Food Power

Food is power.  Those who control a society’s food supply can (and---in all probability---eventually will) control that society.  Just consider Joseph’s meteoric rise from slave and prison guard to Egypt’s second-in-command when he interpreted the Pharaoh’s bad dreams to mean that Egypt needed to set up carryover stocks as a safeguard against famine.  The surest way to control the food supply is to control information about it, and the most troubling trend in the politics of food today is the growing amount of control over food information exerted by a shrinking number of people.  The negative effects of this information bottleneck are perhaps most apparent in food production and food access, affecting not only farmers and those who suffer chronic hunger, but all of us.  

The nucleus of food information is the seed:  the DNA coiled in a crop seed is a unique pattern, proven to yield palatable, nutritious food for humans.  The Supreme Court established a novel precedent in 1971 by granting a patent for a genetically-engineered (GE) Pseudomonas bacteria to Anand Mohan Chakravarty, an employee of General Electric.  This was the first time a patent had been granted for a life-form.  Since that point, agribusiness companies have rushed to patent newly-developed seeds and biological controls for diseases and pests.  The seed patent is an excellent technique for restricting the flow of information:  rather than seeds being available to anyone who can collect them after a harvest, suddenly they become available only to those who can afford to pay the patent owner for their use.  This legalizes “biopiracy”, to use the term Vandana Shiva popularized, in which genetic resources developed over centuries by indigenous people are extracted and patented by companies which then sell the seed back to its original developers and prevent them using it without payment.  An attempt about a decade ago by two researchers from Colorado State University to patent a variety of quinoa they had collected in the Andes was thwarted, but other patent applications on entire landraces (traditional varieties) or specific characteristics of crop plants have been granted.  For example, Kenneth Hibberd and his colleagues were granted patents in 1985 to over 260 aspects of a line of maize, which means that no one else may develop these characteristics.  

Information restrictions have tremendous effects on what we eat, how it is grown, and which resources are used in its production.  The kiwi and the mango were once exotic fruits that most U.S. shoppers wouldn’t recognize---just as most shoppers today are stumped by recao, mangosteen, and sapodilla.  With the mango, essential information about its desirability and availability was not available in Boston and Minneapolis until technology was developed which enabled long-distance transport of perishable fruits.  

In other less benign cases, information is withheld intentionally in order to maintain or increase profit levels.  For example, biotechnology promoters argue that labels GE foods containing genes from other organisms are unnecessary or actually injurious, because they fool consumers into thinking there is a difference in these foods.  But if there is no difference, what is the justification for patenting these crops?  Such legerdemain by corporate spokespeople and public officials does not assuage public concerns about unforeseen health and environmental problems which might ensue from use of biotechnology.  A patent is not warranted simply to allow companies to privatize and profit from resources vital to human survival which previously have been in the public domain.  Similarly, the World Trade Organization has ruled against country of origin labels because they imply differences in the produce so labeled.  Yet to many people, a piece of fruit produced under a repressive regime is significantly different from one produced using fair trade practices.  The US Department of Agriculture’s attempt to slide GE products, sewage sludge, and irradiation into the proposed national organic standards backfired due to widespread protest for the same reason---these aspects of production do make a significant difference to the public. 

“Right-to-know” legislation that fueled countless local protests against environmental contamination over the last two decades apparently does not apply to food.  Seven agribusiness companies (led by Monsanto, DuPont, Novartis, Dow Chemical, and a division of the Pharmacia Corporation) created the “Council for Biotechnology Information” earlier this year.  A spokesperson from Monsanto claimed, “What we’ve found is that people just aren’t thinking about this.  The overwhelming response is people need more information”.  These companies invested a staggering $50 million in an advertising campaign which is already disseminating rosy depictions of doctor, farmers, and children in happy harmony with nature; but oddly enough, the website and pamphlet the Council produced have no information whatsoever on just which foods are produced with genetic engineering.  The most parsimonious explanation is that GE developers fear consumers will reject genetic engineering soundly, if given a chance;  but they want to continue profiting as long as possible from sales of GE seedstock and products.  A survey of farmers and consumers conducted by Roper Starch Worldwide in the summer of 1999 showed that at least 2/3 of both consumers and farmers believe the agricultural industry is doing only a “fair” or “poor” job of explaining the benefits and drawbacks of various farming techniques to the public.  Will the public accept the self-serving propaganda of the Council for Biotechnology Information?  I hope not.

Control over information determines to a large extent who will grow and handle our food. The American public has been lulled into believing that it really doesn’t matter how food is grown, who suffers or profits in the process, and which resources are used up or contaminated in food production and distribution.  But it does matter. . .  not just to the people who are pinched in our food system now, but to all of us.  For instance, who will pay for the massive soil erosion which continues to remove tons of soil from Midwestern states every year?  Who will replace the honeybees and other pollinators killed by overuse of pesticides?  Who will clean up 35,000 miles of rivers in 22 states, and groundwater contaminated beyond federally mandated safe limits in at least 17 states, by hog, chicken and cattle waste?  Who will restore fisheries poisoned by pesticides and dying from eutrophication caused by fertilizer runoff?  Who will cover the medical bills for migrant farmworkers in California trying to cope with working conditions far inferior to those in most other industries?  Who will take care of the children of North Carolina poultry workers when the parents are incapacitated by workplace injuries, which occur at extraordinarily high rates among poultry processors?  

