ASGA Testimony

Page 3

[image: image1.png]American Sesame Growers Association
4308 Centergate Street / San Antonio, Texas 78217-4804 / 210-590-4265
WWW.SESamegrowers.org

YS GRown sesAME





Testimony of

Steven Chapman, President

American Sesame Growers Association

Before the Subcommittee on General Farm Commodities and Risk Management

May 14, 2007
Thank you Mr. Chairman, and members of the Committee.  

My name is Steven Chapman.  I am a fourth generation farmer from Lorenzo, Texas, and I grow cotton, sorghum, wheat, and peanuts.  And I grow another crop that I am here today to talk to you about – sesame.

I am the founding president of the newly formed American Sesame Growers’ Association, headquartered in San Antonio.    

In addition to Texas, sesame is commercially grown in Oklahoma, Kansas, and Arizona.

Our association’s top priority and objective, and the sole reason I got off my tractor in the middle of planting season, got in a plane and flew 1,600 miles to be here today, is simple.  

We respectfully request a pilot program for Actual Production History Multiple Peril Crop Insurance for sesame.

Sesame has huge potential to bring profitability to farm balance sheets across Texas, Oklahoma, and elsewhere – if, and only if, we are to obtain basic crop insurance.  

Mr. Chairman, the irony is sesame is a very low risk crop.  Let me be clear, we don’t need crop insurance because of sesame’s inherent production risks.  We need crop insurance because of the commercial practicalities of securing acres and financing.

The bottom-line is this: landlords and lenders demand crop insurance.  Since crop insurance is unavailable to sesame, land and loans are given only to other crops.  

The lack of crop insurance means that accountants and actuaries – not farmers – are deciding what to plant on Texas farms.

The sesame acreage that is produced to date is self financed on owned land.  

Mr. Chairman, sesame production is an American success story that may never be told if we do not get crop insurance.  And get it soon.

Let me explain first the agronomics, second the economics, and third the policy solution for crop insurance. 

Sesame is a crop with huge potential – from Kansas to Oklahoma to Texas to California to Arizona.

It is a low cost, low risk crop that allows farmers to make a profit without relying on program payments.

It is drought tolerant requiring ¼ the water of corn, 1/3 the water of sorghum and ½ the water of cotton.  In last summer’s drought, we saw that it was often the only crop that survived in some areas.

It is an excellent rotation crop for cotton, corn, wheat, soybeans and peanuts.  This is our principal use for sesame.

It conditions the soil and reduces cotton root rot and root knot nematodes, which improves our subsequent cotton crop.  This is why we say, “Sesame is cotton’s best friend.”

And, quite frankly, the issues with WTO are not going to get better for us as cotton farmers and we badly need alternatives.  Sesame is an excellent one.

The reason sesame offers this opportunity is because plant breeding by a Texas company, Sesaco, has yielded new varieties of sesame.  These varieties can be mechanically harvested with a combine. (see the pictures)  Because these are relatively new varieties we have only recently had a crop that needed to be insured.

All the traditional sesame production is harvested by hand because the sesame capsule opens as it dries and drops the seed on the ground.

As for the economics, … the current US production is about 2,500 tons grown on 10,000 acres.  All US sesame is grown on contract.  

Sesame is used for bakery, confection, and is crushed for oil.  Because it is toasted before it is crushed, it does not compete with other US produced vegetable oils.

Almost all of the sesame consumed in the US is imported.
Quite candidly, our domestic customers have food safety concerns given recent news.  So do many other importers, like Japan.  They both want a US supply.
With crop insurance and a chance to expand, ASGA believes, through our conversations with commercial traders and processors around the world, the US could be a net exporter, with a 20 percent world market share within a decade.  

That equates to about 750,000 acres.

Right now, we as ASGA farmer members believe we are in a race with Brazil to capture this market. Thus timing for a crop insurance policy is critical.

So let me wrap up my testimony with our proposed policy solution, Mr. Chairman.

We want a pilot program for actual production history multiple-peril crop insurance for the 2008 sesame crop year.  

We think the policy should be limited to mechanically harvestable sesame varieties that are already marketed under contract.

That way there will be no coverage for revenue risks, only production risks.

Because sesame is used in rotation it only replaces other insured crops and, therefore, will not add additional costs to RMA’s programs.  Sesame could actually lower RMA’s liabilities in dollars per acre.

Because sesame grows in the same areas, under the same conditions and with similar practices as sorghum, sesame fits well as an addition to the Coarse Grains Crop Provisions and a modification of the Sorghum Loss Adjustment Manual.  

The economic and agronomic merits of sesame earned us a spot on the agenda at a board meeting of the Federal Crop Insurance Corporation.  

Our request for a new policy was denied by the FCIC board, however, because they have a guideline of not granting new insurance policies for small acreage crops.  

That decision has put us in a vicious circle: RMA and FCIC say sesame cannot be insured because the acreage is “too small.”   But the acres are “too small” because sesame cannot be insured.

We have done everything we can do administratively with FCIC and RMA.  

Clearly, however, the situation sesame growers – and potential sesame growers – find themselves in is an unintended consequence of the FCIC’s acreage guidelines.  

Thus, it is a matter of policymaking and a proper role for Congress to remedy the problem, and to provide some equity to the crop insurance program.

Indeed, sesame is considered a minor oilseed under the farm bill.  And it is the only minor oil seed without a crop insurance policy.

Sesame is a program crop.  It is the only program crop without a crop insurance policy.

As I said earlier Mr. Chairman, sesame is a great American success story that could never be told unless quick action is taken now to provide an actual production history multiple-peril crop insurance pilot program for the 2008 sesame crop year.

Thank you very much for your interest, attention and consideration.  


