Comments Regarding Agriculture and Antitrust Enforcement Issues In Our 21st-Century Economy

December 30, 2009

Legal Policy Section

Antitrust Division

U.S. Department of Justice

450 5th Street, NW, Suite 11700

Washington, DC 20001

Dear Attorney General Holder:

I applaud the Department of Justice’s decision to investigate antitrust enforcement issues in our agricultural system; the action is long overdue. I am a journalist who focuses on American agriculture, and this issue comes up in nearly all of my conversations with farmers and ranchers. In my experience, cattle ranchers from Oregon to Georgia have long since relegated themselves to taking whatever price their buyer offers, even when that means making nearly no profit and risking bankruptcy. They see no alternative, because in their eyes the control held by packers such as Tyson and Cargill is absolute—and, practically, indisputable. 

That the Department of Justice is looking into issues of monopsony throughout the livestock industry is evidence that you recognize the danger of such a dynamic between producer and buyer. There are numerous consequences, but the one that concerns me most is the way this limits farmers’ and ranchers’ autonomy. Now more than ever we need agriculturists to play an active role in improving our food system, for the sake of the environment, food safety, and the health of rural communities. But in this uncompetitive market, they become mere industrial producers, so squeezed by prices that they are unable to consider, much less implement, the best practices for their land and community. 

I hope that your efforts will reveal the faults in agriculture’s current power structure and help to return leverage to farmers and ranchers. A critical piece of this work will be including these individuals, with operations of all sizes and from around the country, throughout the process—not just in the workshops, but in all the discussions that take place. This has not been the case in the preceding hearings held by Congress; I hope you’ll correct that going forward.  

Last: I encourage you to make the topic of monopoly within the seed industry an integral part of this investigation. While its details are somewhat different from the vertical integration taking place in the livestock industry, its impact on farmers is very similar and no less important. 

Thank you for considering these comments. 

Sincerely,

Lisa M. Hamilton

