IX. THE FARM FOLLIES

The statistics are difficult if not impossible to interpret: the leavings of 60 years of Byzantine political
meddling in a process better |eft to the free market. Furthermore, one must rely on figures given out by the United
States Department of Agriculture, in effect asking the fox for aresumé of his activitiesin the henhouse. Veteran
USDA employees admitted that even after 25 year's service and new farm bills every five years they still didn't
understand the system. If anything ever just grew like Topsy, it'sthe USDA price support program, financed by the
CommoditiesCredit Corporation (CCC) since 1933, and pushed thisway and that by generationsof special interest
politicians. The program claimsto help small farmers, but most of the help actually goesto farmerswhose income
aready exceeds that of the average American.?

From the time of the civil war to Word War | U.S. agriculture expanded due to technical advances. But as
thefood supply went up priceswent down. The notion of shielding farmersfrom market forces peaked after World
War |. During that conflagration European agriculture closed down and U.S. farmers cleaned up selling crops
overseas. After the war the market dropped back to normal but the farmers argued in congress that legidation
should guarantee farmers "parity" with non-agricultural workers rather than let normal market forces reduce the
total number of farmers. Special interest politicians, ever mindful of where their next campaign chest is coming
from, were only too happy to oblige.

Price supports take the form of "non-recourse loans' to farmers. If it'sagood market year the farmer sells
the crop on the free market at a price above the support price. If it'sa bad year the USDA has no recourse but to
buy the farmer's crop at the legislated support price. The crop surplusisthen dumped into food programs for the
needy or foreign "aid" programs’® which consistently cripple emerging agricultural systems($20 billion worth from
1954-1970)*. In the great 1995 flap over cutting school lunch programs no mention was made that these are also
amajor USDA dumping ground for consistently fat food.

The USDA, brought in by the politicians of the last century like alamb, roars like alion in thisone. The
sound isdrowned out by the BATF, the CIA, the IRS, and the Pentagon, but the damage inflicted by the USDA may
be greater than the others combined. Average price supports from 1980-1991 are shown below®.
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Althoughfull understanding of USDA five-year-average crop acreage base (CAB) rulesrequiresacommand
of several languages that did not originate on Earth, it appears the rules discourage crop rotation®. Without crop
rotation morefertilizersand pesticidesmust be used. The USDA'sRube Gol dberg school of agricultural economics
then allows dairy farmers to collect indemnity payments for milk contaminated by pesticides’.
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One thing does seem straightforward, however. Fruits and vegetables, among the foods most essential to
human health get no price supports®: "All crops may be harvested on flex acreage except..fruits and vegetables.."®

By contrast USDA price supportsand freebies go to 21 agricultural products, almost all either superfluous
or actively injurious to human health, including animal feed grains, the dairy industry, sugar, and tobacco™ in the
amounts shown below:™*?
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Mohair, and wool supportsamount to government backing agai nst competition from synthetic fibers. Cotton
supportswould appear to be more of the same but cotton seed meal becomes animal feed and cottonseed oil isused
by the food industry.

Dairy pricesare set above market-clearing levels. Asaresult, farmersproduce more dairy productsthan the
public will buy. In 1981, a $3 hillion surplus was bought by the CCC, and sold for animal feed or given away. In
1986, 1.6 million cows were slaughtered in an attempt to reduce the surplus. The carcasses were dumped on the
meat market and cattlemen saw their prices drop 15% as aresult.*® The dairy and pharmaceutical industries now
want to increase production still more with synthetic bovine growth hormone, even though the dairy market is
aready flooded.*

The dairy lobby built its power in Washington from 1967 to 1977. With laundered political contributions
averaging $6.9 million/year the dairymen pressured for 90% parity (90% of the buying power dairy farmersenjoyed
from 1910 to 1914). The recipients included Jimmy Carter (already a millionaire as a result of USDA peanut
subsidies), Dick Clark, John Connally, James Eastland, Walter Huddleston, Hubert Humphrey, Lyndon Johnson,
Wilbur Mills, and Herman Talmadge. At the time of his resignation Richard Nixon, if not brought down by
Watergate would likely have faced charges from involvement not only in the Ellsberg break-in, and ITT, but also
the dairy lobby™.

Oil seeds(canola, flaxseed, mustard seed, rapeseed, safflower, soybean, and sunflower), were added to the
support list in 1990™. Some of these seeds are nutritious if eaten whole, but the oils made from them are not
essential to humans and there is no evidence that pure liquid fat is of any benefit other than gustatory.