Let’s be clear about who is raking in the profits from “business as usual” in our food system.  Not all farmers are exploiting farmworkers and living off natural capital borrowed from the future.  Small and mid-scale farmers are not doing so well, even in today’s boom economy.  The precipitous plunge in numbers of farmers and amount of farmland nationwide which occurred between 1950 and 1985 has slowed to a steady trickle, but even slow declines in such a small workforce (about 1.8% of the working population) has big effects.  Along with the decline in number of farmers, the percentage of the average food dollar that goes to the farmer or farmworker has been declining steadily.  The latest figures from the US Department of Agriculture show that less than 20% of the average dollar spent on food goes back to the farm.  The proportion going to processing and sales, on the other hand, keeps going up, along with the sales and profits by agrochemical and seed companies.  For example, Monsanto enjoyed a 23% increase in sales between 1997 and 1998 (pulling in $4,032,000,000 in 1998).  DuPont had a 26% increase, Dow Agro-Sci. 11%.  Although Novartis had the highest sales ($4,152,000,000), it suffered a –1.1% decline from 1997 sales. 

The costs of our current food system are overwhelming at both the individual and societal levels, and the benefits accrue to a tiny group.  The societal costs include decreased quality of life, declining environmental integrity, rising healthcare costs, and costs of trying to care for the people who are dropping into or through the safety nets our society provides.  To the extent that we continue to mine natural resources---especially topsoil, freshwater, biodiversity, and petroleum---to grow food, future prospects for sustainable food production look more and more bleak.  If Americans knew that resources our children and grandchildren will need simply to survive are being squandered in order to maintain profits for a few of the people involved in food production today, would we tolerate it?  

The immediate response might be, sure, this doesn’t sound great---but it’s just the unavoidable result of healthy business competition which rewards the best producers and distributors and agribusiness companies and culls the deadwood.  Why should we care that our food dollars go to processors or agrochemical companies or a few large farms?  Isn’t the the most cost-effective way to provide cheap food?  

One concern is that this trend of concentration was not natural and inevitable.  Deliberate choices were made by US agricultural research and policy administrators around the middle of the last century to focus primarily on improving the efficiency and productivity of farming over the last half-century, in particular by enabling ever-more-concentrated and ever-more-chemically-intensive production systems.  Federal subsidies have gone mainly to farmers who decided to farm this way, rather than remaining at a small scale and using methods which don’t require such high levels of synthetic pesticides, fertilizers, and feed additives.  Almost 30% of agricultural subsidies go to the top two percent of farms, and over four-fifths to the top 30% by sales.  Federal research support, agricultural extension, subsidies, and other government payments have done little to slow the dramatic decline in the number of farmers in this country, from about 900,000 in 1970 to 139,000 in 1997---in fact, a strong argument can be made that federal support has hastened this decline.  Most agricultural administrators at state land-grant universities are making the explicit decision now to invest in “high-tech” farming, such as genetic engineering, global positioning systems and precision farming, which will benefit large-scale farms the most.  

A second concern is that our current food system is not cost-effective at all, if we include resource degradation and social costs.  All of the problems mentioned above that society bears are considered externalities.  They don’t appear in our food bill, but that doesn’t mean we don’t pay for them.  We pay in taxes and opportunity costs and loss of quality of life, instead of at the cash register.

The third concern, at least for me, is that this means that the current food system contributes hugely to the rising inequity in distribution of income and wealth in this country.  For instance, four processing firms (Tyson-Foods, Gold Kist, Perdue Farms, and ConAgra) control 55% of the U.S. market share for broilers.  Four companies (IBP, ConAgra, Cargill, and Farmland Industries) control 87% of beef cattle slaughter.  Three of these, plus Smithfield, control 60% of pig slaughter.  By “owning” a key process in food production, such as production, milling, or slaughter, these companies control who will farm and how they will do it.  In North Carolina, contract poultry farms receive birds, feed, medication, and precise instructions from the company.  Farmers who would rather not produce under contract suddenly discover that they can’t get their birds slaughtered or their hogs butchered, and farmers hard-pressed to maintain slaughtering facilities for just one or two farms.

A fourth concern is that, as a few companies and farms get bigger and stronger, the average consumer gets relatively less powerful and influential.  I don’t trust that Monsanto and Novartis are looking out for my interests---I’d much rather have the information and opportunity to make my own choices.  I don’t want Archer-Daniels Midland to be “supermarket to the world”---I’d much rather allow people to buy their food from vendors they know and trust.  Even “alternative” food businesses and organic companies are merging and becoming more concentrated, erasing differences in corporate philosophy or commitments that have attracted customer loyalty.  Somehow “Ben, Jerry and Unilever’s” ice cream just isn’t the same as “Ben & Jerry’s”.  

