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When Agriculture Secretary Butz
proposed to remove 600,000 farms
from the census rolls because they
don’t earn enough money, it was
obvious that Washington is out
of touch with the countryside

An

Open Letter
to the Next.

DEAR SIR:

I bring you greetings from rural
America, where people are counting
on you to be their next president.
They haven’t had a president in years
— maybe not since Franklin Delano
Roosevelt, the man- who bestowed
upon farm families the dual blessings
of -electricity and price supports. -

1 don’t know whom among your
predecessors vou prize most highly,

b=t =5 cwn rural pantheon houses

mst fonr presidents Jefferson, Lin-
“t=mo Roosevelts—and

war -he and the

the Homestead Act (cheap land) and
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higher education for farmers and
workers). Lincoln also established
the U.S. Department of Agriculture
(USDA), which he saw as a kind of
agrarian ombudsman, a place where
farmers could go for help. At first the

‘idea seemed to work. In his 1864
‘State-of-the-Union message Lincoln

was able to praise the new agency as
“peculiarly the people’s Department,”

~one “in which they feel more directly
‘concemned than in any other.”
=s= was Lincoln: In -

Alas, the department nowadays has

“lost touch with the people, as can

readily be seen from a heady pro-
nouncement by its recent secretary,

) President

the Morrill Land Grant Act (public.

Earl Lauer Butz.: “The Promised -
Land for American-agricalture is near -
at hand,” he declared. In truth, the
Promised Land is nowhere in sight.
Rural Americans are still wandering |
in the Wilderness—for Butz was no
Moses. . ‘ '

Bear with me, Mr. Next President.
I shall try to explain.

Ever since the 1930s American agri-
culture has been confronted with the

-paradox of rising production and a de-
clining small-farm economy. The

crops and the ' corporations have
thrived, but the small farmers and the
small village entrepreneurs have lan-

‘guished. Thus, since 1935 farms have.
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= folding at the rate of one m
Zecade (though it 1s true, wit
~ small farms remaining, tha: the
* attrition has slowed in recent
szars . At the same time independent.
<mzll-town businesses—those tiny lais-
se=faire lights upon the prairie—have
=een flickering out as quietly as fire-
_ Zizs in October. Thousands of villages
~.ve been abandoned, and many of
~ hose that remain have been reduced
- o a state of indigence—communities
~ deprived of decent housing, clean
water, adequate schools, and humane
“health facilities.
~Why this seeming contradiction? Is
it not possible to have productivity
~znd prosperity? It is—but it depends
on who is calling the shots, and in the

" case of American agriculture nearly all
the shots are being called by the big -

corporations, those aggregates of capi-
tal that we have come to- think of ge-
nerically as agribusiness. - ;
The objective of agribusiness is
profit, and its chief weapon is technol-
ogy. Together they add up toa funda-
_mental change in our agricultural sys-

tem, a shift in rural values as well as -
in rural techniques. Do not be fooled .
by ‘the hoary corporate myth that -
profits are all that Americans require

to satisfy their deepest longings.
There are other, equally powerful in-
centives to be taken into account.

among them a personal sense of free- -
dom., autonomy, and: accomplish-

ment. Such values have long been
paramount in rural America; now
ev are disappearing. Oren Lee

Staley, president of the National

Farmers Organization, has put the
case as well as anyone: “The farm-
house lights are going out all over
" America. And every time a light goes
" out, this country is losing something.

