
To Whom It May Honorably Concern in the Department of Justice,
In light of this historic opportunity to comment on consolidation in our food system, as both a farmworker and student of agriculture I find it a civic duty to contribute my perspective on the issue. In biology, complex and diverse systems are the most resilient; homogeneity undermines this resilience. Likewise, the food system is a complex web that encompasses each and every one of us. Yet there is one trend that has permeated every branch of the system: consolidation. Since the beginning of industrialization, power in the food system has been increasingly consolidated in the hands of fewer and fewer individuals. This unequal balance of power has had a major impact on public policy in this country, often with negative effects being increasingly externalized to the citizens. In beginning to illustrate this pattern of consolidation, consider the situation in production itself. The figures below show that the number of farms (and thus the number of farmers) has declined drastically while the size of farms has grown in inverse proportion (Dimitri et al 2005), maintaining only slight variation in the total area of land in production. 
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For however dramatic the previous graph may look, consolidation in the supporting industries is even more extreme than consolidation in primary production. These industries include inputs (notably seed, fertilizer, and pesticides), processing, distribution, and retail.

The consequences of this consolidation are far-reaching. For producers it means they are more restricted in their choice of inputs and are also disadvantaged when they go to sell their product. If there are only a few buyers and thousands of producers trying to sell the same product, this creates a buyers’ market—farmers end up competing with each other, forced to sell their harvests at the lowest possible price or even at a loss. Instead of translating directly as low prices for consumers, these low prices usually translate into high profits for the controlling monopolies. Subsidies unwittingly support this paradigm by compensating farmers who have sold their harvests at a loss: the subsidies in effect become the entirety of the farm income for commodity producers (Woolf Curt Ellis 2006). 

Never has there been an issue of anti-trust violation that affects so many people in such an intimate and life-jeopardizing way as this. With the notable exception of limited direct farm-to-consumer sales, this extreme monopolization translates to a small number of corporations essentially controlling our entire food system. To exemplify the broad influence this monopolizing trend has, I have chosen three disparate concerns in agriculture to examine in more detail: crop subsidies, biofuel production, and agricultural labor. The effect of consolidation on food security and social equity will a recurrent theme in each case, as informed by political economy.
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Figure 3.3 Percentage of agricultural land required for 10 per cent biofuel shares in
major biofuel-producing regions

Notes: World area shares are calculated relative to land used for cereals, oilseeds and sugar
globally (world 1) and within the five major biofuel-producing regions (world 2). All area requirements
are calculated on the basis of average crop area and yield data for 2000 to 2004 and transport fuel
consumption in 2004. For these calculations, the 2004 shares in the feedstock mix are assumed to
remain unchanged.

Source: OECD (2006)



Subsidies come in many forms, and they are not always a bad thing. But there are serious problems with our current system. To begin, by only subsidizing the production of certain commodity crops (such as corn, wheat, rice, cotton, and soybeans) we incentivize the production of a very narrow range of products. By encouraging maximum production, these subsidies lead to wasteful surpluses of commodities and low prices (Holt-Gimenez 2009). This graph illustrates the microeconomic effect that subsidies have on supply and price. This cycle is likened to a treadmill where farmers must individually produce more to increase their profits, but in doing so they drive down prices even further (Galt Lecture 10-22). Farmers have a financial incentive to produce the subsidized crops to the exclusion of all other varieties because the risk is reduced for the subsidized crops relative to the others. The system also promotes a very low level of agri-biodiversity because “payment amounts are reduced if fruits or vegetables are planted on base 
acres, or the acres are used for non-agricultural purposes” (Farm Service Agency 2009). The subsidies also unfairly disadvantage small producers because at least ten acres must be planted to a commodity before the farm is eligible (ibid.). Because the prices of the commodity crops are so low, it is very difficult to remain viable growing these crops on such a small scale. To further disincentivize diverse production, whole farms must be registered for subsidy, not just certain acreage (ibid.). In my personal experience working on a family farm, my boss related to me that he had looked into subsidy payments for his 25-acres but was not eligible because he grew a diversity of vegetable crops. To sacrifice this diverse production model would mean that he would no longer be producing food for his family, but instead only be producing commodities for market. This loss of self-sufficiency is part of the way that subsidies work to the advantage of large agribusiness and contribute to consolidation. In the same way that only producing a handful of commodities for market diminishes an individual farmer’s ability to feed him or herself, on a national level the disproportionate focus on commodities reduces our overall food security, especially when the number one commodity we are growing is feed corn that is not suitable for direct human consumption (Woolf Curt Ellis 2006). In addition to creating inequality and reducing food security at home, crop subsidies are also antithetical to free-trade rhetoric—which suggests that the market would balance out supply and demand, thereby regulating the price for a given commodity—and they create inequality abroad because developing nations are forced to compete in the global marketplace against the artificially cheap US commodities without the support of subsidies from their governments (either because of non-existent finances or because free trade agreements forbid them) (Holt-Gimenez 2009: 62). 
There are many things that could be done to improve the current system. The first would be to encourage diverse production systems by rewarding farmers for growing ecologically, or at least not penalizing them as happens under the current system. A second step would be to support small farmers by abolishing minimum acreage requirements (and perhaps even instating maximum acreage limits). A more challenging step is to discourage overproduction and bring supply/demand back in line so farm gate prices increase, thereby giving all farmers a better chance for economic sustainability. The old model where the government either bought surpluses of storable crops to stabilize the price, or simply paid farmers to leave land fallow or reduce the size of their herds was effective, but favored large producers over small. The benefit of the government stockpiling the surplus and releasing it back into the domestic market as supplies fall is that the price is stabilized both for the producer and the consumer. The most important thing the government can do is to protect both producers and consumers by reducing the influence of large corporations who force farmers to compete and keep prices low. These same corporations are the powerful lobbying bodies that have an interest in maintaining the current system because it allows them to buy commodities below the cost of production (Kenner 2008). They are the greatest obstacle to food policy reform, and they perpetuate the myth that ending subsidies would necessarily increase the cost of food for consumers. Yet when the vast majority of profit from the sale of any food item is going to retail/distributor/processor middlepeople, it is clear where profits can be cut, a fairer price given to producers, and prices on the shelves not be raised. As an example of this point, consider the cost distribution for coffee. This graph shows clearly that almost none of the final price of the coffee actually goes to the farmer. The final big obstacle to food policy reform is the myth that planting as much as possible of a handful of commodity crops will provide us with food security. Reliance on so few crops leaves us vulnerable to crop failures and market fluctuations that more diverse systems are less broadly affected by.
Shifting gears to consider a different, but not unrelated, issue in the food system, growing