Concentration has steadily funneled power over food choices to people within corporations, regulators, and decision-making bodies like the WTO who are not accountable to the public interest. The well-documented “revolving door” between agricultural or food regulatory agencies and food industry creates deep vulnerability.  Who is looking out for the public when the regulators are looking out for industry?  It isn’t just bureaucrats within regulatory agencies like the FDA, eager to avoid alienating their future employers, who are affected---the agribusiness industry has amassed enough wealth that it exerts considerable political clout, and is able to influence elected officials as well.  

Information about farming, farmers and food distribution can go a long way toward reforming the food system.  In Europe, a new food labeling system allows customers to know how many “food-miles” produce has traveled.  In many regions of the United States, new “eco-labels” allow customers to distinguish potatoes, apples, or other products that have been raised in environmentally-sound ways.  Certified organic labels likewise give customers assurance that at least some of the conditions important to them were met when their food was grown and processed.  Fair-trade labels ensure that growers were compensated at a fair price for their labor, and shared the profits with distributors and other “middle-men”.  These labels allow people to put their money behind their values.  But food politics needs reforming for reasons in addition to consumer squeamishness about lack of choice, lack of knowledge about how their food grew, and lack of knowledge of who grew it.  

The most fundamental problem with contemporary food power is that too many people aren’t getting the food they need.  The system only works for some of the people, some of the time.  Globally, more than 800 million people are malnourished without essential amounts of protein and calories.  In the US, an estimated 30 million people, or almost 10% of households, suffer chronic food insecurity.  In 3.5% of American households, hunger is a regular guest at the table.  Control of information has a profound effect on hunger and food security, as well as on food production alternatives.  If hungry people are portrayed in the media with compassion, and if information about the root causes of hunger are widely available, the demonization of poor people as shiftless failures by some conservative politicians would fall flat.  If information were more widely shared about the sharp rises in income and wealth disparities due to the last two decades of political decisions, and the sharp declines in availability of affordable housing, high-quality public and private schools, and accessible health care, we would be less confident about the economic boom.  If we clearly understood the direct relationships among household poverty, childhood hunger, and poor school performance, perhaps we would work harder to raise minimum wages and restore funds to food assistance programs.  

It’s not just information that is needed, but a diversity of information from a diversity of sources, and information which allows evaluation of the credibility of those sources.  Generally, diversity in systems allows creativity, buffers, mutations and spontaneity, and alternate pathways for critical functions.  One of the dangers in lack of diversity is that it can make a system vulnerable:  if one component fails or if catastrophe strikes the entire system (as happened when potato blight came to Ireland from America in the summer of 1845), there is little resilience and capacity to recover.  Increased concentration of food power has resulted in less diversity in almost every aspect of food production, supply and access.  Crop varieties are disappearing at an alarming rate, along with knowledge about appropriate traditional farming methods for environmentally-sensitive regions, traditional foodways, cultural meanings attached to food, and diverse kinds of research conducted on foods and their production.  We are accustomed to deride totalitarian governments because of their excessive control over the economic system;  but aren’t we moving in the same direction with mergers in media companies, corporate mergers and take-overs, and a political scene increasingly dominated by whoever can buy the most airtime?

What would a sound “food plank” in a progressive political platform include?  First, it would guarantee food as a basic human right for all, provided in ways that promote dignity and autonomy for producers and consumers.  This puts food supply in the public interest, not simply a business transaction between private sellers and buyers.  Second, a food plank would guarantee the right of the public to know about the production methods used on their foods, and the consequences of those methods.  If GE foods indeed have all the potential their champions claim, then let the public support them by choosing them over other foods.  Third, it would provide strong incentives for production methods that don’t destroy natural resources heedlessly, and that actually leave the earth better off.  This could be through a combination of penalties for wasting public goods, and rewards for good stewardship.  Fourth, diverse smaller-scale agricultural systems can be encouraged through state purchasing strategies and land-use planning subjected to public scrutiny, so that buyers can hold farmers more accountable for their use of shared resources.  If food planning were done as deliberately and with as much public input as zoning, new construction, or transportation planning in communities and cities, far fewer hog lagoons and massive feedlots would be built.  This is not to say that land-use planning and planning for transportation are models of democratic participation in most cities---simply that we as a society recognize that transportation, sewage hook-ups, and development require forethought and planning to avoid unpleasant consequences, but we allow food systems to develop without planning.

Just in case you don’t have the opportunity to vote for a candidate who proposes food power reforms you like, you still have options for realigning food power.  Find out as much as you can about the decisions that determine what you eat---remember that information is power.  Try to build and support a more democratic and equitable food system, such as by joining a food coop or community-supported agriculture farm.  Grow your own, so that you can eat fresh-picked corn and tomatoes as well as finding out the kinds of problems local farmers face.  Trying to grow the food you eat is an humbling experience, sure to make you appreciate farmers more.  Make your voice heard, to supermarket managers as well as to state legislators and Congressional representatives.  Work for more public input on decisions about food power, and clarification of alternatives.  And finally, join other people who want to change the power relations in our food system.  There are many organizations trying to do just this, and they need your help.

