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Thank you Mr. Chairman for inviting me to testify today on an important subject that has great value to our nation and to many developing countries around the World.

What is Farmer-to-Farmer?
The John Ogonowski Farmer-to-Farmer Program provides voluntary technical assistance to farmers, farm groups and agribusinesses in developing and transitional countries to promote sustainable improvements in production, food processing and marketing. The Program relies on the expertise of volunteers from US farms, land-grant universities, cooperatives, private agribusinesses and NGOs to respond to the local needs of host-country farmers and organizations. In general, these individuals are not overseas development professionals but rather individuals who have domestic careers, farms and agribusinesses or are retired persons who want to participate in development efforts. Typically, volunteers spend approximately 3 weeks on assignment, living with host families at the level of the local population.
The current FY04-FY08 extension of the Program will provide over 3,000 US volunteers to 40 core countries. In the 22 years since it was first authorized by congress as part of the 1985 Farm Bill, Farmer-to-Farmer has sent more than 11,000 ordinary Americans from all 50 states and the District of Columbia, who have donated professional time worth an estimated $80 million, to work in over 80 countries. In so doing, FtF has become one of the longest-running and most highly-regarded US Government initiatives abroad. Following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the Program was renamed in honor of John Ogonowski, the pilot of American Airlines flight 11 that crashed into the World Trade Center.

Funding
The Farmer to Farmer Program is currently authorized as part of the 2002 Farm Bill (Farm Security and Rural Investment Act - FSRIA, P.L. 107-171). This authorization continues through FY2007. The process is underway in the 110th Congress to reauthorize the Farm Bill which will include consideration for reauthorization of Title III., Agricultural Trade and Aid which includes P.L. 480 Food for Peace.

P.L. 480, the Agricultural Trade and Development and Assistance Act of 1954, has three food aid titles. Title I, Trade and Development Assistance, provides for long-term, low interest loans to developing and transition countries and private entities for their purchase of US agricultural commodities. Title II, Emergency and Private Assistance Programs, provides for the donation of US agricultural commodities to met emergency and non-emergency food needs. Title III, Food for Development, provides government-to-government grants to support long-term growth in the least developed countries. Title I of P.L. 480 is administered by USDA; Titles II and III are administered by the Agency for International Development (AID). 
The FSRIA provides minimum funding for FtF at 0.5% of the funds appropriated for P.L. 480 programs. In actuality, under the current Farm Bill funds have been $10 million per year under Title II plus a declining amount of funds from Title I. Funding from Title I reached a high of $702,000 in 2003 and was $381,000 in 2006. These funds include a percentage of Title I appropriations plus “ocean freight differential” for the commodities shipped under Title I. In 2006 the total budget was $10,381,000. 
In the 2007 Farm Bill, with Title I zeroed out and Title III dormant, the funding for Farmer-to-Farmer is potentially at risk of significant reduction.
Personal Experience

After turning my family farm over to my son in 1993, I had more free time on my hands. I had served in the army before buying my farm and then worked as an award-winning salesman for Smith Harvestore. Later, I also originated a community bank in Wisconsin, while continuing to work on the farm, so I was not accustomed to having free time on my hands. One of my colleagues from the community bank suggested I fill my time by volunteering with farmers from the former Soviet Union. That colleague had already made several trips to Moldova and hearing about his experiences motivated me, as well as some of our other friends and colleagues in Wisconsin, to want to visit the country and do what we can to help the people.
 

In April, 2006, I accepted the challenge and traveled to the Republic of Moldova to work with the Volodeni Dairy Cooperative through the Farmer-to-Farmer Program, implemented in Moldova, Ukraine and Belarus by CNFA, Inc. I was the first volunteer to ever work with this group of 280 dairy farmers but, soon after arriving, my translator, the cooperative leader, Leonid Platon, and I became a tight knit group, discussing various available low cost ideas and methods to improve the coop’s milk sales and the health of their herds. I conducted training sessions with group members, visited numerous dairy farms in the community and met with the group’s milk buyers to determine their quality and supply demands. During our work, which started at 5 am and lasted till 11 pm every day, I realized that farmers are basically the same all over the world. We covered all aspects of dairy cattle housing, sanitation, nutrition, breeding and basic veterinary care. Although I soon finished my three week assignment and headed home, a bond had been forged and I had also found a new business partner and friend. 

 

After I left, a variety of things happened. I provided Leonid with instructions and a $10,000 low interest loan from my own money and he set about building a modern silage bunker. I also worked with CNFA to craft subsequent volunteer assignments that would help push and develop the Volodeni Cooperative. The cooperative and CNFA kept in constant contact with me and the other volunteers who had worked with the group, to identify and solve small issues before they became large problems. 

 

When I came back to Moldova for my second assignment in early 2007, I was amazed. The advice given by Farmer-to-Farmer volunteers had led to great results: increased milk yields, enlarged herds, improved cattle housing conditions and higher prices for clean milk. The cooperative achieved a $10,000 increase in milk sales and a nearly 40% increase in net profit in just one year. In turn, the farmers had created new jobs and increased payrolls by 31% as well, passing on their increased prosperity to the wider community.

