
In the weeks following the NCIS annual meeting, 
I was frequently asked – “How are things going?” 
“How are you doing?” “What’s going on?” “How are 
things at NCIS?”—or some variation on that general 
theme. After responding to this a few times and in 
the course of preparing for the series of spring update 
meetings, it occurred to me that the crop insurance 
industry is in somewhat of a holding pattern, ergo 
our “tag-line” of “Waiting for Godot.”

Is there plenty to do? Yes, of course. Are there  
issues to be concerned about and prepare for, such as 
a potentially arduous and uncertain appropriations 
process? Absolutely.

So then, why “Waiting for Godot?” Because until 
certain events play out – and not until that time – will 
we have an adequate base of information upon which 

to think strategically about the future of the crop insurance industry.

Literary Context
For those of us who were (or were not) able to stay awake during either high school or college 

literature, “Waiting for Godot” is a tragi-comedy in two acts that involves two main characters, 
Vladimir and Estragon awaiting the arrival of “Godot” who is never revealed and never arrives 
during the course of the play. Written by Samuel Beckett, who was awarded the Nobel Prize in 
literature in 1969, “Godot” stands out as perhaps his hallmark contribution. For our purposes 
here, we can think of the enigmatic Godot as the economic and political uncertainty that at 
times hovers like a dark existential cloud over our industry. (I use the term existential here in 
the acerbic sense that very few of us grew up as young children aspiring to rise in the ranks of 
the crop insurance industry. Moreover, I doubt that few, if any, of the professional critics of crop 
insurance and agricultural policy aspired to rise to their auspicious tower of punditry either.)

With our literary foundation set, let us consider the nature of the uncertainty that lies before 
us, and the extent to which the timing of the resolution of that uncertainty will ultimately deter-
mine our future course of action.

Industry Uncertainty
Industry Economics: Fortunately for the 2015 crop year, results for both the state-reg-

ulated (crop-hail) and federally-regulated (MPCI) lines of crop insurance were pret-
ty favorable overall. As this piece goes to press, current loss ratio (indemnity divided by 
premium) estimates for crop-hail and MPCI are .62 and .76, respectively. Definitive es-
timates of industry MPCI profitability for the 2015 crop year are not yet final and actu-
al payments to insurers of federal crop insurance will not occur until October of this year.  
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That said, the crop insurance industry is op-
timistic it will see favorable returns for 2015, 
which stands in sharp contrast to the finan-
cial conditions experienced the past several 
years. We hope that the 2015 crop year will 
help offset poor returns from 2011 to 2014, 
which averaged -1.4 percent after subtracting 
expenses. Even with the returns for 2015, it 
will take several years in a row of above-aver-
age economic results to approach the returns 
targeted under the reinsurance agreement 
signed with the government in 2010. Despite 
the misleading statements of farm policy op-
ponents, returns to crop insurance companies 
are clearly not guaranteed. As a result, there 
has been some industry realignment and ad-
aptation to the economic conditions of the 
past several years. Going forward, from a 
financial perspective, the industry is funda-
mentally sound and well-positioned to meet 
the demands of the future, barring any un-
foreseen funding challenges as was the case at 
the end of 2015.

2016 Farm Economics
In one sense, the 2016 farm economic out-

look is not that uncertain. The farm press has 
been replete with recent articles reporting on 
the decline in agricultural land values in the 
Midwest and repercussions for land rents. We 
also see discussions of cash flow and liquidity 
concerns. Most, if virtually not all agricultural 
economists are expecting current commodity 
prices to be considerably lower than the past 

several years. This price environment could 
hold for a few more years. The current low 
price regime has direct effects on farm oper-
ations and crop insurance. At these low pric-
es, farmers are not expected to cover all their 
expenses and consequently crop insurance 
guarantees do not cover total cost of produc-
tion. It is too early to know how farmers will 
adjust their crop insurance coverage levels in 
response to 2016 conditions.

As we wait for the farm economy to turn 
around we may find ourselves as forlorn as 
Vladimir and Estragon with “…nothing to be 
done…” except wait and hope for better times 
in farm country.

Legislative and Political 
Uncertainty

The 2014 Farm Bill
The vast majority of the provisions of the 

2014 Farm Bill have been implemented, and it 
should be duly noted that the provisions were 
implemented in record fashion with very few 
hiccups. The actual outcomes and effects of 
the new legislation on the agricultural sector 
are far from known along with the attendant 
set of unintended consequences. We have 
yet to observe the ultimate acceptance and 
adoption of new offerings, such as SCO and 
STAX or the participation in the Whole Farm 
Revenue Program or the long-term effects of 
the Yield Exclusion Option. The outcomes of 
these provisions on farmers and insurers will 
in large part shape the discussion of the next 
Farm Bill. We will simply have to wait around 
on “Godot” for a bit to see how things turn out. 

Amazingly enough, both critics of farm 
programs and provisions in the President’s 
budget call for reductions in the safety net 
at a time when net farm income is estimat-
ed to fall 56 percent from 2013 to 2016, the 
largest three-year percentage drop since the 
Great Depression. Critics should consider the 
statement of Dr. Joe Outlaw of Texas A & M 
University at the April 14, 2016, hearing of the 
Subcommittee on General Farm Commodi-
ties and Risk Management before the House 
of Representatives on Agriculture:
    “And finally, in my opinion, the interest 

groups that continue to call for changes 
that would negatively impact these two 
key policy tools (Title I commodity policies 
and federal crop insurance) clearly either 
have no idea how difficult the financial sit-
uation is across agriculture or they simply 
do not care.” 
The Political Landscape
In the years since its writing, “Waiting for 

Godot” has been poured over by high school 
students, literary critics, sociologists, theolo-
gians, and philosophers who are all trying to 
understand its true meaning. Perhaps, that is 
why the play has stood the test of time – its 
theatrical simplicity has enabled an endless 
stream of interpretation and speculation.

