
Congressional Responses to COVID-19 
 
Issue 
The COVID-19 pandemic has dealt an enormous blow to farmers across the country. In nearly every sector - 
dairy, livestock, produce, horticulture - producers have seen their markets shrink overnight or even disappear, 
while supply chains have been stretched to the limit in response to this emergency. As many individuals are 
encouraged to stay home, issues with healthcare, broadband, and the economy are heightened. Congress has 
taken several actions in response to the pandemic including stimulus packages to make up for economic 
losses. 
 
Background 
The farm economy continues to be pulled down by low commodity prices, trade-related demand uncertainty, 
natural disasters, and now the economic impact caused by COVID-19.  Congress and the administration have 
provided financial support to farmers through a variety of methods in recent years. Without this support, farm 
bankruptcies would likely be higher, though still well below historical highs. 
 
Moving forward, the impact of COVID-19 on the national economy as a whole and the farm economy may 
make it more difficult for farmers to repay debt, which could increase farm bankruptcies. The extent to which 
farm bankruptcies and/or liquidations can be avoided depends on the financial support provided to farmers. 
The purpose of this paper is to provide a brief synopsis of actions taken by Congress in response to COVID-
19. 
 
Tennessee Farm Bureau is regularly updating our website pertaining to the response to COVID-19. Visit 
tnfarmbureau.org/covid-19. 
 
Coronavirus Preparedness and Response Supplemental Appropriations Act 
On March 6, 2020, President Trump signed into law the Coronavirus Preparedness and Response 
Supplemental Appropriations Act of 2020. This $8.3 billion package provides funding for the country’s 
response to COVID-19, including an emergency telehealth waiver, vaccine development, support for state and 
local governments, assistance for affected small businesses, and other provisions. 
 
Highlights from the bill include an emergency telehealth waiver and funding for the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA), the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), and the National Institute of 
Environmental Health Sciences. There are also provisions for vaccines, therapeutics, diagnostics, and 
community health centers. 
 
Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA) 
The FFCRA went into effect on April 1, 2020 and provides small and midsize employers refundable tax credits 
that reimburse them for the cost of providing paid sick and family leave wages to their employees for leave 
related to COVID-19. 
 
The FFCRA gives businesses with fewer than 500 employees tax credits to provide employees with paid family 
and medical leave for reasons related to COVID-19, either for the employee’s own health needs or to care for 
family members. Workers may receive up to 80 hours of paid sick leave for their own health needs or to care 
for others. It also provides up to an additional ten weeks of paid family leave to care for a child whose school or 
place of care is closed or unavailable due to COVID-19 precautions. The FFCRA covers the costs of this paid 
leave by providing small businesses with refundable tax credits.  
 



Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act) 
The CARES Act passed by Congress with bipartisan support and signed into law by President Trump on 
March 27, 2020 aimed to protect the individuals and families from the public health and economic impacts of 
COVID-19. The CARES Act also provides farmers with assistance through direct payments. 
The Coronavirus Food Assistance Program (CFAP) provides vital financial assistance to producers of 
agricultural commodities who have suffered a 5%-or-greater price decline or who had losses due to market 
supply chain disruptions caused by COVID-19 and face additional significant marketing costs. The $16 billion 
in direct payments intended to financially assist producers with additional adjustment and marketing costs 
resulting from lost demand due to COVID-19. To qualify for a payment, a commodity must have declined in 
price by at least 5% between mid-January to mid-April 2020. The payments were coupled to actual production 
and based on actual losses agricultural producers experienced in response to price declines and supply chain 
disruptions, i.e., sales of commodities impacted by COVID-19. To ensure the availability of funds, producers 
received 80% of their maximum total payment upon approval of their application. The remaining 20% that does 
not exceed the payment limit will be paid later. 
 
Specialty crop producers were eligible for CFAP payments if they 1) had crops that suffered a 5%-or-greater 
price decline on sales that occurred between mid-January and mid-April as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic; 2) had produce shipped but subsequently spoiled due to loss of marketing channel; or 3) had 
shipments that did not leave the farm or mature crops that remained unharvested.  
 
Looking for guidance to determine if CFAP should be expanded to include additional agricultural commodities 
or modified for already eligible commodities, USDA issued a notice of funding availability (NOFA). On July 9, 
following the NOFA comment period, USDA announced updates to specialty crop eligibility under CFAP. 
 
Farmers to Families Food Box Program 
The USDA approved $1.2 billion in contracts for the Farmers to Families Food Box Program designed to 
connect excess meat, dairy, and produce on farms with families facing food insecurity. The funding far exceeds 
the $100 million per month the department initially planned for the program, due to high interest and need. The 
program intends to purchase $461 million in fresh fruits and vegetables, $317 million in dairy, $258 million in 
meat, and $175 million in a combination box of fresh produce, dairy, or meat products. 
 