crops to produce biofuels also threatens our food security and deomnstrates the same patterns of consolidation and distortions of power that are observable in other sectors. The two primary problems with growing crops for fuel are that it takes valuable resources away from growing food, and it is not a sustainable or even realistic way to solve the impending energy crisis. To illustrate the folly in imagining that we can grow enough fuel for ourselves, consider this graph from the Worldwatch Institute (2007) showing how much cropland would have to be devoted in order to provide even 10% of our fuel needs.  
At best, biofuels would serve to postpone the inevitable as we face peak oil and the related challenges. In the US 94-97% of our energy comes from fossil fuels, and geologists predict that only 40 years worth remains at the current rate of use (Galt Slide Show 10 November 2009). An alternative system is needed, but growing crops for fuel is unlikely to be the answer. This model would do nothing to alter the problems of greenhouse gas emissions, maintaining the car-centric paradigm, and the modern input intensive cropping methods. In short, growing crops for biofuels does not encourage the conservation that is needed to shift towards greater sustainability. Another part of the problem is that biofuel production is also dominated by corporate monopolies. Monsanto and Cargill, two of the biggest agribusiness giants, recently formed a joint venture in biofuel production from genetically modified corn—conveniently forming a closed loop system where all the inputs and all the products directly benefit the company (Annie Shattuck in Holt-Gimenez 2008:78). It is no coincidence that corn, planted to fully 30% of our land base in America and highly subsidized, is a prime avenue for securing even greater control for these companies (Kenner 2008). 


It is imperative that we utilize the time we still have supported by the remaining fossil fuels wisely. Some steps in the right direction would include a moratorium on growing crops for biofuels in favor of biofuels from reclaimed cooking oils. On a very limited scale, reclaimed cooking oil can even be used to run tractors in a sustainable way as was demonstrated at the UC Davis Student Farm for a while (Van Horn 2009), but it is hard to say how practical this approach would be on a large scale. Public education campaigns that explain the extremely small energetic gains and the increased greenhouse gas emissions (Holt-Gimenez 2009: 76) could reduce the romanticism and make way for more realistic approaches to the problem, but more conservative energy use and research into energetically favorable, renewable transportation alternatives are the safest paths forward. The biggest challenges to overcome in this issue are deeply rooted in modern American culture. People love their cars and are generally not scientifically-minded enough to understand the energy cost of producing a liter of ethanol. The idea that we can grow fuel makes it seem sustainable, never mind all the energy it takes to grow the feedstock for the process. Also, the auto and petroleum industries benefit from biofuels because it allows them to continue operating with the current infrastructure. The huge grain interests like Monsanto and Cargill certainly will not want to give up their share either. On top of all that, industry has advised public policy such that the 2007 US Energy and Security Act mandated 36 billion gallons of alternative fuels be produced annually by 2022 (Holt-Gimenez 2009: 74). This goal sounds fine on paper, but even if the entire US corn crop was converted to ethanol, only 12-16% of current gasoline use could be replaced (ibid). Dale Allen Pfeiffer makes a good point that “complex systems change gradually, bit by bit…For a world facing the end of growing energy production, this means that changes should have begun decades ago” (2006: 51).

