

To Whom It May Concern at the Department of Justice, 
	My name is Aileen Smith and I am currently a second year majoring in  Community and Regional Development at the University of California at Davis.  I received an email regarding your interest in information about our food system and I am coincidentally taking a food systems class and would like to provide you with some valuable information that not only shocked me as a consumer but as a citizen of the United States.
	

Changes from the Top of the Food Chain

“The nationwide obesity rate is approximately 23.6%”(Massad, 52).  “Heart disease is the leading cause of death in the US for both men and women” (Applegate, 141).  How could health conditions in a developed country become so poor in such a short period of time?  While many Americans have decreased the amount of physical activity they perform on a daily basis, diet is a main component to these chronic diseases.  Foodborne illnesses have also increased dramatically over the past years. “Every day in the United States, roughly 200,000 people are sickened by a foodborne disease, 900 are hospitalized, and fourteen die” (Schlosser, 195). Another alarming injustice in the food system is poor working conditions that farm workers are put through to earn an insufficient wage to feed their own families the fruits and vegetables they slave over all day. These concerns over food safety not only including the physical foods we eat but the safety of the workers harvesting the foods needs to be a national concern to improve the overall health of Americans.  While consumer demand for personal food choices can play a certain role in changing current problems with the food system, structural changes need to be implemented to really make a difference on a large, long-term scale.                  
	There is something very skewed with America’s version of “cheap” food.  As a political economist would point out, there are many considerations that are not being taken into account when it comes to the production of the cheap foods that are readily available at grocery stores across the nation.  For example, long-term health costs are seemingly left out of the dollar menus and junk food isles.  Currently, it’s cheaper to buy a hamburger than it is to buy a pound of broccoli. For example, grocery stores like Safeway provide 2.125 oz bags of chips that cost $1.00 and 2-liter sodas for $1.50.  Fast food chains have been promoting their dollar menus where customers are able to buy a whole hamburger for $1.  On the other hand, apples cost $1 each, broccoli costs $2/lb, and tomatoes are $1.50 each. Consumers feel like they can’t feed their families with a couple of apples but they can with 5 hamburgers for $5 (Food, Inc., 2009).  
	The problem with these price differentiations is that families who earn lower incomes eat these lower-quality, empty calorie type foods more often than those who can afford to buy fruits and vegetables.  Lower-quality and empty calorie meaning they provide “little or no essential nutrients relative to total calories.”  While cheeseburgers certainly provide sufficient calories, meet the protein requirements and exceed the fat recommendations, they provide little fiber, vitamins, or minerals (Applegate, 295).  As the image “Obesity and Income” shows below, this has lead to an increase in obesity in lower income areas because of higher fat content and fewer nutrient dense foods like whole wheat, fruits and vegetables (Applegate, 261).    
	As a consumer, this made me wonder why these prices were so much lower and why it’s costing me more to eat something that’s healthy for me and something that the government itself is encouraging me to eat through the online guidelines provided by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). Many of the products in the supermarket and at fast food restaurants are able to be so inexpensive because they’re all made with a really cheap main ingredient: commodity corn.  Commodity corn is different than the type of corn that someone would eat either on the cob or in a salad in that it has specific qualities that are broken down from “a complex food [into] simple molecules, mostly sugars” (Pollan, 87).  Corn has made its way into a majority of the processed foods that are readily available at the supermarket (Pollan, 91).  As explained in the film King Corn (2007), subsidies provided by the government encourage farmers to grow as much corn as possible.  The chart below shows how farmers are not only provided with $119 billion for regular farm subsidies but also a combined $65 billion for disaster aid and crop insurance subsidies.  This direct money flow produces an over abundance of corn.  This increase in supply lowers its price so food producers are able to buy this cheap commodity to put into their foods.  
	For example, this grain is being fed to cows to fatten them up because it’s a cheap input and they get more profit because the cows will weigh more (Galt, 2009).  One of the problems with this is that this not only increases the marbling or higher saturated fat content of the meat but is also bad for the cows because their stomachs are not meant to digest grains but grass which produces a mutant bacterium called E. Coli 0157:H7 (Galt, 2009). This cheap input is causing more harm than good.  