It is losing the precious skills of 2 fam-.
ily farm system. And it is losing free
men.” Meanwhile; 2 national system
of food distribution hds exerwhelmed

traditional local markets. depriving

farmers and communitiss of their -

right to bargain directly with each

_other. Family-farm attrition and the

decline of loczlism turn farm-based
communities into ghost towns and re-
gions of plenitude nto deserts of arti-
- ficial food shortages Small, urbanized
states are growing increasingly depen-
dent upon distant food sources. In
New Englznd recently, three dif-
ferent state commissions concluded
that the new dependency was serious-

ly jeopardizing local food supplies.
Thus, we have the spectacle of na-

‘tional productivity leading to local

Ot

d the new technology is
evervwhere in evidence. FDR's first
Secretary of Agriculture was the
inimitable Henry A. Wallace, and
among that worthy’s many achieve-
ments could be counted the creation
of several still-popular strains of hy-
brid comn. Hybrids are one reason
farmers have been able to grow so
much food of late—86 bushels of corn
per acre last year, for example, com-
pared to only about 25 bushels per

acre back in New Deal days. Three

other widely publicized explanations
are machines. fertilizers, and pesti-
cides, all elements in a “green revolu-
tion” that has meant billions of dol-
lars in profits for the petrochemical
industry and " billions of units in-
misspent energy for the rest of us. (For.

each calorie of food-energy the Ameri-

can farmer produces, he now expends

eight calories of petrochemical energy.i

‘One obvious upshot of these inno-
vations has been a long-term trend

~toward bigger and bigger farms, or

what the Department of Agriculture
has described as ‘“the march of
progress toward greater efficiency.”
The size of an average farm today is
383 acres, a far cry from the old ideal

_of “forty acres and a mule.” A recent
- USDA news release boasts that one
farm worker can now produce enough -

on a single acre to feed and clothe 56
other persons; that amounts to a 350
per cent gain in productivity since
1950. e , S :
The statistics and the sunny USDA

thetoric are impressive. They inflate

our national pride and assure us that
all goes well out there in Farmland
US.A. Yet nothing could be more
misleading or more subversive of the
American people’s. welfare. 1 say to
you, Mr. Next President, what Jere-
miah said to Josiah, king of Judea:
“The harvest is past, the summer is
ended, and we are not saved.”

The “efficiency” about which the
USDA continually chortles turns out
upon closer scrutiny to be nothing but
the old law of the jungle, whereby the
corporate lions are encouraged to de-
vour the small-farm gazelles.
tooth and claw the corporationss
substituted cash and credit,
items in most farm families but items
that have become increasingly sisen-

or its miggardly re- .

“only his benefactor’s feed.”

fiave  Some figures that the USDA never

;.hc'.

: »cz ‘of capitalintensive,
I agriculture. {A single
¢ tractor, for example,
1ch 35 550,000.) In conse-
oh! moneyed corporations
have been muscling in on our agricul-
tursi network, either swallowing small -
f2rms whole or else reducing farmers
to a state of peonage through a system
of supply contracts and purchase
agreements. S
The chicken industry, which only 2
generation ago was a bastion of smazll-
farm enterprise, furnishes us with a
melancholy example of corporate
takeover by contract. During the
1960s, big feed producers like Ralston

Purina, Cargill, and Pilisbury moved
_in on independent chicken farmers in

the South. According to Jim High-
tower in his enlightening book on the
food industry, Eat Your Heart Ot
the corporations came bearing &=

“offering credit to financially stmgoes -

farmers wha could not find creds <<
where. The farmer had to agres to ©

o

Then these vertically imtegrated
compariies began to supply the baby :
chicks zs well as the feed. 2nd to buy
the grown chickens, payiag the farmer
a piece-wage for each bird ‘and com-
pelling him to build 2 new chicken
house, install new eguipment. 2nd

- allow - corporation - inspectors. ‘on his

property at any time. It wasn't long
before farmers realized they had let
a Trojan chicken into their ‘barnvard,
but by then it was too late; they were
already  indentured to agribusiness.

~Today,” notes an official of the Mis-
sissippi Farm Bureau, “a Mississippi

farmer could not sell broilers on the
market if he wanted to produce them.

