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Mr. Eddlem

The Constitutional Limits of Government in the 19th Century
President Cleveland vetoed more bills – 584 – than any other president in two terms. (President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued 635 vetoes, but over four terms from 1933-45). Most of Cleveland's vetoes were against expansion of the federal government beyond bounds of traditional roles enumerated in the U.S. Constitution or against increased spending sought by Congress. As such, it can be contrasted with the role of the federal government in American society today. The legislation Cleveland described below would have been the first use of federal funds to subsidize agriculture directly since the adoption of the U.S. Constitution. The U.S. Department of Agriculture up until that time was a research institution responsible for quantifying seed and agriculture technology for the Patent Office. Despite his veto, Cleveland signed a different bill two years later making the U.S. Department of Agriculture a cabinet-level agency, though it remained a small, research-based agency.
February 16, 1887

To the House of Representatives:

I return without my approval House bill No. 10203, entitled "An act to enable the Commissioner of Agriculture to make a special distribution of seeds in the drought-stricken counties of Texas, and making an appropriation therefor."

It is represented that a long-continued and extensive drought has existed in certain portions of the State of Texas, resulting in a failure of crops and consequent distress and destitution. 

Though there has been some difference in statements concerning the extent of the people's needs in the localities thus affected, there seems to be no doubt that there has existed a condition calling for relief; and I am willing to believe that, notwithstanding the aid already furnished, a donation of seed grain to the farmers located in this region, to enable them to put in new crops, would serve to avert a continuance or return of an unfortunate blight. 

And yet I feel obliged to withhold my approval of the plan, as proposed by this bill, to indulge a benevolent and charitable sentiment through the appropriation of public funds for that purpose.

I can find no warrant for such an appropriation in the Constitution, and I do not believe that the power and duty of the General Government ought to be extended to the relief of individual suffering which is in no manner properly related to the public service or benefit. A prevalent tendency to disregard the limited mission of this power and duty should, I think, be steadfastly resisted, to the end that the lesson should be constantly enforced that though the people support the Government the Government should not support the people.

The friendliness and charity of our countrymen can always be relied upon to relieve their fellow-citizens in misfortune. This has been repeatedly and quite lately demonstrated. Federal aid in such cases encourages the expectation of paternal care on the part of the Government and weakens the sturdiness of our national character, while it prevents the indulgence among our people of that kindly sentiment and conduct which strengthens the bonds of a common brotherhood.

It is within my personal knowledge that individual aid has to some extent already been extended to the sufferers mentioned in this bill. The failure of the proposed appropriation of $10,000 additional to meet their remaining wants will not necessarily result in continued distress if the emergency is fully made known to the people of the country.

It is here suggested that the Commissioner of Agriculture is annually directed to expend a large sum of money for the purchase, propagation, and distribution of seeds and other things of this description, two-thirds of which are, upon the request of Senators, Representatives, and Delegates in Congress, supplied to them for distribution among their constituents.

The appropriation of the current year for this purpose is $100,000, and it will probably be no less in the appropriation for the ensuing year. I understand that a large quantity of grain is furnished for such distribution, and it is supposed that this free apportionment among their neighbors is a privilege which may be waived by our Senators and Representatives.

If sufficient of them should request the Commissioner of Agriculture to send their shares of the grain thus allowed them to the suffering farmers of Texas, they might be enabled to sow their crops, the constituents for whom in theory this grain is intended could well bear the temporary deprivation, and the donors would experience the satisfaction attending deeds of charity.


GROVER CLEVELAND


Reflection

1. When Grover Cleveland says "I can find no warrant for such an appropriation in the Constitution," what part of the Constitution/Bill of Rights do you suppose he could reference that would back up his view? (Find it, because a question like this will be on the Final Exam)






2. The part of the U.S. Constitution backers of the relief bill referenced in order to justify spending the money on the farmers was the “commerce” clause of the Constitution, in Article I, Section 8. Write out the whole clause below (look it up) and give your opinion about whether the authors of the Constitution intended to give Congress the power to give away seeds as part of the “commerce”clause.


3. Today, the federal government pays farmers in distress, and in some instances even pays farmers not to plant crops (to keep prices high for other farmers). Few politicians today make constitutional Who -- in your view -- has the better Constitutional argument, Cleveland or his critics?





4. What does Cleveland mean by “ individual aid has to some extent already been extended to the sufferers mentioned in this bill” and that “their remaining wants will not necessarily result in continued distress if the emergency is fully made known to the people of the country.” What does he mean by these words? Do you think he's right, or do you think he should let the Federal government take care of farmers?




5. Under the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Market Access Program, the federal government today subsidizes giant corporations such as McDonald's, Purina pet foods, and Blue Diamond (the world's largest almond manufacturer). What kind of aid to farmers – if any – would be unconstitutional in your view? What is the difference between something being unconstitutional, and something simply being unwise?
