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December 31, 2020 

The Honorable Joseph R. Biden, Jr. 
The Honorable Kamala D. Harris 
1401 Constitution Avenue, N.W. 
Suite 38038  
Washington, D.C. 20270 

President-elect Biden and Vice-President-elect Harris: 

We the undersigned 80 organizations realize you face difficult choices as you assemble a leadership team 
to achieve your critical priorities to ensure racial justice, combat the climate crisis, and recover from the 
pandemic. The United States Department of Agriculture is crucial to fulfilling each of these promises. We 
have the opportunity and imperative now to work together to make things happen in a way that didn't 
happen before in order for USDA to truly live up to the idea of becoming the people’s department. 

We urge you to appoint mission area and agency leaders with deep commitment to these values, full 
knowledge of USDA and its programs and whose lived experiences with racial justice provide a 
crucial balance to the proposed leadership of USDA. To this end, we respectfully urge you to begin 
by nominating Janie Simms Hipp as a historic choice for USDA Deputy Secretary.   

Ms. Hipp, a citizen of the Chickasaw Nation, grew up in rural Oklahoma.  Her agriculture and rural roots 
have clearly grounded her during a long career that has touched on every aspect of the agriculture and 
food system. She not only has a deep and practical knowledge of both agriculture and Indigenous law, she 
has invested this knowledge in building broad collaborations that have developed and secured effective 
policies that matter in lives of rural peoples everywhere. Based on her previous career at USDA, she is 
uniquely qualified to help repair and rebuild faith and trust necessary to motivate USDA career staff to 
accomplish the plans you have set forward.   

Equity is much discussed. Unless USDA – or any other Department – constructs real relationships and 
takes meaningful actions that renew faith and trust, equity becomes merely a word. It must not be a 
concept that excludes or sets apart critical sectors of land-based rural peoples and farm and food system 
workers, as if they do not matter to the centrality of the agriculture and food system and our ability to 
transform it from a source of climate collapse to a climate solution. In fact, the diverse land-based peoples 
of this nation are the very farmers, ranchers and workers with the depth of knowledge and experience 
required to help the Biden-Harris Administration achieve its goals of eradicating the pandemic, building 
resilience, reversing climate change and restoring rural economies and ecosystems.    

The Covid-19 pandemic revealed extensive vulnerabilities particularly in the highly concentrated and 
vertically integrated livestock and dairy sectors and the importance to us all of valuing and protecting 
every producer and worker in the food system from field to table irrespective of immigration status. It has 
created opportunities to reorient our food system to connect small and mid-scale farmers more directly to 
the communities they feed, and the necessity to eradicate hunger in times of disaster and every day for 
everyone. 

The events of the year 2020 have unveiled yet again the compelling need to heal the deep tears in our 
social fabric born of our nation’s foundational racial inequities - including those that remain woven into 



 

the fabric of the Department of Agriculture at every level from federal employees to the Black farmer, 
who in this year 2020 told his granddaughter “USDA is not for us.” 
 
In 2020, our communities, especially in rural areas, are living every day the consequences of both 
persistent social and economic inequalities coupled with climate collapse. Fires, floods, droughts, freezes, 
hurricanes and tornadoes, in combination with the pandemic, have made more tenuous the lives, homes, 
health and sustenance of the most vulnerable people and communities.  
 
How well we recover depends most of all on who is around the table when decisions are made, on who 
has the ear of this administration’s leaders, and on the care with which the rules we make as a society are 
implemented and applied. We now witness the tremendous and justified anger over decades of land 
stolen, workers exploited, and careers unfairly ended without the benefit of doubt, and without the fair 
restoration of status in the face of injustice. 
 
To heal, repair and make restitution for these wrongs –exacerbated over the past four years – will require 
the patience to invite exactly the conversations that leaders – even in the present day – may wish to avoid.  
The capacity to hear those who have directly experienced injustice and to adopt and implement their 
proposals to repair what is wrong is an essential base for your plan to build back something much better 
for us all but first and foremost for all who have borne the weight of injustice and exclusion.  
 