Only integrators [the vertically inte-
grated corporations] now. sell and pro-

duce broilers. Farmers do not own the

birds. They furnish only the labor and

the houses. They do exactly what thes
are told. . .. cEEEIEaEE
The chicken chronicle; sad as 12 =

ar

 typifies what is occurnng throughout

agricultural America. In the 1980
more than 7,000 corporations enterec
production in agriculture, with the re-
sult that today only 5 per cent of all
farm owners control 51 per cent of the
nation’s farmland. Most of the other
95 per cent are just barely hanging on,
eking out a pitiful subsistence while
trying their best to avoid being flat-
tened by, agribusiness’s grim reaper.

mentions tell the story. More than -

‘half the farms in America must get

along on annual sales of less than
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S5,000:
prises ace
total farm sales it
prise, ther
half of all fur
incomes - below
shese numbers

=<t is one of the
: rall to the power-
- Elsewhere in the world we call
seties “‘banana republics.”

So vou s=e. not all the com emanat-

D

ing from W ashington was mvented by

- Henry Wallace: Much of 1t 15 the
_product of 2 resolutely cheerful
Department of Agriculture. Indeed,
Secretary Butz's oratory and writings
were fairly strewn with golden kemels,
all of them meant to delight the spirit
and distract the intellect from the
many urgent problems that beset us.
“It is nothing short of amazing,” Butz
rhapsodizes in the department’s 1976
Yearbook, “to see the new machines
in agriculture, and the new tech-

niques. Farms are getting larger, as

_they should.”
The entire yearbook, in fact, is
tainted with -technology-worship and
- with that peculiarly cruel fatalism in
the face of rural America’s agony that
appears to have gripped our govern-
ment. Consider the following item,
‘found on page 228, which features an
outdoor photograph of a farmhouse
and a few sticks of furniture, all being
quctioned off before a shirt-sleeved
gathering. The disingenuous caption
is soaked in crocodile tears: . ;
Another farm is gone. The terminal ritual
is an auction.The vibrancy that was a
going farm, and a house filled with life

and laughter, have been reduced to a few

material items offered to the highest bid-

der. The auctioneers singsong chant is -

a familiar requiem i
farmers retire. die, o7 ]
2.8 million farms 15
the number of 25 » ,
is imevitabie. The sz the
lerser woore  prospuross
S . engh 5

raral America 3s

neither to be ques-
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Cgneager: enter::
8§ percent.of
3 sion - Butz gave “small farmers his

 dizes one-fourth of all the agricultural
. rescarch undertaken at our land-grant

_ research that was onginal-

tioned nor resisted. It is td be aided

and abetted. On more than one occa-

best neo-Darwinian counsel: ‘“Adapt
or die: resist, and perish.”™ e
Butz was perfectly cast as -agm-
business’s bulldozer. A former director
of such vertically integrated corpora-
tions as Ralston Purina (broilers and
feeder pigs), International Minerals &
Chemical Corporation (pesticides),
Stokely-Van-Camp (canned fruits and
vegetables), and J. 1. Case (farm ma-

~chinery), he had labored tirelessly in

the vineyards of big business. His role,
by and large, had been that of a Robin
Hood in reverse, taking from the poor
and giving to the rich. The Butz-
engineered wheat deal with the Rus-
sians. for instance, robbed the con-

~sumer and the small farmer alike,

jacking up the price of flour while
swelling the bankrolls of a few favored
grain producers.

I single out Earl Butz for special
reproof, not because of what he is—by
his own testimony he is a good and
God-fearing man—but because of
what he stood for. His six-vear rule
over the USDA, it seems to me,
was essentially a reign of error, sym-
bolizing all that is wrong and heartless
about our national rural policy. For
at bottom it is rural policy and not
rural fate that has brought us to this
difficult juncture. The fault, Mr. Next
President, lies not in our stars but in
our elected and appointed officials,
and in the laws and regulations they
promulgate. Powerful corporate inter-
ests have captured our leaders and
overwhelmed our own best instincts.
The result has been one disastrous de-