For however critical issues like biofuels and subsidies are, the food systems issue that is most important to me personally is labor rights. The problem is that farmworkers are codified second-class citizens. As Cesar Chavez writes “[we] are specifically excluded, either totally or partially, from health and safety standards under the federal Occupational Safety and Health Act as well as the Fair Labor Standards Act. Many are excluded from state worker compensation and unemployment insurance laws” (Chavez 1993). Draconian immigration laws combined with the need for large numbers of farmworkers make the situation worse—many workers are “illegal” and bosses take advantage of the workers’ fear to exploit them. Even immigrant workers who came here legally are often afraid of deportation and not able to access the resources that would teach them of their rights. This combination of coercion and lack of legal protections make farmworkers extremely vulnerable to labor abuses. To make matters more complicated, the use of labor contractors hides the abuses that are going on. Farmworkers are subject to punitive action under current immigration laws, but employers are not. In fact many employers are able to exploit this system and even recruit workers and organize bus trips directly from Mexico (Kenner 2008). Because farmers pay the contractor, there is no insurance that actual workers are being paid fair wages, or even being paid at all! Examples of the worst of these abuses are the cases of modern-day slavery like the ones that the Coalition of Immokalee Workers has helped bring to trial. In the last decade alone there have been seven cases successfully prosecuted just in Florida involving “well over 1,000 workers and more than a dozen employers” according to their website (2009). It is important to note that such labor abuses in the food system are not restricted to field workers, but are also frequent in secondary production like slaughterhouses and packing facilities (Schlosser 2005; Kenner 2008). These few cases are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to labor abuses. Adding yet another dimension to this issue, the National Consumers League states in a recent bulletin that “In any given week, 500,000 American children, many as young as eight years old, labor up to 70 hours, in U.S. fields” (2007). The pattern that emerges here is that all available socially disadvantaged people are targets for exploitation by the corporate farming system that is still appropriating wealth from the lower classes in the way that it always has (Galt Lecture 15 October 2009).

Solving this problem essentially translates to ensuring basic human rights for farmworkers. One step would be to end the unconstitutional exclusion of farmworkers from OSHA and the Fair Labor Standards Act. A second step would be to grant legal status to workers who are already in the country, thereby providing a foundation from which they can assert their rights without fear of deportation. This action should be coupled with outreach to inform workers of their rights and oversight to prevent abuses by labor contractors. At a minimum, laws must be enforced equally: punitive measures against the victims of exploitation must be balanced by prosecution of those orchestrating the system. To curb the cycle of “importing” new, disadvantaged groups to replace the workers whose status has been improved, immigration laws need to be reformed so employers cannot benefit from the “illegal” status of their workers. There 

is currently a bill before congress that would begin this process by granting legal status specifically to agricultural workers who are already here. This measure—in the House H.R.2414 - Agricultural Job Opportunities, Benefits, and Security Act of 2009, and in the Senate S.1038—provides an avenue for farmworkers currently in the United States who have been working in agriculture here for at least 3 years to apply for legal status as blue card workers, and potentially as green card permanent residents, for themselves, their minor children and spouses (Feinstein et. Al 2009). This sort of legal recognition is the first step for farmworkers toward being able to assert their rights to basic human dignity in the workplace. There has been tremendous historic opposition to providing rights to agricultural workers, which led to their exclusion from labor law. Unfortunately, most aspects of the current food system are founded on the principles of exploitation, and thus opposition to change is deeply-rooted in the corporate power structure. Big agribusiness will not take a pay cut unless they are forced to do so by regulation that mandates workers be treated with dignity, and part of this means they must be provided a living wage. 

While labor rights, biofuel production, and crop subsidies at first glance may have very little in common (and indeed this paper only scratches the surface of these issues), in fact they are all connected because they are shaped by the same processes of consolidation of power in the agri-food system in America. These consolidated powers direct the conversation and public policy in such a way as to protect their interests and throw a veil over the grim reality we live with (Kenner 2008). As a rather privileged farmworker and student, I cannot conscionably divert my attention from these grave issues. I apologize for being rather long-winded, but in fact there is so much more to say. So I will leave with a quote from President Obama (2008) that reflects the mood of the current system: “Highly paid lobbyists get access, the rest of us have to write a letter [sic]” (qtd in Chatfield).
                  Thank you very much for your time and consideration!
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Consolidation in the US Food System (Compiled from Hendrickson 2007)


Sector


Top 4 Beef Packers�
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83.5% �
�
Top 3 Soybean Crushers�
71% �
�
Top 5 Food Retailers�
48% �
�
Top 2 Corn Seed Producers�
56% �
�
Top GMO Seed (Monsanto)�
>90%�
�



>90% of Soybeans contain Monsanto genes (Kenner 2008)
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