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Over the last century, our nation has gradually drifted from a simple local food system made up of small and midsize farms that each managed on average 5 commodities to today’s large agribusinesses.  The term agribusiness began in 1957 to describe the shift from small farm ownership to a food business that changed how we grow, sell, and buy food (Paarlberg, Food Politics 2010).  Agribusinesses generally managed the process of a single commodity versus the small and mid-sized famers that managed 5 commodities in prior years (USDA Bulletin June, 2005).  How this change took place is made up of many complex events in history but in its simplest form, the government and large corporations control our food supply and decide which crops and products will be sold to us at market and who in the world we will participate in imports and exports.   

By the end of the 19th century, the U.S. had an active railway and larger farms that used the newest steam engine technology.  New ways of tilling, planting, and harvesting, resulted in increased production that aided the export business (Mazoyer and Roudart, 2006).  New farm technology increased production making the job of farming less labor intensive resulting in lower prices in the market place.  By the turn of the century, farm labor was down to 41% of U.S. work force and 60% in rural areas.  Their financial status slipped as a result of changes in technology and price competition from 75% of wealth in the country to 25% (as cited by Wenonah Hauter of Foodopoly).   During this time, many farmers turned to other jobs to either supplement their income and some left farming entirely. 

Paul Conkin described in his book Revolution Down on the Farm, during the early part of the twentieth century, families living in the United States were still very much reliant on their own food system through family farms and those surrounding communities.  Families continued to plant home vegetable gardens and had access to food either from their own farm, from exchanging food resources with a neighbor, or by buying food at the local general store.  Conkin, who was born in 1929 describes his life during his younger years as growing up in a close knit community with his dad running the farm and his mom managing the vegetable garden as well as doing the food preparation, household duties, and caring for the children.  He describes his community in Tennessee much like we might see in a painting today.  His town had a small one room schoolhouse, a local church, and general store which were surrounded by 82 family farmsteads.  The majority of the families owned a horse, at least one cow for milk, and a few pigs and chickens.   Not many people had cows for beef because pork meat was more easily stored for winter months by curing with salt or sugar and spice.  Hunting was less relied on than prior generations but was still much a part of a farmer’s life during the fall seasons after harvesting was complete.  Families not only planted their own vegetable gardens but also grew oats, wheat, and corn to feed the animals.  Over time, new farm equipment and related technology became more common place in communities but it took more time for small and mid-sized farm businesses to adopt these changes as they were prohibitive in cost.  For families that had access to a mill in their community, grain could be sold and the exchange of money could then be used to purchase the finished product or for other needs.  Because most people had an active part in where their food came from, Conkin said that the changes that were taking place around them went relatively unnoticed. 

 Following the stock market crash in 1929, one sixth of the then remaining farms went through bankruptcy.  Much of this occurred because smaller and mid-size farms could not compete with prices that were driven lower by larger more technologically advanced farms (Hauter, Foodopoly).    To address our changing economic situations due to depression, war, even excess surplus of food produced by the larger farms, the government created policies and programs to control production, price, and distribution of food.  It could be said that food was a government controlled commodity which affected both our country and the world through policies, programs, subsidizes, imports, exports and tariffs.  Paarlberg , author of Food politics, described how President Johnson used the desperate hunger situation in India to trade food for policy controls in India.  President Carter used food politics by placing a grain embargo used as a political weapon against the Soviets in retaliation for invading Afghanistan.  The hungry in other countries were also fed to coerce partnerships during war time with the thinking that if we fed others they would be our allies.  

During the 1940’s base acreage programs were used to equalize food prices.  Farmers were encouraged to allow excess crops beyond contracted rates to rot in an attempt to stop the inequity of price differences between small and large farms (Conkin, 2008).  Larger farm markets increased exports of their commodities to other countries causing price drops in our own market.  Smaller farm owners fought for tariffs to even out plummeting prices and global markets were affected in turn by our government policies (USDA graph pg. 8).   By the end of WWII, we were an advanced industrial nation with a very changed landscape.  Electricity, cars, cities with department stores, and restaurants dotted our landscape.  Many celebrated our new technology advances but few really understood the long term effects of what we had given up for what we gained.  As is true with all new technology, once you embrace it, there is no turning back. You can try to mitigate the effects but the benefits seem to become a way of life very quickly, so we take the good with the bad.  Following WWII, we learned in the video “Unacceptable Levels” by Ed Brown, that the chemists that worked on chemical warfare during WWII, had need for employment following the war and were put to work to use their knowledge to create products that could be used for public use.  Cleaning and other household products as well as chemical sprays, synthetic fertilizers, pesticide sprays to protect food crops and increase crop return were some of the resulting products.  Since we had no experience with the effects of these products on human health, as Ed noted, we each became the human “petri dish”.  Today synthetic fertilizers are used on 90% of U.S. crops.  