~cision after another.. - —
 The USDA's research policy is 2.
+: case in point. The department subsi-

ponnerie

intended to help the small farmer,

senting the consumer with a juiceless.

we<t: and when those growers found
that the new picker bruised their to- 3
matoes, it was again federal funds that =
supported land-grant agronomists in -
their successful search for a tough-
skinned tomato. Apparently it did not.
worry USDA officials that these tax-

supported “breakthroughs” woulc
throw thousands of farm laborers out. 3
of work, making it more difficult for
small, non-automated farms to com:
pete with the large orchards, and pre-

tasteless, and expensive tomato. '
Similarly, to quote again the inde- |
fatigable Jim Hightower, “The Un:- '
versity of Georgia is working to breec
a chicken with no feathers, so the biz- |
processors don’t have to pluck the
birds....” And the same univer A
has built a machine to remove th<
fuzz from peaches and coat them wit® i
fungicides in order to prolong thes
storage life. Such a machine would < |
unnecessary, of course, if peaches were
sold fresh at local markets, as the
once were. But the logic of agn
business dictates that peaches be dis
tributed nationally, and that entai:
many shipping miles and storage dav: |
So we keep getting new and bigge |
machines as well as new' fungicid
and pesticides, and we keep paying £
them—in publicly subsidized researc:
in chemically loaded foods, in waste
energy, and ultimately, in national:
monopolized” markets that infla:
food prices.” . |
The tragedy is that it all could ha -
been. different; Butz and his predeces
sors could have chosen a policy the
gave a fair shake to small farmers anc
consumers—in which case they wou:
have channeled = precious resear
funds into such areas as the develen
ment of organic farming, the prom:
tion of consumer co-ops, and the ¢z

sign of small, inexpensive machiner

 that farm families could afford to b=
‘But such measures would not have =2

- flected the USDA's vision of rust

- = Ricaarp | Maircous was the first cha= ;

- a2n of Rural America, Inc, a Washiz
___'tonfb;isxfd organization concerned witi
. t0 - what's happening bevond the cities =22
~suburbia.




~ worth of food stamps for S33. I
vear Butz tried to persuade the
- Congress to hike. the price to 545,
~using the quaint argument that the
old “bargain” rates attracted  too
" many buyers. “If the price of food -
‘stamps rises,” a Butz underling happi-
 ly explained to membersof the House
 Agriculture Commitzee, ~people will
~ * drop out of the program a=d the gov-
‘ernment ‘ will sa3% as much as 5645

“stantly vaar

 orogress: Adapt or die; resist, and
 perish. At a time when -virtually ev- ~
_ervone conceded the truth of the New
York Times’ recent assertion that “the

esticide strategy has been both an

economic and environmental disas-

ter,” Butz continued to encourage the.
widespread use . of chemicals.  “We

~ have to go slow on this ecology stuff,”
_ he said recently. “It's very trickv.”

Misguided as such pronouncements

~and policies may be, they seem less
“ominous than do some of Butz’s other -

directives. The secretary, ‘apparently

having embarked on a rural mop-up :

campaign, did all he could to make
the world safe for agribusiness by driv-

~ing out those small farmers. farm

workers. and villagers who make up
' -~ the price of a farmer’s admission to

the census rolls. Indeed, before an-
nouncing the new definition, USDA -
officials considered 2 variety of cut-off
levels ranging as high as $20,000.

rural America’s saving remnant.
Alwayvs resourceful. Earl Butz hit

upon two devices that may be-equal:
to the task. One was to curtail an al-
reads miserly food-stamp program. .
‘therebv starving out the rural poor.

who buy a disproportionately large

~ share of food stamps. The programs
* formula is complicated, but at present

2 poor person can buy about 346-
Last

E:

million.” S
- We need not linger ever this partic-
ular piece of barbarism,-becanse thus

“far it has been effectively checked by

" the Congress and the courts. Butz's -
~ other mop-up device. however, bears =
~ inspection. His planwas to ‘manipulate