	Some may argue that the copious amounts of corn are going to help feed the world and that production must be increased because there are currently still 854 million people who are currently undernourished people in the world (HungerNotes).  In reality, this cheap available corn is going to feedlots and to the production of biofuels.  “In many countries, the affluent are eating the most meat, often at the expense of poorer people who depend on grain supplies increasingly diverted to feed livestock (Leckie, 145)”  
	In order to really encourage people to eat more of the dietary recommendations including 2 cups of fruits and 2.5 cups of vegetables per day, these foods need to be cheaper for the general public.  By redirecting the $9.4 billion of subsidies from corn/grain production to farmers producing fruits and vegetables, this would create a higher incentive for farmers to switch over to producing those types of healthy options (King Corn).  This would then increase supply and therefore decrease the price making them more readily available for all kinds of consumers.  Another way to increase healthy options for low income mothers would be to use some of the subsidy money to provide funding for “the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children, WIC is designed for low-income women and children up to age five.” WIC provides nutritious foods and other beneficial resources for those in need.  The graph below depicts percentage of ethnicity participating in the WIC program. This feminist approach to redistribution would help redistribute or allocate vital nutritional information and food benefits accordingly.  
	The main resistance would be from the current conventional agricultural system because they are being supported by these subsidies.  Farmers receiving the subsidies to produce cheap corn will be affected the most because they are directly reliant on these payments from the government to make a profit (Pollan, 52).  Along with farmers, the fast food, meat, and snack food industries will be impacted as well because of the resulting rise in the price of corn, one of their main ingredients.    
If the government is really serious about decreasing rate of obesity in America then it needs to start where it can make a big impact nutritionally.  The current system is supporting hegemonic companies like Monsanto and ConAgra, which control a majority of the market but also monoculture and commodity crops.  This is not beneficial to society as a whole because it puts the power in the hands of a select few as well as distancing consumers from their food.  This system has been feeding Americans poor quality, cancer-initiating foods (Applegate, 263).  If the meat industry takes a hit because of the increase in the price of corn then that is for the better because as it is, the production of meat is a big cost to society not only because of its fatty nutritional content (because of the way it’s currently being produced) but also because of its environmental impact.  “A cow consumes more than three thousand pounds of grain during its stay at a feedlot and deposits about fifty pounds of manure and urine every day”(Schlosser, 150).  The average cow raised through the feedlots and fed a corn based diet “will have consumed in his lifetime the equivalent of thirty-five gallons of oil- nearly a barrel” (Pollan, 84).  A political economist would look at the change of money from those producing low quality, unhealthy to farmers growing various nutritionally beneficial foods as valuable for society as a whole because it will balance out our diets as well as our wallets.  	
“Recent studies have found that many foodborne pathogens can precipitate long-term ailments, such as heart disease, inflammatory bowel disease, neurological problems, autoimmune disorders, and kidney damage. (Schlosser, 195)” Over the past four months, the Food and Safety Inspection Service, an agency of the USDA, announced 19 recalls, of which, 18 were made by meat producers concerning the safety of their meat products. One in particular, Beef Packers, Inc. had been recalled twice in that time period for possible salmonella contamination of ground beef.  The first time, August 4,2009, they recalled 825,769 pounds of ground beef products while the second time, December 4, 2009 they recalled 22,723.  This frightened me and intrigued me to learn that in a “USDA study 78.6% of the ground beef contained microbes that are spread primarily by fecal material (Schlosser, 197).”  Because of the heavy concentration of cows in feedlots and slaughterhouses, the spread of disease has become “extremely efficient”.  Clearly there is a problem with the concentration and preventative measure against pathogens in the meat packing industry.  As depicted in the “Foodborne disease, exposure and types of costs” diagram below, it would be in the best interest of consumers, the food industry and the public health sector to reduce the instances of foodborne illness to lower the “monetizable” costs like recall or investigative costs done by the food industry and public health sector respectively and to lower the “nonmonetizable” costs like pain and suffering taken on by the consumer.   
As depicted below in the chart labeled “In Beef and Dairy, the Big Get Bigger” the top 4 corporations already had 79% control by 2002.   As of 2007, the top 4 beef packers increased their control to 83.5% of the beef industry.  Combined they have a daily slaughter capacity of 94,054 of which the top two have 68% of that capacity (Hendrickson, Heffernan, 2007).  These cows are only taken to 15 different slaughterhouses where 400 cows are slaughtered per hour.  Because of the fast paced procedure because of greed of production by the top executives, workers cannot adequately prevent the manure from infecting the cut meat (Food, Inc., 2009).  Another problem with such small roaming area is that it’s easy to spread disease which then gets sent all over nation to markets and restaurants.  