Although this is a very simplified recap of our footsteps over the last century, we have lost much through our many advances.  The negative effects of pesticide and synthetic fertilizer use cannot be fully measured.  The poisons from these chemicals run off into water supplies for people and livestock.  We regularly eat grains and produce that have been sprayed by the same type of chemicals used during warfare in WWII.  Supposedly small doses have not been shown to cause harm to humans but common sense needs to prevail.   I compare it to the financial collapse due to poor home lending practices.   A few people realized how big and serious the situation was and could see that the economy would fail when loans started defaulting…and it did.  Similarly, when the truth of what our food is doing to us health wise, it can hope that it will result in change.  If not in government policy then in the decisions that we each make since we can choose for ourselves.  Since agribusinesses are subsidized to grow crops of wheat, corn, and soy, our foods are saturated with these products at the expense of the more diversified crop systems we had in place at the turn of the twentieth century.   Paarlberg points to farm subsidies as the main cause in the increase in junk food production and explains that heart disease and obesity will shorten the lives of this generation by 2 to 5 years.  He said that soft drinks may be the biggest reason for excess calories and increased sugar in our diets and that a single 20oz. sugary drink everyday can lead to obesity.  Our health is also at risk from the rise of food born-illnesses that have resulted from poor conditions at farms and processing centers.  In the video Food, Inc. it was cited that if we dropped grain from the diet of our cattle for 10 days, we would get rid of 80% of e coli in their gut!

There are steps that can be taken to change the course we are on.  First, we need to admit that there is a problem.  If we choose to continue to believe that everything is ok, that what we buy at the grocery store has to be safe, then we will remain in denial and not move forward as a country to find ways to mitigate the problems that have been created.  Paarlberg quoted agronomist Vaclav Smil from the University of Manitoba as saying that because our world population has gone from 1.6 billion to over 6 billion people over the last century that we would not be able to house and feed enough cattle to produce the healthy manure we need to change the fertilizer system alone.  We can ride the wave of buying “organic” but if we aren’t careful we may be buying an organic item in the grocery store from a large agribusiness’s and entities like Walmart and Pesi.  

One way to eat healthy and support agricultural change is to participate in a CSA which is a community supported agriculture program.  I joined one this summer and am enjoying fresh produce from a local farm.  Another way is to learn how to set up your own garden (we are doing this also!) or participate with an area community garden.  Some area community gardens are strategically placed in lower income neighborhoods to encourage learning about gardening and healthy eating choices. There is a wonder and a pride that comes when a person sees the results from planting and harvesting ones’ own crop.  It is truly a feeling of empowerment to know that you can make a difference in your own life.  These are just a few examples of small local changes that support family and community health but can be expanded to a much bigger picture to include food justice for other parts of the world as well.  Gottlieb and Anupama, authors of Food Justice shared a story about the “Kitchen Gardener’s” a group of over 5,000 people made up of members nationally and internationally headed by Roger Doiron.  Their goal in 2008 was and still is to promote “sustainable food systems” world -wide.   Doiron’s sought permission to have a vegetable garden planted at the White House with the hope that it would draw attention to the works of his group.  Because we are living in an age of media, his wishes became public knowledge on You Tube, Facebook, magazine articles, and television.  Michelle Obama heard about his wishes and in 2009 agreed to set up a White House garden making a step forward for our country by showing the people of the U.S. and world that neighborhoods and families could grow small gardens and make a difference toward growing a more sustainable agriculture.  Once a person knows the history and truth of what has transpired over the last century and decides to take action, chances are that in our world of lighting fast information spread through personal apps, word will spread at a pace that we could never have imagined a century ago.  I have already shared with friends and family the changes that my daughter and I have made.  Though small in the scheme of things, maybe a friend or family member will benefit next.   
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