U.S. Census data i such a way that
600,000 farm fzmilies—one out of
every five m th nation—would in-
#om therolls,

Census Bureau hoped

Butz and &

_ to accomplsh this by omitting from
the agricuitural census (taken every
_ five vears: zIi farms that have incomes

of less than 51,000, thus defining info

obliifion-;tb'cite a few geographical
examples—25 per cent of all the farms
in New England, 23 per cent of all

“the farms in Texas, 26 per cent of all

the farms in Michigan, 40 per cent of
all the farms in Alabama, and 46 per
cent of all the farms in West V irginia.
Some Promised Land; some Wildemess.

One insidious element in all this—

~and there are several—is the USDA’s -

casual usurpation of the right to tell

‘s what a farm is and what a farm
is not. If the proposed rule is allowed
to stand—it is being considered by

Congress now—one can easily foresee

2 steady escalation of income cut-off
‘points, with $5,000 soon “replacing
S1.000, and then—who knows?—

perhaps 510,000 eventually becoming

~ Do not be misled by the depart-

ment's assurances that the revised rule

is merely a bookkeeping adjustment

* and would in no way affect the welfare:
- of small farmers. A farmer deprived.
of official census status would be in
a position similar to that of Bishop
‘Berkeley's famous tree, the one that
“did not make a sound” because when .
it fell in the forest there was no one

there to hear it. As Louisiana Repre-

sentative Gillis Long has noted. “One
of the things I fear most . . . is that the

definition will become the reality.

By eliminating the identity of ‘these
very small owners. and operators of
“farms, we are insuring their invisibility

as farmers. .. . As a result there may

" seem even less of a need on the part

of USDA to serve them as farmers
through farm programs...."
What all this adds up to is a policy
of extinction. If the resolute minions
of agribusiness can convince the pub-
lic that the old rural America no
longer exists—that it has been struck
from the national rolls—then they will
be free to kill it at their leisure,; with-
out serious objection from the rest
of us. pes o
Unfortunately, the
America’s death cang

report of smmal
ready be beasd

~quisitive agenda. And you will €

throughout the land. Perhaps vou :
have noticed how  fashionable rural
nostalgia has become. We are asked
to eat chemically infested bread be-

cause it is said to be “farm fresh,” -

and to drink canned, ersztz lemon-

“ade alleged to taste just like the

lemonade Grandma mzde back on the

old homestead. The implicit message

in these “front porch” commercials =

~that rural Americs is just a pleassst

memory, something to be saluted &=
bicentennial ccremonies bat

missed in polifical deliberations.
~ In conseguence, while we ogis®
the television Waltons and the=

=i

farm as embodiments of ald:-fashioned
but obsolete rural virtues, real farms
are rapidly disappearing and real Wal-

tons are being writtem oF by fhe

USDA in ways that wouid make Lin- -

coln weep. Rural nostzlzia is the

opiate of the people. e
© Well, I've run on longer probably.

than either of us expected, though 1

suppose a president must soomer Or
later grow accustomed to windy sup-
plicants. The gist of what I have been.

trving to tell you i this: if you hope

to preside over all the people, and not

just over those who happen to live in

‘our cities and suburbs, you will want
_to do everything possible to protect
farm families from being harried off
their lznd and small-town residents
‘from being chased out of their chosen

‘communities. You will look for ways

‘of enhancing the independence &=

husbandry and the dignity of small

entrepreneurship.. You will esches
robotlike obeisance to techmologs.

which has its own mindless logic. o
to agribusiness, which has its owr

everv effort to restore the U S Depart-
ment of Agriculture to its original pur-
pose, so that once again it will be “*pe-

“culiarly the people’s Department.”

In brief, Mr. Next President, I am
betting on you to forge a new plain-
talking rural policy for America—a
policy with no ifs, ands, or Butz.©

GOODLUGKI - =

Richard ]. Margolis
Georgetown, Connecticat
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