In a testimony given to the House Committee on Agriculture on July 16, 2009, Jerold Mande, the new Deputy Under Secretary for Food Safety at the USDA, explained how the President's Food Safety Working Group is going to take preventative action to improve food safety standards in the US.  “The Agency will be implementing regulatory and administrative actions over the next two years to strengthen its surveillance, inspection, and enforcement activities…”(Mande, 2009).   While I agree that more regulation needs to be implemented including closer attention to detail during inspection, prevention should be the one of the main priorities in order to really combat the health problem instead of dealing with the aftermath.  
One solution that would help prevent the spread of E. Coli 0157:H7 would be requiring a certain amount of cleanliness at each feedlot and slaughterhouse as well as a specific amount of space that is allotted for each cow.  E. Coli 0157:H7 originates in the gut after consumption of corn and is spread by the fecal matter that the cows stand in all day (Galt, 2009). An example of this solution already in practice by alternative farmers who are ahead of the curve would be free-range farms for cattle.  Free range defined by the USDA means “access to the outdoors” which seems like it should be a guaranteed right for cows but isn’t under the current system of Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs) which are facilities where animals are confined within a much smaller area than traditional pasture.  By allotting an adequate amount of space for every cow, this would be something that a positivist would be able to accurately measure and verify that standards are being met.   
Another important solution for preventing the spread of E. Coli H0157:H7 would be requiring feedlots to switch the diets of their cattle from corn to grass at least a week prior to slaughtering them.  “If you take feedlot cattle off of their corn diet, give them grass for five days they will shed 80% of the E. Coli in their gut.”(Food,Inc., 2009) If the government is serious about improving food safety and health of Americans, there needs to be harsher punishment against Animal Feeding Operations (AFOs) who fail to pass inspection in order to force them to clean up their act. 
The biggest opposition that a government official will find when trying to implement these changes will be from the conventional, hegemonic, meat packing industry.  As Eric Schlosser has pointed out, these large companies have a lot of influential power because of their monopolistic size.  “The unusual power of the large meatpacking firms has been sustained by their close ties and sizeable donations to Republican members of Congress” (Schlosser, 197).  These companies like the lack of regulation and inspection because of their lack of cleanliness and the benefit of the mass production to gain the highest profit.  In order to meet the higher standards of cleanliness, producers will have to hire more workers to clean stalls and general areas where cows will reside which will eat away at their profit margin because of these higher inputs.  Production will also have to decrease unless these feedlots increase in size.  The current system of CAFOs not only contributes to environmental problems because of heavy concentrations of manure but also pose health risks to the animals and therefore those who are going to consume the animals.  Instead of fixing the root of the problem themselves, farmers fix the consequences of sick livestock by feeding them antibiotics.  70% of the antibiotics in the US go to livestock because of the problems they develop” (Galt, 2009).  
In 1935, the US National Labor Relations Act was passed to give workers the right to organize labor unions, engage in collective bargaining, and participate in strikes and other forms of concerted activity to support their demands.  Strangely, these rights were not awarded to agricultural employees even though they performed jobs equally dangerous and labor intensive.  Because of the mobilization of Cesar Chavez, Dolores Huerta and the United Farm Workers, the California Agricultural Labor Relations Act was passed in 1975, which allowed farm workers to finally unionize (Galt, 2009).  
There are many labor laws and concerns that specifically affect migrant workers including child labor, minimum wage payment exceptions, and health problems.  Under the current Fair Labor Standards Act, children from the age of 12 are allowed to work in the fields even though they lack experience, are more likely to become injured, work longer hours and are paid much lower than minimum wage.  As a feminist would point out, this differentiation between farm worker children, primarily Latino, and other children creates a huge gap in equality not only because of risk of injury on the job but also because of educational opportunities.  Migrant children often have to move, which takes time out of school in itself, and because they work long hours in the fields, they may miss school or fall behind more frequently than children who don’t have to help provide additional income for their families.   
“Many farm workers are paid by the amount of the crop they harvest - by "piece rate." For example, cucumber pickers in North Carolina receive approximately 65 cents for each 33 pound bucket they harvest. This averages out to around $3.90 per hour” (NFWM, 2008). Because many farm workers are foreign born either documented or undocumented and don’t speak English, employers feel that they can take advantage of these workers because they either don’t understand or don’t want to be turned into the Immigration and Naturalization Service or the “immigration police” (Liz’s presentation) 
Not only are farm workers not making enough money to provide food for their families despite working all day doing labor intensive jobs (as depicted below), they “face a greater risk of pesticide exposure than any other segment of the population.  This can cause a variety of health problems, such as nausea, vomiting, dizziness, rashes and burns. Long-term effects of pesticide exposure can include cancer, sterility, birth defects, and damage to the nervous system” (Reeves, et. Al., Kegley et. al).