It will take us all to reorient our food and agriculture system to one that is regenerative rather than 
extractive of people and resources, and that sustains ecology and the economy at the same time. We seek 
rural communities that provide and prepare every one of our children without exception for the jobs of the 
future and imbue a respect for the work we must invest to catalyze this transformation towards resilience.   
 
Only together can we invest the resources needed to assure that broadband reaches every tribal, rural and 
urban family and community, connecting them in the face of this and any future disaster to the means to 
thrive. Only together can we assure that every person has safe water to drink and affordable access to 
health care including coronavirus testing, care and vaccines, and that every community provides safe and 
secure housing and access to resources for economic recovery.  Only together can we remove toxins from 
wastewater and land as we develop new ways to meet the food, fiber, and energy needs of the whole of 
our society.  
 
To this end, we need more young, beginning and returning farmers and ranchers and skilled workers, not 
fewer. We need leaders ready to employ their deep knowledge and experience with USDA programs and 
authorities to restore and expand land tenure for those who know and cultivated it before and throughout 
our history as a nation. We must restore and value our forests and watersheds not as a place for extraction 
of resources by outside investors but as essential elements for the future of our society and planet. 
 
By choosing a leadership team with the capacity and wisdom to both heal and build, USDA can consult 
with its federal workers, active and retired, to repair past injustices, and establish real policies and 
guardrails to respect and protect its employees in the future. As your administration develops an 
interagency capacity to achieve broad climate goals, your USDA team should include members with the 
immediate capacity to maximize existing Farm Bill and related statutory authority to reduce agriculture’s 
climate footprint. This can be done by harnessing the power of our nation’s farmers, ranchers and workers 
to mitigate some root causes of climate change by investments that support them in restoring soil, 
capturing carbon, and avoiding emissions. 
 
The necessary transition from extraction to regeneration must be led by people whose deep knowledge of 
the land has equipped them with practical solutions to help agriculture producers adapt to the extreme 
weather events while securing an economic base for their families and communities. USDA’s approach to 



 

food safety should focus on the farm and food system workers who are risking their lives to keep our food 
supply safe and on providing fair prices to producers, and credit relief to keep vulnerable producers from 
losing their farms in the face of this unprecedented crisis or any future crisis. Rural economic 
development should be led by and for the people who live in rural communities and seek a regenerative 
economy and environment that provides a future for their children.  
 
USDA should recruit leaders and secure investment of resources to enact holistic plans such as that set 
forward by Native American Agriculture Fund (NAAF) in their “Vision for Native Food and Agriculture 
Rebuilding and Recovery” throughout the food system especially with Black farmers and ranchers and 
their communities.   
 
The rooting out of racial injustice and renewal of faith and trust will require patience and the inclusion of 
those who have been excluded to repair what is torn and needs healing. Ms. Hipp has deep relationships 
and the trust of our communities. She balances the credentials Mr. Vilsack has with visionary perspective 
and the practical knowledge of an extraordinary Indigenous woman with a unique capacity to help you 
accomplish your critical goals of unifying the nation and building a future for our planet.   
 
We stand ready to recommend additional highly qualified persons who possess a demonstrated 
commitment to racial justice, the health and well-being of rural communities, and preserving our planet 
for generations to come, and who are well-equipped to serve as undersecretaries, agency heads, state 
directors and other positions at USDA. We are further prepared to contribute specific regulatory and 
programmatic recommendations that a renewed USDA should take to correct past missteps, including by 
the incoming team, and assume a renewed role in the agriculture and food system. 
 
We send this letter in the spirit of collaboration and cooperation. We are prepared to work as partners 
with you and invest our deeply honed skills of resilience and problem-solving to the challenges we 
collectively face. We stand ready to work with a progressive and racially diverse leadership team at 
USDA to catalyze the broad recovery our nation needs and assure its benefits reach every community.  
 
We await the opportunity to take the first steps to building with your administration the durable 
partnership we must construct to succeed.  
 
