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SUBJECT: Comment for Agriculture and Antitrust Enforcement Issues in Our 21st Century Economy Workshops

Antitrust Division,

I am a researcher at University of Colorado Denver’s Center for Sustainable Urban Infrastructure. My dissertation is on the topic of measuring the sustainability of urban gardening.

Urban gardening is, in part, a response to real and perceived food safety and insecurity.  We are all familiar with widespread meat recalls and contaminated vegetables nationwide, for example.  This insecurity stems, in part, from the gradual evolution of reduced competition and variety in the agricultural sector – from the producer to the consumer.
The Department should recognize the strong leverage its policy and case law has on the agricultural system.  From the first patent allowed on a living organism (which has led to global seed insecurity) to the latest partially-successful overtaking of Brazil’s JBS of more than one third of U.S. meat packing, with huge stakes in related U.S. farming and livestock operations.
If the ostensible purpose of antitrust laws and antitrust legal policy is to preserve a) competition, b) reduce consumer cost, and c) improve producer profit,  I would argue that the past 30 years of huge consolidation in the agriculture sector is evidence that food processors and materials suppliers have exploited lack of enforcement where now we have very few companies controlling the vast majority of seed, livestock (also enabling the very proliferation of CAFOs), food processing.  Contracts between farmers and livestock operations should also not be left out, as some of these are tantatmount to ownership and is defacto consolidation.
I would like to recommend the following sustainability issues be added to the conventional antitrust policy goals of competition, cost, and profit:

Resilience – how can policy promote greater distribution and choice of agricultural producers and food processors?  This includes massive horizontal diversification of large food processors that result in the dissapearance of ancillary industries at the local level, devastating local communities and promoting dependence, not independenc.
Health – how will policy impact the safety of our food supply?  One could argue that a greater number of producers and processors reduces health risk exposure to consumers by minimizing the reach of food contamination.  Market control has also resulted in less consumer choice and misinterprets consumer demand as proof of consumer need – consumers will buy what is marketed, available, and cheap.  Unfortunately, cheap food has often been shown to be less healthy.  Agricultural and antitrust policy has allowed cheap food to be less healthy, while policy has the power to make cheap food more healthy.
Thank You,

Stephen Fisher

