December 15, 2009

Legal Policy Section

Antitrust Division

U.S. Department of Justice

450 5th Street, NW. Suite 11700

Washington, DC 20001

Dear Sir or Madam:
I would like to comment on the upcoming workshops on agricultural sector competition. I farm about 2,500 acres of non-irrigated, highly productive land in the corner of Renville County, Minnesota. Of that, about 2,000 acres is of corn. I also grow about 200 acres of soybeans, and the rest is specialty crops like dark red kidney beans. 

My grandfather moved to this particular farm in 1910. I’m 57, and I started farming when I got out of college. But I was involved in it as soon as I could walk. Two sons have joined the farming operation. 

Crop innovations have increased because of biotech seed. Biotechnology has allowed farmers to be more productive. Monsanto had the first biotech seed, and now other companies are doing that as well. There are a lot more companies now than before. They’re not all on an equal level because they’re later to the game, and knowing how biotechnology works and making it work seems to be two different animals. Pioneer, for example, their germplasm is a good, solid hybrid, and as they add more biotech traits, their stuff seems to go down in performance in the absence of whatever they were trying to protect it from. The ultimate test is when you grow them in equal, non-pressured areas. Does it hurt or enhance yield? Some of the other companies are having problems with that. They don’t have a way of inserting or incorporating the biotechnology into the plants that doesn’t have a negative response on yield in a non-pressured area.
Farming equipment has advanced, too, along with biotech and GPS capabilities. With real-time kinetic GPS signal, we can program our equipment to get within one inch of a specific spot. It’s amazing. That’s where you can do data gathering from yields and have planters and spreaders turn on and off automatically so there’s no overlap, which of course generates auto-steering. 
There’s this segment in society that thinks farmers should all look like the couple in American Gothic. They saw farming as more of a subsistence field, but people are realizing that it is a professional occupation with high capital, high risk. Profitability drives my decisions about seed. If it doesn’t pay for itself it doesn’t work. 

We review results from trial programs and also rent some ground to companies to do more scientific research trials. We also study field maps and combine yield monitors. We glean data all winter to justify our seed choices.

There’s an amazing amount of price competition between the seed companies. It’s like there’s a pack of wolves at the door all the time. I study what’s going on and I’m pretty loyal with suppliers, but I’m looking at the bottom line all the time. Our farming operation is in good shape. 

The main players in seed are Dekalb in corn, Pioneer, Northrup King and now Mycogen, which has gotten into more active trait innovation. Those four have their own traits, and then everybody else’s lower draft traits are off of their bloodlines.
The good products are worth the higher price. We now only plant Dekalb corn, which ranges from $200 to $400 per bag. We used to only use Pioneer, but that started changing about ten years ago. They just owned the market. As Monsanto purchased Dekalb and introduced biotech in their soybeans, it drove money to be invested in the business of more traits. Their engine was bigger and it blew the other companies off the map. Interestingly, the other companies also scoffed at biotech, and that put them behind and now they’re trying to catch up. Syngenta, for instance, is a Swiss-based chemical company that wanted people to continue spraying. 
You can’t get ahead by choosing middle of the road stuff. You have to go with the cutting edge. Pioneer, which has been trying to catch up in the marketplace, is cutting their prices and made a ridiculous offer to us about a year ago. We didn’t take them up on it, but the people who did bought corn for $130 a bag. It had all the traits in it, but it performed so poorly that they lost in yield, their harvests were slower and their efficiencies were way down. 

Biotech has allowed us to move away from that. It’s allowed farms to grow. All you have to do is look at the national yield average and see that growing. It’s reduced the adverse weather risk and the insect risk. The hybrids can stand the stress levels a lot better than the conventional seed. We used to incorporate herbicides, which would require multiple trips across the fields. Our climate hasn’t allowed us to move to a no-till system, but we do one-third the tillage that we used to do. Soil conservation has been immense because of that, and we don’t use as much fuel as we once did. It used to be nearly all hand labor. Now you can have ten thousand acres of a field look like it’s been hand-manicured. All of the things that we used to worry about—planting straight, weed-free fields, good yields—are almost just taken for granted. 
If companies didn’t have intellectual property right protection, private research and development would be nearly obsolete. There wouldn’t be any innovation if anybody could copy it right away. Why would you come out with a new drug or biotech event if everybody could copy and produce it? Innovations between the private and public sectors are not even close. If we had to depend on public programs to lead us, we’d be far behind. Private investment has put us where we’re at today. There wasn’t enough money in the old system. Money drives progress. If somebody doesn’t in invest, you don’t get progress. 

I am grateful for the chance to share my thoughts in the public record. Thank you for your time.

Sincerely,

Ken Kuttner 
57648 780th Ave

Stewart, MN 55385

