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’m writing to voice my opinion for the public workshops on competition in the agricultural sector.

Biotech has allowed farmers to farm a lot more acres with the same amount of people and equipment. It has made farmers who probably would have gone under to still stay in business today, between rootworm, weed control, and risk management. It’s also helped with health among the farmers. Practices were more dangerous ten years ago. 

Private research and development has increased during this time. The use of intellectual property rights has added to those innovations. It is increasing the competition between all the companies. The more competition the better, because that’s when they create good products. The private sector is truly pouring investment into these innovations. There are better risk management tools today because of private companies. We wouldn’t be where we are today without it. That’s easy to see when you look at other countries and what they’re doing.

Even though there are fewer seed companies today, there are more seed products. It used to be just straight corn. Now, there are a lot of options. Farmers can choose Liberty, Roundup, Rootworm, combinations. There are a lot of different choices for farmers. I feel like the other companies just couldn’t keep up with the speed of technology. It’s no different than the tractor business, for example. How many tractor manufacturers do we have left from ten years ago? The farm equipment business is also much different than it was. 
I’ve found that the number one factor that farmers base their seed choices on is yield. Hands down. A lot of times they will pay extra just to say that they made ten bushels better than the neighbor. They choose on yield whether they want traits or genetics. Growers want to plant something that is consistent. That’s why they are planting so many highly traited products. They have figured out that they don’t have the yield ups and downs when they load up on traited products, especially in a year like this. Growers pay attention to sales representatives and agronomists, but it all comes down to getting the right product placed on the right acre at the right population. You can be the best salesperson in the world, but if you don’t have a good product it’s not going to work.

Farmers take a look around to compare input costs also see what’s available in traits and genetics. They look at different price points. They look at hybrid and variety trials. Farmers that I work with in this area do a lot of side-by-side comparisons on their own farms. They also use lots of mapping and yield monitors.

They sometimes buy more expensive seed to get a better yield and for risk management. In my area, the top three brands are DEKALB, Pioneer and Syngenta. After that comes Monsanto’s biochannel and the other ASI companies. Most farmers in my region typically plant seeds from two seed companies. That has not changed in my area during my eight years. Once in awhile they’ll throw in a third seed company just to check things out. Most of the seeds they choose have traits in them. Retail prices range from $200 to $310 for a bag of corn. 

There is price competition between companies. Whoever has the top-notch yield at the time sets the table of where the price is, and other companies price underneath the value of that. It’s the same thing that goes on in the automotive and other industries. Whoever is the Cadillac at the time is allowed to price as the Cadillac, and after that they price by value underneath that. It’s all about performance and price. 

I’m a seed manager for Frontier Co-op, so I’ve seen these changes taking place. I’ve been with the company for almost eight years, and took over as seed manager over five years ago. We primarily sell Asgrow and DEKALB, as well as some Cropland. The company is a large cooperative that is owned by the farmers. The co-op’s focus is on grain, agricultural chemicals, fertilizer, and seed. I also come from a farming family. 
Thank you for your time. I look forward to following the workshops.

Sincerely,

Jon R. Brabec
1551 County Rd 11
Mead, NE 68041
