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December 21, 2009
Mark B. Tobey 

Special Counsel for State Relations and Agriculture
Department of Justice

950 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20530
Dear Mr. Tobey:
As a member of Rocky Mountain Farmers Union, I am deeply concerned about the impact of concentrated agricultural markets on family farms and ranches, rural communities, and our national food security. Many food growers are faced with a single market for seed and other inputs, and a single market when it comes time to sell their produce. It doesn't take an economics degree to understand that this means higher prices, greater risk, and lower profits for the actual food producer. Price spreads monitored by the USDA graphically demonstrate the difference between "added value" and "increased price." Ten pounds of potatoes earn a farmer 60 cents; then the consumer pays four dollars for them a few days later. Does anyone seriously think that the retailer has added nearly three and half dollars of value to that sack of potatoes?

Increasing food retailer concentration is a problem nationally and globally. Currently, 80% of  beef packing belongs to four companies. The situation is similar in almost every agricultural market, from poultry to fertilizer. The individual companies may change from one market to another, but even that isn't definite. The Department of Justice is current reviewing at attempt by the largest beef packer in the world to purchase the (bankrupt) largest poultry producer. 
Companies like JBS and ConAgra pursue a policy of vertical integration that threatens consumers and the small producers whose work these companies hire at share-cropper wages. The nation has seen the risks of letting banks and other institutions become "too big to fail." In the background, the bankruptcy of Pilgrim's Pride, the collapse of the dairy industry, and the rapid decrease in the international food surplus as corporations pursue "the bottom line" all show how vulnerable we are to similar disasters in our food economy. You can't "bail out" starvation.

We look forward to working with the Department of Justice and the USDA to help inform the public and our elected leaders about this issue and to develop rules and regulations that ensure the safety of our food supply, the profitability of family agriculture, and the sustainability of our rural communities.

Sincerely,
Marvin Schmidt
Fremont County President

Rocky Mountain Farmers Union

5655 S. Yosemite #400

303.752.5800
rmfu.org
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