In other words, a perfect parallel to today’s 
political environment. Ask three political 
pundits what will happen the first Tuesday in 
November, and you will receive three answers. 
Ask three legislative experts what will happen 
during this year’s appropriations process, and 
likewise, you will get varying opinions.

Will a contentious budget process affect 
appropriations work? Will the Senate take any 
effective action as long as a Supreme Court 
shadow overhangs its chamber? How will the 
election season affect the process? Will ap-
propriations bills be considered individually 
or wrapped into one giant, untenable pack-
age? Will the bills be contentious as they pass 
through committee? Will Committee mem-
bers seek to undermine the Farm Bill on an 
appropriations measure as the farm economy 
is struggling? Will the political uncertainty re-
solve itself before or after improvement in the 
farm economy? Ask Godot....

“Nothing to be Done?” (Au Contraire)
“Nothing to be done” is no doubt the 

quintessential line of the play. It is not only 
the opening line, but this theme can be found 
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The NCIS industry awards were established in 2001 to honor 
those individuals who provide exemplary service to the industry as 
a whole and/or to producers. The award criteria has been changed 
slightly and a new award category has been added. 

Outstanding Service Award
This award is presented to a crop insurance agent or individual 

outside of the industry who provides exceptional service indus-
try-wide and outstanding outreach efforts to all farmers, especially 
limited-resource and/or socially disadvantaged farmers.

Industry Leadership Award
This award, targeted primarily to members of the NCIS region-

al/state cop insurance and/or NCIS standing committees recognizes 
individuals who are directly involved in the crop insurance industry 
and who consistently serve the industry by providing outstanding 
leadership. One award may be given to a member of a regional/state 
crop insurance committee and/or a member of a standing committee.

Lifetime Achievement Award
This new category of award will be given to those people who have 

served or are currently serving in leadership capacities within the in-
dustry who exhibit(ed) outstanding leadership, guidance and knowl-
edge to and of the crop insurance industry.

Criteria for all awards are:
 1. Unyielding personal and business ethics.
 2. Demonstrated service above and beyond the crop insurance 

industry.
 3. Represents themselves, their company and the crop insurance in-

dustry well.
The winners will be presented with their awards at the crop insur-

ance industry annual convention held in February of each year.
All nominations must be submitted in writing to NCIS by October 

15, 2016, for awards to be presented at the 2017 Annual Convention. 
For nomination information and forms to be submitted, please visit 
the NCIS website at www.ag-risk.org to download. If you have any 
questions regarding the criteria or whom is eligible for the awards, 
please contact Laurie Langstraat at NCIS at lauriel@ag-risk.org or 
913-685-2767.

throughout the entire play. In these words is 
the resignation and inaction of both protago-
nists, Vladimir and Estragon.

Ours is quite a different story; granted cer-
tain events, such as any improvement to the 
farm economy and the 2016 election process, 
must play out. That said, our industry worked 
tirelessly and feverishly through the drought 
of 2012, through the course of implementa-
tion of the 2014 Farm Bill, and most recent-
ly, the crop insurance industry and its allies 
worked together last October to fend off ad-
ditional funding reductions to this vital risk 
management tool. Our industry continues to 
roll up its sleeves for the 2016 crop year and 
provide the best service possible to America’s 
farmers and ranchers.

In short, no one knows with certainty 
how the story will unfold. However, we do 
know that at some point it will be incumbent 
upon crop insurers to rally support for the 
program—whether it is the current appro-
priations cycle or some late legislative chal-
lenge. That means using our “waiting” time to 
strengthen crop insurance’s defense through 
research and rallying allies. 

Much of this is already taking place 
through interaction with farm leaders, better 
coordination among industry trade groups, 
persistent media outreach, embracing new 
communications channels, and conducting 
research. Of course, there is still much work 
ahead of us, and while we are waiting for 
events to unfold, our preparation must con-
tinue. In stark contrast to Godo, much has 
been done and much will continue to be done.

In closing, you have to “wait” no longer 
for this issue of TODAY® magazine. The 
first feature article is a comprehensive look 
at 2015. The article is an excellent summa-
ry of the conditions and events taking place 
in agriculture and crop insurance in 2015. 

Year in Review starts with the planting and 
marketing outlook for 2015, and tracks these 
developments through the course of the 
year. The “Review” revisits the results of the 
Federally-regulated MPCI program as well 
as the private Crop-Hail product and high-
lights the Canadian Crop-Hail program. In 
January, NCIS teamed up with RMA to pro-
vide training on the Whole Farm Revenue 
Program for company trainers, underwriters 
and loss adjusters. This one-of-a-kind train-
ing was very well-received by our members 
and you can read more about in the article 
on page 4. Also in this issue is an article on 
our industry annual convention, which in-
cluded presentations from Senator Pat Rob-
erts (R-KS), RMA Administrator, Brandon 
Willis, political analyst, David Wasserman, 
and many others. Lastly, we highlight our 
industry achievement awards that recognize 
those members of our industry who have 
helped make crop insurance the successful 
and effective risk management tool it is today 
for America’s farmers and ranchers. We hope 
that you find all of this issue informative and 
enjoyable to read.

Despite the misleading 

statements of farm policy 

opponents, returns to crop 

insurance companies are 

clearly not guaranteed.
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