Thursday, December 31, 2009
 

TO:  Department of Justice, United States Government, Washington, DC

 

FROM:  Julie Graham Walker  (Farm Family Member, AgriMarketer, Communicator, Consumer)

 _______________________________________________________________________________________________
OBSERVATIONS of CONCENTRATION:  (include but not limited to . . .)


DAIRY:  As an owner of dairy cows, I have seen active purchasers of raw milk in the SE from farms decrease from approximately 30 different buyers in the 1960s to two companies that control 90% of Southeast milk market purchases at the current time.  As a periodic broker of dairy cows, outlets for cattle sales have decreased as the potential buyers of cattle have decreased.  
 

GRAIN / ROW-CROPS: As a member of a family farm operation that row-crops an average of 1000 acres, our family has experienced these changes in named sectors of the grain industry: 

· SUPPLIES: Decreases in the amount of companies from which supplies and seeds can be purchased, to the point that less than five companies generate the majority of plant technologies and patents that determine crop production for food and fuel domestically and internationally

· BUYERS /MARKETS for corn, soybeans, wheat, oats: (Our primary purchasers)
· Decrease in Numbers, Shift in Ownership:  Decreases from 30+ regional buyers in a 75-mile radius 40 years ago to one major buyer in two different locations each over 150 miles away at current time, approximately 7 regional companies available as buyers 
· Resulting increases in the distances that must be traveled to our major customers, which is less responsible in a carbon-footprint manner
MARKETER / COMMUNICATOR:  As a party who has sold advertising, and who has witnessed the consolidation of companies who actively advertise, less revenue is available for any and all publications, resulting in less jobs in that related sector
CONCERNS related to CONCENTRATION TRENDS:   When does Efficiency become the Hidden Enemy?
Less responsibility with large-company management philosophy – both financially and ethically - to the farmers who are the alpha-point of the production chain.  In local or regional economies, there is more accountability of management and decision-makers to the farmers and neighbors when they see firsthand the effects of management decisions, and therefore, generally more effort to make responsible decisions.  
Increasingly higher risk of financial failure to communities with farm-based economies, when major income and/or  resource companies based in remote locations (it is believable that a 2008 Wall-Street scenario can happen in the farm sector, resulting in a ripple effect in distribution networks, groceries, restaurants, and consumer sector).  
Increasingly higher risk of bio-terrorism or agro-terrorism incidents that can affect large segments of population in a short amount of time: 

· ANIMALS:  Of particular concern in dairy; since milk from large dairy operations/counties can reach shelves in large metro population centers (i.e. Eastern Midwest to Atlanta or East Coast markets) within 18 hours of harvest, the risk for introduction of harmful biological pathogens to cows on farms and their ability to affect 25-30% of the nation’s population in a short period of time is alarming.  Not only numbers are important, but since milk is largely consumed by youngsters, children can be particularly at risk in such an incident.
· PLANTS:  Same scenario, different products that can carry harmful pathogens.  We have seen the results of E-coli and salmonella incidents, worst-case scenarios can be due to other organisms to which humans have little or no resistance.  One vial of a new organism can wreak havoc in a short amount of time on items such as lettuce, broccoli, tomatoes, etc.
Less diversity in biological and genetic sources of both plants and animals, and therefore less ‘natural resistance’ to plant or animal diseases, and less genes on which to build future crops.   A diverse array of genetic seedstocks must be preserved and enhanced for optimal culture and societies, but a natural biologic evolution and diversity is being diminished with current concentration of companies and sources.  This is not an optimal situation.  
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PARTICULAR ILLUSTRATION – DAIRY ANTITRUST HEARINGS:

In the past several months, I have attended two hearings in a federal court case concerning AntiTrust in the Dairy Industry.  As a lifelong owner of dairy cows, as well as having a heavy involvement in many segments of the dairy industry, I have been horrified and nauseated at the testimonies that have been offered to date at these hearings.   If I hadn’t witnessed taped depositions myself, and seen the letters and documents that were presented in open court, I don’t think I would have ever believed the depth of callousness displayed by some of these individuals. 
Although I realize legal opinions will be rendered on a different standard than my observations and opinions, there is no doubt in my mind that the total lack of humanity that has consumed these individuals has detrimentally affected both farmers and consumers alike.  It is very reasonable to assume that significant amounts of monies were removed from local economies due to the nature of money flow in the dairy business. The far-reaching scope - both in geography and numbers of people - of these very few companies is a prime reason that Concentration and Vertical Integration must be challenged when it comes to the nation’s food and fiber supply.      

CLOSING: 

I want to thank both the Department of Justice and the United States Department of Agriculture for initiating this dialogue when it comes to this crucial crossroads in the culture of the American Foodshed, and in decisions on how food will be delivered from soil to society in the future.  While I may have my own ideas about some specific answers to the looming problems associated with Concentration and Vertical Integration, the best solutions will come only when a diversity of thoughts are responsibly presented during the hearing process, then duly considered and wisely applied.  Our future generations are at stake, and our legacy will be written as the hearings occur.
Respectfully submitted,

Julia Graham Walker

Newport, Tennessee