Sincerely,  
 

Rural Coalition, Washington, DC 
Alabama State Association of Cooperatives, Epes, AL 
North Carolina Association of Black Lawyers Land Loss Prevention Project, Durham, NC 
Rural Advancement Fund of the National Sharecroppers Fund, Orangeburg, SC 
 

with 
 

National 
A Well-Fed World, Washington, DC 
Alianza Naciónal de Campesinas, Oxnard, CA 
American Indian Mothers Inc., Shannon, NC 
Animals Are Sentient Beings, Inc., Watertown, MA 
Black Farmers and Agriculturalists Association, Tillery, NC 
Campaign for Family Farms and the Environment, Washington, DC 
Community Food and Justice Coalition, Oakland, CA 
Concerned Citizens of Tillery, Tillery, NC 
Factory Farming Awareness Coalition, Berkeley, CA 



 

Farm Aid, Cambridge, MA 
Food & Water Watch, Washington DC 
Food Revolution Network, Santa Cruz, CA 
Friends of the Earth US, Washington DC 
GMO/Toxin Free USA, Unionville, CT 
HEAL (Health, Environment, Agriculture, Labor) Food Alliance, Oakland, CA 
Hempstead Project Heart, Keshena, WI 
Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy, Minneapolis, MN 
LEAD for Pollinators., Inc., Akron, OH 
National Family Farm Coalition, Washington, DC 
National Farm to School Network, Washington, DC 
National Hmong American Farmers, Inc., Fresno, CA 
National Immigrant Farming Initiative Inc., El Paso TX  
National Latino Farmers & Ranchers Trade Association, Washington, DC 
North-South Institute, Florida 
Organic Consumers Association, Finland, MN 
OrganicEye, Washington, DC 
People's Action, Chicago, IL  
Rural Development Leadership Network, New York, NY 
Sooner Food Group, Newalla, OK 
Sunrise Movement, Washington, DC 
Zero Hour 

 
Local, State, or Regional 
American Federation of Government Employees (AFL-CIO), Local 3354, St. Louis, MO 
Town of Atrisco Land Grant, Atrisco, NM 
Black Farmers & Ranchers New Mexico, Pueblitos, NM 
Border Agricultural Workers Project, El Paso, TX 
CEO Pipe Organs/Golden Ponds Farm, Delafield, WI 
Church Women United in New York State, Rochester, NY 
Citizen Action of Wisconsin, Wisconsin 
Community Action Works, Boston, MA 
Cottage House Inc., Ariton, AL 
Dakota Rural Action, Brookings, SD 
Earth Action, Inc., Pensacola, FL 
Ecological Farming Association, Soquel CA 
Ecotrust, Portland, OR 
Endangered Habitats League, Los Angeles CA 
Farm Worker Ministry Northwest, Portland, OR 
Farmworker Association of Florida, Apopka, FL 
Georgia Organics, Atlanta, GA 
Good Earth Garden School, Palmer, AK 
Hampden Hampshire Conservation District, Sunderland, MA 
Hawai`i Alliance for Progressive Action, Kapa'a, HI 
Heartwood, Indiana 
Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement, Des Moines, IA 
Kansas Black Farmers Association, Bogue, KS 
La Mujer Obrera, El Paso, TX 
Land Stewardship Project, Minnesota 



 

Latino Farmers of the Southeast, Apopka, FL 
Maine Farm to School Network, Maine 
Massachusetts Farm to School, Boston, MA 
Menikanaehkem, Keshena, WI 
Mid-Missouri Peaceworks, Columbia, MO 
Missouri Rural Crisis Center, Columbia, MO 
Occidental Arts & Ecology Center, Occidental, CA 
Oklahoma Black Historical Research Project, Inc., Oklahoma City, OK 
Organización en California de Lideres Campesinas, Inc., Oxnard, CA 
Pennsylvania Department of Agriculture, Harrisburg, PA 
Shelburne Farms, Shelburne, VT 
Soace2Place, New York, NY 
Solar Wind Works 
Texas Mexico Border Coalition Community Based Organization, San Isidro, TX 
United Vision for Idaho, Boise, ID 
Virgin Islands Good Food Coalition, Inc., Christiansted, Virgin Islands 
WATCH, INC, Charlevoix, MI 
WESPAC Foundation, Inc., White Plains, NY 
World Farmers Inc., Lancaster, MA 
WV Citizen Action Group, Charleston, WV 

 
 
 