These types of working conditions are unacceptable for any type of industry and the agricultural industry should be treated with equal respect and justice as any other.  One solution that can be implemented within the US is Domestic Fair Trade. Fair trade is a “movement toward standards that seek to ensure equitable international trade and fair partnerships between producers and buyers, reduce small farms’ vulnerability, and improve producers’ quality of life” (Galt,85).  Domestic Fair Trade is currently still underway which is why the Department of Justice can embrace it and incorporate these goals into their future structural changes.  Some of the changes that need to be implemented are increased regulation and inspection of fair and adequate wages and working conditions of farm workers.    
For example, there is currently a petition to give tomato pickers in Immokalee, Florida, a pay raise of $0.01 for every 32-pound bucket they pick in Immokalee, Florida.  This would increase their wage from $.45/32-pound bucket to $.46 (CIW).  The Coalition of Immokalee Workers is trying to get corporations to sign on to this one-penny raise to improve the lives of a whole community. “The Campaign for Fair Food aims to reverse this trend by harnessing the purchasing power of the food industry for the betterment of farm worker wages and working conditions.” This means that the people and corporations have a huge impact on the foods that they decide to buy to improve the living standards of farm workers across the nation.    
The biggest opposition to an increase in wage and health benefits for farmers would be the current agrifood system.  Producers and consumers are going to be upset because this will increase the price and work for the producer because they will be monitored more closely and will need to pay their workers a fair wage.  This in turn will make them increase the price at which they sell the tomatoes to make up for the “lost profit” which will impact consumers in the short run because farmers will initially raise prices but in order to e competitive with their neighbors, who will also be under the same regulation of Domestic Fair Trade, will need to decrease prices again to get people to buy more.  
The negative externalities including the health risks, child endangerment, and inadequate wages imposed on the farm workers outweigh the monetary effects that will be put onto the farmers.  These conditions sharpen the gap between rich and poor, which can be looked at as a comparison to the North and South of the world.  “Fair Trade [internationally] plays a very important role in EU development policies by helping to educate people in the North and by assisting marginalized producers and communities in the South to participate in a more equitable way in the world economy”(Shreck, 131).   A political economist would have to agree that there are many societal benefits to improving labor conditions for workers as well as making the structural implementation to equalize one specific group with the rest of the workers in the US.  While a positivist wouldn’t be able to directly measure the difference in happiness in the farm workers’ lives after receiving better wages, data could be collected to show a the change in the number of child workers, the change in the number of health issues, as well as the wage difference.  These numbers may be an indication of change in happiness levels after changes are enacted.  
One example of a farmer who is practicing fair worker compensation as well as numerous sustainable practices is Craig McNamara of Sierra Orchards in Winters, California.. Mr. McNamara pays his employees above minimum wage, increases their wages regularly, and used to provide health care for his employees to ensure a sufficient pay for themselves and their families.  Although the health care became too much of a financial burden for Mr. McNamara, he is still involved with his employees to build a close relationship with them to improve the local community. Farmers who are already ahead of the game should be rewarded for their ethical practices to their employees.  This would create more of an incentive for farmers just catching on and positively reinforce the actions of those who have been forward thinking.  
While there might be some opposition in Congress due to loyalties to change the current system and implement such large structural changes and increase funding for a safer and healthier system, as a consumer and an informed citizen, it is frightening to know that basic food safety guidelines are not being met within the US.    Food safety is referring “to the steps taken by consumers, producers, processors, scientists, and government agencies to minimize foodborne pathogens or contaminants…(Galt, 85) ” In order to combat many of the chronic diseases that are plaguing Americans and the injustices that are encouraging inequality in the food system, a closer look at economic distributions, including hegemonic industries is much needed.  This will redistribute the power from just a few to many, which is what democracy is meant to be.  These structural changes will not only improve the health of Americans suffering from obesity, heart disease, and foodborne illnesses but will also improve the overall quality of life for those who don’t have the rights to have a voice of their own. 


			Sincerely, 
				Aileen Smith 
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