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December 31, 2009

Dear Attorney General Holder and Secretary Vilsack,

   We are American farmers.  On our farm in northern Maine we have been growing organic seed and tablestock potatoes; organic seed, vegetables and grain for over 30 years.  Over this period of time we have observed an alarming contraction of the agricultural and food infrastructure.

    In the past there was relative diversity of markets for farm crops and similar diversity for inputs needed on the farm such as seed and supplies.  As time has gone by there has been a dramatic trend nationally towards consolidation and contraction which we believe has resulted in widespread loss of market opportunity and downward price pressure on farm gate prices.  As an example, in the 1980s and 1990s we had four New England organic produce wholesalers that we sold to.  Through consolidation that number is now down to one. 

   Additionally, farm input prices have steadily increased, sometimes dramatically, as for example, fertilizers, equipment and fabrication metal, and hybrid and GMO seed.  Along with these steep price increases have come occasional availability problems, such as that of rubber tires for farm equipment.  We attribute many of these maladies to the growing problem of corporate concentration.

        The overall effect has been a drastic squeeze on family farmers resulting in bankruptcy and forced exit from agriculture.  Tragic as this has been for individual farmers and our rural communities, this loss of family farmers and the resulting consolidation of food production makes the whole of agriculture and our nation's food resource much more precarious.  As grocery chain consolidations advance, retail price levels continue to escalate with minimal relation to farm gate prices. Livestock production has to a great extent shifted from the fields of family farms to inhumane factory confinement units which produce meat of dubious quality. The United States is at a point where monolithic seed and food corporations have been allowed to grow so large that they represent a serious threat to our society, our democracy and our security.

  We believe it is appropriate to view this dilemma as a major national security issue.  It is in the United States' best interest to have widespread land ownership by family farmers and healthy food production on American soil.  The destabilizing of American agriculture and the increasing reliance on foreign production must be seen as a real threat to our nation's security particularly now as we enter an era marked by the end of cheap oil. Unchecked corporate consolidation and concentration is the chief factor in this failing agricultural scenario and this must be reversed through enforcement of antitrust law.

  Two final points.  First, the patenting of life forms and the resultant patenting of seeds, as well as the potential patenting of plant traits (for example, the red color in red lettuce) has been a colossal error of catastrophic proportions and must be reversed.   A free society can not endure when it's most precious food resources are appropriated by corporate theft.

  Second, one of the tools that these corporate consolidators have been employing for their own advancement is the clamor for increased universal hygiene regulations.  Under the guise of “food safety,” corporations promote regulations that, not surprisingly, only they are able to afford to implement.  It is essential that we expose this charade as an attack on family scale business.  In reality, these corporations are attempting to deny Americans choice and access to wholesome food produced locally and by family operations. Burdensome, expensive and unnecessary  hygiene requirements have the very real likelihood of pushing out of business the family businesses that  Americans are increasingly voting with their pocketbooks to support. The corporate operation that weekly processes 50 million servings of salad mix, while focused on maximizing short term profits, clearly needs government regulation.  But a family farm is different.  His or her entire business is built upon quality by design.  Success and well being is attributable to integrity, reputation, permanence and membership in the community.  This family farmer does not need government regulation. When it comes to real food safety the government should focus on the corporate problem, not on the family farm solution.

  In conclusion, we hope you will take this opportunity to enforce antitrust statutes, restrain corporate control and abuse, and allow to prosper a democratic, de-centralized and vibrant food system.

Jim & Megan Gerritsen

Wood Prairie Farm

Bridgewater, Maine