Peanuts are a reasonabl e food source, providing spoilage has not added aflatoxin, but most of the crop is
turned into peanut oil and mash for animal feed.
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Sugar hasbeen onthedolesince 1789, sincethe U.S. hasapoor climatefor sugar, which can be grown more
economically in sub-tropical countries.*” Sugar isnutritionally worthless: concentrated carbohydrate which should
be applied to the teeth only at places where you desire holes to appear. Honey is not much better, but honey
supports are aimost equal to the market value of honey.*® If tastebuds are to be appeased, fruit is a much more
nutritious choice:***
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The continued USDA involvement with tobacco is anational scandal. While political opportunists mount
their war on marijuana, heroin, and cocaine, thereal killers, tobacco (and alcohol), can be advertised and sold over
the counter. Distilled spirits and beer are made from USDA price-supported feed grains. Barley (beer) and rye
(spirits) are the major recipients, but corn, rice, sorgum, and wheat are also used®-%.
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"Food processing is indispensable to animal agriculture in America," in the words of author Robin Hur?,
While breads, breakfast cereals, corn chips, pastries, and other grain products are ostensibly plant foods, there'sa
flip side. The food processing companies buy raw material from one source, the field crop farmers, but sell the
resultant products on several markets. Animal feed is one market®*:
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In this graph, “*” denotes an animal feed which received USDA price supports, and “+” denotes a feed
whichistheresidue after the food companies haveworked it over, usually extracting refined grain productsor pure
vegetable oil for human consumption, and passing the rest on as animal feed. Absent from the graph are
horticultural crops such as apples, broccoli, or kale. These foods are specifically excluded from USDA price

supports® and are grown primarily for human consumption, although some of the residues also become animal
feed.
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Top food companies start with inexpensive grain crops which often have been grown primarily for use as
animal feed. As example, USDA price supports for corn, the major animal feed grain, in 1987 came to $14.64
billion* but only 3% of the crop was for human consumption?’; the rest went for animal feed. The companiesthen

add animal by-products, chemicals, fat, and sugar to improve salability, and sell the products asanimal feed grain,
fertilizer, human food, and pet food.
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The refined oils and grain products go for human consumption. The millings go back to sop the hogs. In
the processing of grains many of the nutrients are removed. Some of them - calcium, iron, niacin, riboflavin, and
thiamin - are put back in and the product isthen called "enriched"?®. Many minerals and vitamins are not restored
however, and comparison of theoriginal food, its"enriched" product, and the bran, meal, or millingsleft for animal
feed suggests the hogs are the winners. The chart below shows that grain and seed meals commonly incorporated

into animal feed actually have higher nutrient densitiesthan their field crop sources, and that the human foodsmade
from the same sources have less™.
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Clearly, however, the feed grains (barley, corn, grain sorghum, and oats) are the big winnersin the USDA
sweepstakes. Whilethe 16 billion dol lar windfall might appear to benefit mostly the grain farmersthere'saflip side.
70% of the feed grain crops go to feed animals® which are then consumed by humans. The meat industry,
conspicuously absent from overt subsidies and supports, is probably the real winner. If grain farmers sold on the
free market, they would charge higher pricesfor lessfeed grain, and the price of dairy, meat, and poultry, would
rise, even as profitsfell.

Now dairy products are advertised on the basis of their calcium content, and meat is recommended for its
protein.

Using USDA 1988 market price data®™ and USDA nutrient data®, the following graphs were constructed,
showing the calcium/cost and protein/cost ratios for variousfoods. Included are free market fruits and vegetables,
price supported dairy and field crops, and other animal source foodswhich receivedefacto supportsfrom the price-

supported feed grains. Inthese chartsno cost adj ustmentshave been madeto reflect the tax dollarswhich have been
used to grow the foods:
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Dairy products are not the cheapest source of calcium and meat is along way from being the cheapest
source of protein:

Protein and Cost, 1988
(At Market Prices Paid to Farmers)

E.E‘é“# £ *=USDA Price Supported
— “:lt?‘“"’es +=De Facto Price Supported

=t l?f']‘{*%‘ Farm Product Prices

=Faiide (USDA Stats 1989)
g E ?'iols

= ierican Cheese
E [c— ]ﬁgﬁl

s O oy +

='|E!?“%I_I1:.les

=i

¥ e S
gaia"“ﬂhﬂs’ﬂ"]
Wheat* e
t Bug Dried peas
0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14
Grams of Protein per Dollar

