line for growing-season wherewithal 
and homestead improvements.  

After the settlement, some farmers got their money, but far too many ran into a new buzz saw. They 
were stalled and rejected through paperwork technicalities, tight deadlines and a lengthy appeals 
process that officials insisted was necessary. There was early confusion within the Obama 
administration about whether the settlement process had been capped, but Agriculture Secretary Tom 
Vilsack insists no; the aim, he says, is to finally “close this unfortunate chapter.”

Pigford v. Glickman has not resonated across the land like Brown v. Board of Education, but the very 
same history of crippling injustice is at its heart. The Pigford settlement will remain a misnomer until 
the nation rights this historic injustice and pays what it owes.