Paycheck Protection Program  
The Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) developed in the CARES Act is administered by the U.S. Small 
Business Administration (SBA). PPP is a loan designed to provide a direct incentive for small businesses to 
keep their employees on the payroll. These loans are attained at participating banks. Congress extended the 
application period to close on August 8, 2020. Loans will be fully forgiven if the funds are used for payroll costs, 
interest on mortgages, rent, and utilities (due to likely high subscription, at least 60% of the forgiven amount 
must have been used for payroll). Forgiveness is based on the employer maintaining or quickly rehiring 
employees and maintaining salary levels. Forgiveness will be reduced if full-time headcount declines, or if 
salaries and wages decrease. The loan forgiveness form and instructions include several measures to reduce 
compliance burdens and simplify the process for borrowers. Farmers are eligible for the PPP. 
 
PPP was enacted to support small businesses during the COVID-19 emergency. However, impacts from 
natural disasters and other disruptions are likely to result in many farmers reporting net farm losses from 2019, 
making them effectively ineligible to receive a loan from the PPP. While farming operations will still be able to 
apply for a PPP loan based on any employee payroll costs, self-employed operators will not be able to access 
the PPP to pay themselves if they do not show a net farm profit in 2019. Farm Bureau continues to advocate to 
Congress to make PPP a better option for farmers. 
 
Economic Injury Disaster Loan 
In contrast to PPP, the Economic Injury Disaster Loan (EIDL) is administered by SBA and is based on gross 
revenues, cost of goods sold, cost of operations, and other compensation sources for the 12-month period 



prior to January 31, 2020. The EIDL can provide small business owners impacted by COVID-19 a loan 
advance of up to $10,000 that will not have to be repaid, as is determined by $1,000 per employee; for 
example, self-employed individuals with no other employees could receive $1,000 or a self-employed individual 
with five other employees could receive $6,000. 
 
The SBA announced on May 4, 2020 agriculture enterprises with 500 or fewer employees could begin applying 
for EIDL and EIDL loan advance. The SBA EIDL COVID-19 loans can be up to $2 million, based on the 
severity of economic injury suffered. The interest rate is 3.75% for businesses and 2.75% for non-profits, and 
the maximum term is 30 years. The SBA considers credit history of the applicant and determines the loan term 
and monthly payments based on the applicant’s financial position.  
 
The emergency loans are not forgiven, except for emergency advances. Loans can be used to cover payroll, 
fixed debts (like mortgages but not on federal debts), accounts payable, rent, and other operating expenses. 
Businesses can apply for an EIDL, receive the loan advance, and turn down the rest of the loan. EIDL 
applications are only accepted by SBA. 
 
Broadband 
The CARES Act provides additional funds for telemedicine in rural areas through the Rural Utilities Service 
(RUS) of USDA. The legislation directs $100 million to the existing RUS pilot program for rural broadband 
loans and grants, known as the ReConnect Program. An additional $100 million has been allocated for the 
COVID-19 Telehealth Program which will be open to eligible healthcare providers, whether located in rural or 
non-rural areas, and will provide eligible healthcare providers support to purchase telecommunications, 
information services, and connected devices to provide “connected care services” in response to COVID-19. 
 
While the lack of broadband access in rural America is not a new problem, the necessity for immediate action 
is increasingly clear as rural residents and the health care facilities and providers who serve them are more 
reliant on telehealth in the time of COVID-19. Telehealth provides a wide array of services, from processing 
payments and scheduling appointments to conducting primary care visits via video. In this time of social 
distancing and strained health care systems, telehealth services are vital to “flattening the curve.” 
 
Compounding the issue of an underdeveloped rural broadband infrastructure, is the lower patient-to-physician 
ratio in rural America, compared to urban counterparts, with nearly 77% of rural counties considered a health 
professional shortage area. Providing broadband access to rural populations and health care providers will not 
only help in the fight against COVID-19 but will boost the longevity of the community by connecting patients 
with the care they need.  Broadband is also imperative for work and education. As individuals are required to 
work from home and schools use distance learning, rural communities must have access to high speed 
internet. 
 
Questions 
1. Have the actions taken by Congress assisted farmers in your community? 
2. What more is needed in farm programs in response to COVID-19? 
3. What can Farm Bureau do to better educate farmers about the available programs? 

 
TFBF Policy 
 
Catastrophic Events Protection (Partial) 
Catastrophic events, such as earthquakes, hurricanes and pandemics, can kill thousands of people, cause 
billions of dollars in property damage, and weaken our nation's financial system. 
 
A catastrophic event in a populated, developed area can severely damage our nation's economy by 
interrupting trade relationships in our stock and security markets. 
 



AFBF Policy  
 
239 / National Farm Policy (Partial) 
 
2. We support a consistent, long-term market-oriented farm policy that will:  
 

2.5. Provide strong and effective safety net/risk management programs that do not guarantee 
a profit, but instead protects producers from catastrophic occurrences while minimizing the 
potential for farm programs affecting production decisions;  
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