The food industry in the United States is fundamentally flawed and at the heart of that flaw is the concentration within the industry.  Whether it be the ten seed companies that control half of the seed production worldwide, or the four companies that process over 80% of the beef in the United States, the food industry in this country has become centralized to an unprecedented degree.   This centralization reduces competition, runs family farms out of business, damages the environment, raises prices for consumers, and has detrimental impacts on our society.  

As an organization that works with 50 small farmers on a daily basis, we see the impact of consolidation within the food industry, both directly and indirectly.  One of the most poignant examples of how our farmers feel the impact of consolidation is that of the farmers that raise animals for slaughter.  While the statistics vary, the number of USDA approved slaughterhouses has plummeted.  By some estimates the number has been reduced by half, to fewer than 1,000, in less than twenty years.  Here in Northern California there are only three remaining.  The majority of those closures have been the very small slaughterhouses, serving the very small farmers and ranchers.   

This consolidation means that farmers that sell beef, pork, lamb, or goat at our farmers’ market are forced to truck their animals long distances to have them slaughtered.  In one case a rancher trucks his pigs nearly four hours to have them slaughtered.   In the end, customers feel the impact of the limited options for slaughtering animals in the form of fewer choices and higher prices for meat from small farmers.

Our farmers also feel the effects of consolidation within the agricultural sector when they go to buy seeds.  With ten seed companies controlling half of all seed sales worldwide, these companies have tremendous control over the price for seeds.   One company in particular, Seminis, controls 40% of the US vegetable seed market and has the ability to greatly impact small farmers such as those that participate in our markets.  Farmers purchasing seeds in smaller quantities pay a much higher markup for those seeds.  Seed companies provide price breaks for large volume and many seed companies won’t even directly sell to small farmers, instead selling to other seed distributors that also take a cut, increasing the end price.  Once again, consumers ultimately see the results of higher seed prices in the form of higher produce costs.

Small farmers such as those that participate in our markets are greatly impacted by the reduced number of grocery retailers.  In a market where five retailers control nearly half the market, small farmers have a difficult time finding a market for their produce.  Large grocery retailers with centralized distribution centers tend to purchase from larger farmers.  Even when they do purchase from smaller farms, they do so through their distribution centers.   Individual stores that are part of corporations with a centralized distribution centers are often unable to purchase directly from a local farm, even if they wanted to. Small farmers are left out in the cold forced to find alternate outlets for their product.   This is a major factor in why most of the farmers that participate in our farmers’ market do so.

As an organization that sees these effects on a daily basis, we urge you to consider anti-trust action in order to protect consumers and small farmers from the disastrous impacts of consolidation within the food industry.
Sincerely,
Ben Feldman

Program Manager
Berkeley Farmers’ Market
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