December 15, 2009

Legal Policy Section

Antitrust Division

U.S. Department of Justice

450 5th Street, NW. Suite 11700

Washington, DC 20001.

To Whom It May Concern:
I am concerned about the upcoming public hearings on competition in farming and would like to take this opportunity to make comments for the public record.
I farm about 1,500 acres of mostly cotton, corn and soybeans in northeast Louisiana. I rent a lot of the land, but my father bought a little over 100 acres in 1949, and I have purchased about 250 acres myself over the years. During this time, I have regularly participated in university and company trials. I’m also assistant chairman of the National Black Growers Council.
I’m a strong believer in biotech seed. It has changed farming. We have more seed options than a few years ago. Everybody has got on the bandwagon. There are new names for biotech seed every year.

Over the years, we’ve had problems with so many worms and insects and weed control, so that’s what makes me decide on what biotech traits to use on the farm. All of the prices are pretty close. In my area, almost any variety that you want you can get. We’re unlimited. In the corn, we’ve got the Dekalb, the Asgrow, Cropland, and a bunch of other names. Any kind that I want I can put my hand on at any time. I usually plant in each crop anywhere from 3 to 4 different varieties. Dekalb and Asgrow are two of them. All of those seeds have biotech traits. It’s hard to find a conventional seeds now. Almost all of them have traits.
Price drives my decisions about seed. I think most of them are pretty competitive in the traits that they have, and I just don’t see that much difference in them because I do a lot of trials on my farm in varieties. And I’ve had some trials with the extension service where we’ve had maybe 10 or 15 different varieties on the farm. I’m just getting into the field mapping situation, but we’ve been using yield monitors for several years.
I pay anywhere from $100 to $240 per bag for corn seed, and anywhere from $35 to $65 per bag for soybeans. Soybeans are cheaper to plant. Many farmers buy more expensive brands because of advertising. From my standpoint, it’s sort like going to buy Tylenol. You can buy generic, but more people buy the same comfortable product. The seed companies have a job to do. They try to get more business buy competing in prices and performance. I’ve changed seed to pay a lower price. And I’ve purchased because they said it was better and I wanted to try it. Most of the time it turned out alright and I didn’t see that much difference in paying a higher price.
The change in farming since biotech seed has been tremendous. The labor force and the type of operations have had a big impact on farming. The yields have increased and fuel consumption is down, because we don’t make as many trips as we used to make. There is less spraying and plowing. It’s really reduced the amount of pesticides that we are spraying. From that point of view, the economic output has improved. Some could argue that it hasn’t since it’s eliminated so many jobs, but if you’re in business you’ve got to try to make a profit and cut expenses everywhere you can. Biotech has lowered the cost of production and they try to make as much as they can on that cost cutting situation.
Intellectual property rights in biotech seed hurts some, but it also keeps anybody and everybody from trying to do it. From my standpoint, the biotechs and agreements that they control all of the merchandise seems far-reaching. But we don’t see very much from the public programs. Some of the public investments that get funneled into it end up back in the private sector. I think that private investments have made more improvements in seed genetics and traits. 
Please enter this letter into the public record for the Department of Justice and USDA farming workshops.
Sincerely,

Harper Armstrong

8008 Willard Rd

Bastrop, LA 71220