 

While the impact on the local economy was gratifying for me and the other volunteers who worked with Volodeni, I felt we had gained even more ourselves by being taken into the Moldovan farmers’ homes, families and rural life and by learning about their culture and traditions. I was eager to return the hospitality and give my Moldovan friends the opportunity to meet my family and experience our farm life back in the US, so this spring I personally sponsored my friend Leonid to visit me and several other volunteers in the US. The trip was an opportunity for Leonid to learn more about American agriculture and meet the families of the volunteers who had made such an impact on him and his community. Upon his return to Moldova, Leonid hopes to use what he has seen and learned in the US to build a modern milking parlor to serve his village.

 

I strongly believe in the help we have provided and the exchange between the two countries offered by the Farmer-to-Farmer Program. In all, the bridge between Moldova and Wisconsin established by that first colleague of mine has since drawn in a total of six Wisconsin farmers, neighbors and friends, including myself. Together, we have performed 13 volunteer assignments, contributed our own money to support the Moldovan farmers and raised charitable donations from our communities worth more than $30,000. As I like to say, “A candle loses nothing by lighting another candle”.

Benefits of the Farmer-to-Farmer Program
My experience is but one example of the good work being done by Farmer-to-Farmer volunteers all over the world. Given its modest cost, the FtF Program generates remarkable impact, both at home and abroad. 
Economic Development

The Farmer-to-Farmer Program emphasizes economic impact and has been very successful in bringing tangible economic benefits to farmers in the developing world. Approximately 1 million farm families (representing about five million people) have been direct beneficiaries of the FTF Program since its inception.
 
Over just the last three years, as part of the current FY04-08 program, nearly 1,900 volunteer specialists have been fielded in support of 1,745 host institutions in 39 countries, including farm producers, agribusinesses, processors, retailers, exporters, input suppliers, cooperatives, associations, financial institutions, government agencies, NGOs and other agricultural sector stakeholders. Almost 80%, of host organizations assessed for impact of economic growth have reportedly adopted volunteer recommendations in some way and approximately 2.2 million direct and indirect beneficiaries have reported measurable improvements. With the support of US volunteers, they have realized an increase in gross annual sales of $122.4 million and in total annual income of $17.9 million.
  The assistance the volunteers provide continues long beyond the original assignments, as well. My relationship with the Volodeni, Moldova dairy farmers is not unique. Eighty five percent of volunteers continue to have some kind of contact with the farmers and host organizations in the countries in which they volunteered.
Promoting an Image of the American People
Importantly, the program provides people all over the world the opportunity to get to know ordinary Americans. Each year, Farmer-to-Farmer fields approximately 650 US volunteers who provide technical assistance to agriculture and agribusiness in 40 different countries. In addition to the technical assistance, the volunteers serve as citizen diplomats and carry the knowledge and culture of the American people directly to the public of the countries where they work. Hosts see volunteers caring and working hard for their development, which helps dispel many negative stereotypes about Americans that persist around the world. Moreover, they bring knowledge and understanding of those countries back with them to the US, conducting outreach and public information activities upon return to the United States and helping improve the American public’s understanding of the world around them and of the challenges facing developing countries. 
International Trade
FtF implementing organizations go beyond simply placing volunteers on an individual basis. They focus on development of specific market chains for which overall impact can be evaluated. FtF volunteers build institutions and transfer technology and management expertise to link small farmers with markets that capitalize on comparative advantages in production, processing and marketing. As these developing markets expand and become more sophisticated, not only are standards of living increased for FtF hosts, but new trade and investment opportunities are created for US agribusinesses, making the FtF Program a sensible long-term investment for American agriculture. Volunteers have even helped to establish subsidiaries of US companies where they volunteered, assisted their hosts to procure productivity and quality-enhancing inputs and equipment from the United States and fostered lasting partnerships between US educational institutions, agricultural organizations and private sector companies and their counterparts in developing countries around the world.
Concluding remarks  
I thank you again for allowing me to share my thoughts and experiences on the Farmer-to-Farmer program with you today. I truly believe that Farmer-to-Farmer represents a superb value for the taxpayers’ money, achieving measurable results, increasing economic stability and sustainability in the developing world and empowering private enterprise as the engine of growth in agricultural production, processing and support services. 

In the greater goal of promoting awareness, understanding and friendship between ordinary Americans and people around the world, we simply cannot do enough in this day and age. We need more of the Farmer-to-Farmer Program and other initiatives like it and I would like to encourage you to at least double the size of the Program in the 2007 Farm Bill and to fully fund it in the years to come. 

Now, more than ever, America needs to show the world that our people care, are willing to give of themselves for the benefit of others and to work hard, shoulder to shoulder with our friends in developing countries, to improve their standards of living. 
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