December 17, 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 would like to submit my thoughts for the public record regarding the agricultural sector competition workshops being held by the Department of Justice and USDA.

The advent of biotech and other farming has increased the number of choices and decisions farmers have to make. The intensity of management has increased dramatically over the last ten years. We have to pay more attention to detail. We know more about what is happening in our fields, not only from the combine yield monitors, but also from GPS-based soil testing and tissue sampling. I don’t even trust the germination figures on the seed tag. When I get my seed in the spring, I send it off to an independent lab to have it retested to make sure it will grow in cold soil conditions.

Biotech has definitely helped with yield. We’re buying protection from a lot of the risks that were out there, whether it best pests or weeds. I struggle sometimes with whether we may be buying some protections that we don’t necessarily need, as I’ve always adhered to an integrated pest management standpoint, which universities have always preached. But it does simplify our decision-making process, and there is no question that the traits have added to our yields. 

It has also decreased our pesticide use. I’m basically a no-till farmer, so my fuel use has gone down. The seed hasn’t really had a lot to do with that, although we may be running our sprayer less than we used to. The other benefit is the safety of it. We don’t handle near as much of the pesticides and insecticides that we used to because a lot of those traits are already in the seed. It’s much safer, not only for myself and my family, but for the general public as a whole. 

The number of seed companies has declined, but there are more seed choices available today. Performance is the first thing that comes to mind when I make seed decisions. It has to be justified through performance data, whether on other farms, my own farm, test plots or university plots. I rely on independent data rather than company generated data, so I also look at combine yield monitors and field maps.

Yield is important, but I also base my decision on emergence, standability, disease resistance, and other agronomic factors concerning what I would like to plant on my farm. The value of what it will add to my farming operation comes next. By this I don’t mean price. I’ll plant a higher priced seed, for example, if I feel it will add to my bottom line after the harvest. But at the same time, I’m also cost-conscious as well. I sometimes look at different price points. And the seed companies compete on price, as well as performance. Some farmers just go around and buy whatever is the cheapest. I buy whatever I think will perform best on my farm, even if that means paying a higher price.

In my area, I can purchase just about anything I want. There are at least a dozen different brands to choose from. I usually plant three brands of biotech seed each year. The list price for corn ranges from $235 to $395 a bag, and $27 to $71 for a bag of soybeans. 

As far as research goes, a lot of independent research conducted by universities has been cut back due to funding issues. When I was in school, private companies were the ones who contributed the most to public research. I went to the University of Illinois in the 1970s, and we would have banquets and field days and thank the Pioneer's and DEKALB’s of the world because they had given a lot of money for us to further our research at the university farms. I don’t think that’s happening anymore. Most of their research dollars are staying in-house. I went through the Monsanto labs in St. Louis, and the money that is being spent down there is unbelievable. We are seeing the results of that, but it has hurt public research to some degree. I’d rather my public tax dollars were helping to generate public research, but private investment is now leading the way. 

I own a cash grain farm of about 2,000 acres, half corn and half soybeans, as well as a small beef cow herd that numbers about 35. I also do about 1,500 acres of custom work as well. Although my father was also a farmer, I put this operation together by myself. I had my first crop in 1978 and began farming full-time in 1981. 

Biotech has been an important part of this development. Thank you for the chance to speak out about it.
Sincerely,

Tom Bischoff

997 335th St
New Windsor, IL 61465