Hundreds

Cartesian rationalizationsmay ins st that animals are mere machines, mimicking but not replicating human
interests, but their mimicry includes reproduction, respiration, digestion, heat loss, and elimination, al of which
waste protein and Calories at about the same rate we do for those same activities. The efficiency with which
animals convert plantsto animal food for human consumption varies by species.® The following chart indicates
that chickenswaste ~ 100 - 26 = 74% of the plant protein they eat to make eggs; young sheep waste ~ 100 -2.5 =
97.5% of the plant Calories they ingest to produce lamb:
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Labor costs also impact on food production costs. Not surprisingly animal food is generally less labor-
efficient than plant food.* (The improved efficiency of pork and turkey production since 1969 probably reflects
factory farming techniques):
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Grassand leaves might appear to be unlikely food sourcesfor humansbut pilot programs® suggest that good
quality protein can be easily extracted from both. In any event, animal food and field crop protein productionisa
less efficient use of land than horticulture® (e.g. cabbage, green peas and snap beans):
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The conversion efficiency, labor efficiency, and land use efficiency of animal foods reflect, among other
things, the rate at which these foods utilize and contaminate the water supply, waste fossil fuel, and degrade the
environment, over and above the rate at which plant agriculture does the same. If we were to factor in the defacto
feed grain price supports, plusconversion, labor, and land use efficiency costs, the picture for animal foodswould
be even more dismal than the nutrient/cost charts indicate.

By contrast, plant foods retain their nutritional and economic advantages with or without price supports.

Therefore, it appearsthe USDA usestax money to support the least valuable and | east nutritiousagricultural
products and to give de facto supports to animal foods, which would fare poorly in afree market. As one dairy
apologist remarked®, "It seems unlikely that the major components of milk can compete directly with products of
vegetable origin." The same comment applies afortiori to meat.

Left inthelurch arethe most nutritiousfoods, the vegetablesand fruits, which neverthelessmakeit ontheir
own in spite of atax and price gradient which favors the supported commodities.

People no doubt have the right to make poor food choices, but other citizens should not be obliged to
subsidize their food bills. Faced with retail hamburger at $35/Ib*, many devout carnivoreswould finally discover
the virtues of beans.

It should be possible to form a coalition against government support for the animal food biz. Common
Cause, The Green Party, Greenpeace, The Libertarian Party, Life of the Land, The Sierra Club, The World Hunger
Project, etc. would seem likelogical allies. But some of these groups have not caught on that their interests hinge
on the emergence of vegetarianism. Perhaps their rational and thoughtful members stop being rational and
thoughtful at dinnertime.

Plant agriculturists should al so endorse across- the-board cuts in agriculture subsidies. If agriculture went
free market meat would suffer by comparison to vegetables.

It may not always be true that ending price supports would raise prices. If, for instance, the USDA cut its
price supportsfor sugar cane the price of sugar would drop since thisworthless product would no longer be grown
in the U.S. but would be imported from tropical countries where cane can be grown for athird the cost of U.S
sugar®. And at least one meat economist®’, using acomputer mode!, concluded that agradual five-year elimination
of feed grain price supports would lower the price and increase the supply of beef and hogs, although immediate
elimination would decrease supplies and raise prices.
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Isheright? Let usimagine an agricultural "black box", the contents of which are hidden from view. CO,,
H,0, soil minerals, and sunlight go in from one end and meat comes out the other. There is afunnel on top into
which the Commodities Credit Corporation pours an average of $5 billion a year in the form of feed grain price
supports™. The economist suggeststhat if the funnel and the $5 billion are only removed slowly that the cost of the
output meat will actually decrease while its quantity increases. He may be right but if so it should be possible to
construct a perpetual motion machine along the same lines. Also if it's true, the CCC should be dismantled
immediately sinceits$5 billion only reducesthe efficiency of the black box. But it'slikely that an end to feed grain
price supports would invariably raise the price and reduce the supply of meat.

The question could be put to the test by eliminating price supports. If I'm wrong and the price of meat
actually goesdown then everyonewill still be happy; the meat-eaterswill get more of their favorite product for less,
and vegetarians will no longer see their taxes squandered to produce the stuff.

A campaign to abolish USDA price supports acrossthe board would beamajor step for ecology, ethics, and
health. Allies could be found in a wide spectrum of analysts®, economists®, and politicians, who feel the supports
have been adisaster to the U.S. economy, the small farmersthey are supposed to help, and to struggling third world
agricultural systems* aswell.
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