December 23, 2009

Legal Policy Section-Antitrust Division
U.S. Department of Justice
450 Fifth Street NW Suite 11700
Washington, D.C., 20001

I’m located in Orangeburg County, South Carolina, and grow about 700 acres of row crops that include grain, oats, wheat, corn, soybeans and cotton, and just a few others.  I’ve been farming full-time for about 30 years, and I’m a fourth-generation farmer.  I’ve enjoyed it.
I’m concerned about the agricultural sector competition workshops that are scheduled for 2010 and would like to offer my thoughts on the subject.
The seed choices that are available today are tremendous.  There’s Northrup-King, Pioneer, DEKALB, Dyna-Gro and other companies.  I look at the genetics in the traits, including their adaptability to the heat, soil types and insects in my area when selecting seeds.  Because our soil types vary so much, we certainly plant more than one variety of any one crop to try and suit the soil conditions.  We appreciate the choices we have.  Sometimes cost is a factor as well, but not as much as the proven results of genetic composition, as demonstrated through tests and trials.  We look at our own test plots, as well as results from universities and other trials.  We use combine monitors to see how the crop is performing, but not to the level that they do in the Midwest because our soils are so varied.   We do like to evaluate how that seed is doing on a field-by-field basis.
I plant two or three different types of seeds each year.  The corn, soybeans and cotton all have biotech traits.  In 2009, corn ranged from $155 to $255 per bag.  Soybean prices ranged from $38 to $42 per bag.  The higher the cost of seed, the more traits the seed is likely to contain.  It’s pure and simple.  If a seed contains stacked genes, it’s certainly going to cost you more.  I have sometimes purchased a more expensive seed in a limited amount to test the water to see what it could do compared to what I would normally plant.  If it performs well, then that would be part of the next year’s decision making process.  With seed, you often get what you pay for.
Pricing is what drives America.  Goods and services are delivered for a given price. It’s always part of the competition.   Quality should always be the first factor, in my opinion, and seed companies also compete on performance.  Services certainly counts for a great deal of who gets my business.  Do you really want my business, or are you just trying to sell me a product?  You might sell it to me cheap, but I’ll never see you again.
Farms have gotten larger because biotech seeds have decreased the labor requirements.  They have increased the chemical requirements, but with the equipment available, there is a substitution of equipment-power for manpower.  Farmers are now able to farm more acreage with less labor, due in large part to biotech.  Biotech has also been environmentally friendly because there is a tendency to not have to use as much pesticide to control insects.  That’s been a big plus, and causes farmers to use less fuel.  It’s a total savings.
The yields in the biotech crops are comparable, if not better, than what they were in the conventional crops.  When you’ve got a crop that can protect itself from insect damage throughout the growing season and you don’t have to monitor it quite as much or the weather wouldn’t allow you to get in and spray it for insects, then certainly there are some yield advantages there.  If anything, the yields have been enhanced.  It’s a better economic benefit overall to the grower.
I think that if a company invests in biotech, then they have the right to protect their investments.  If I spend money to develop a product, I ought to have exclusive rights to that for a period of time to recoup my investment.  However, that doesn’t prohibit private research from taking place.  I don’t see where private research has decreased because of companies retaining their intellectual property rights.
Public programs are generally taxpayer funded, and funding has gone down considerably because of economic conditions.  Universities, in my opinion, are not quite doing the research and development that they were doing ten or twenty years ago.  Private companies are filling that void.  You have to keep your research going because traits will fade out over a period of time.  Nothing’s going to be good forever.  The companies recognize that and their development teams are constantly searching for new and innovative traits to put into these seeds.
I look forward to closely following the Department of Justice and USDA workshops.  Thank you for the chance to submit my comments.

[image: ]Sincerely,

Melvin Crum
Crum Farms
820 Gordon Drive
Rowesville, SC 29133
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