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BLESS THESE, thy gifts…

When we look at the food before us and make our blessings, do we really have a full understanding of its origins?  The soil, sweat, time and travels and spirit invested in that sustenance of life?

Today, most folks are more familiar with a prepackaged, processed up and ready to eat item than a thing of beauty and nutritious wonder out of the field.

Even a youngster like myself remembers roadside stands selling produce and going to the orchards for fresh peaches or for fresh squeezed apple cider at Thanksgiving time. 

Most folks don’t live on the land anymore, nor do we know where our foods originate, how its grown or where and how it is processed for our consumption.  Often we’re too busy to notice.

Times have certainly changed.

The advances of the post WW2 “Green revolution” brought us a quadrupling of production with the application of science and improved management practices as well as use of petroleum-based fertilizer (N,P) and herbicides/pesticides/fungicides which allowed production ag to flourish in places and at yields never dreamed of.

They were heady times for production agriculture.

Yields were so great that exporting of products, such as wheat and corn shipped around the globe, became a normal practice. More land was brought under production to satisfy the export markets.

Into the 70’s and 80’s there were some profound changes in the ag  community. The food controlling cartels urged farmers to produce more, more for the export market. That growing source of controlled commodities allowed manipulation of supplies and prices. Credit issues and low commodity prices made for farm failures nation wide before the decade of the 1980’s was done.  

This corporate control of markets was nothing new in the 80’s.  Remember Teddy Roosevelt and the trust busting of the early 1900’s?  

This is a quote from our own Senator Kendrick: 

“It has been brought to such a high degree of concentration that it is dominated by few men. The big packers, so called, stand between hundreds of thousands of producers on one hand and millions of consumers on the other. They have their fingers on the pulse of both the producing and consuming markets and are in such a position of strategic advantage they have unrestrained power to manipulate both markets to their own advantage and to the disadvantage of over 99 percent of the people of the country. Such power is too great, Mr. President, to repose in the hands of any men.” 

-- Wyoming Senator John Kendrick, 1921, on the floor of the U.S. Senate, arguing the need for the Packers and Stockyard Act, antitrust legislation signed by President Warren G. Harding 

Well, the passage of P&SA didn’t keep down the big industry for too long.

Since the 80’s developing corporate control has become a stranglehold on consumers and farmers alike.

The move of agri-industries to gain an ever tighter hold on the commodity products from the farm came in the form of vertically integrated companies-those who sell the patented seed, control the feed grains used to feed the animals and calves, slaughter, and process and sell packaged finished products to the consumer.  A handful of companies have the whole thing virtually wrapped-up. 

Monsanto has been the leading manufacturer of herbicides, one of the tools of the Green Revolution, for many years.  For some 20 years now they have been working on GMO crops which can withstand conditions in the environment and are immune to damage from Monsanto herbicides. 

Farmer Percy, Manitoba

Mr. Percy was a third generation farmer on the plains of Manitoba.   Canola is a big oil seed crop grown there.  Monsanto, so infamous for GMO activities and herbicides around the globe, had some special variety canola down the road from Percy.  Monsanto sued Mr. Percy for stealing their patented GMO seed.  The germ plasm on the wind from the Monsanto site may have contaminated Percy’s crop, a common enough act in nature.   A terrible event with GMO’s which have minimal scientific review (often funded by industry). Mr. Percy did clear himself of stealing the wayward patented seed.  However, he was forced to sell off much of his farm in order to pay for the legal battle which he chose to fight. 

The big agri-industries have a seat at the table to write laws and rules governing food safety and supply, international trade deals, and anti-trust deals. Monopolies have the power and influence to determine the scope of regulatory oversight on their own industry and even the ability to self police on food safety.

John Mussell of Miles City

John, a very intelligent gentleman, owned one of the few remaining independent  packing houses in Montana.

John’s plant was sent some boxed beef from one of ConAgra’s slaughter and packing plants in Greeley Colorado. This is a common practice to send pre-slaughtered beef for final custom cutting and sale.  Well, that boxed beef from ConAgra has been tainted with coliform bacteria at the slaughter plant owned by ConAgra.  John was notified by USDA of the food-borne event.  None of Johns’ clients were sickened and he quickly complied with the product recall. That federal agency closed down John’s meat plant for this incident, though the sanitation record was otherwise spotless. After much work and frustration in trying to reopen, John closed the plant permanently.   ConAgra escaped any fines or interruption to business even though the offending coliform contamination had taken place in their own slaughter plant due to their own negligence!.

Industrial agri-production is so massive, generates so much contamination from the directive to maximize production at all costs that the environment has been sacrificed for profit. 

As examples, Hog and chicken farms went from many small to medium sized family run operations to gargantuan machines for generating industrial meat. 

The runoff from these farms as well as from mismanaged and excessive fertilizer use from growing feed stocks for their animals, moves into aquifers, nearby estuaries, rivers and big water. The so called “dead zone” in the Gulf of Mexico, an area devoid of sea life, has partly resulted from mismanaged and over applied ag runoff. 

The environmental affects have been tremendous. 

In recent months we have had Salmonella peanut butter, coliform lettuce and downer milk cows gone to slaughter splashed across the TV screen by the media. 

The buzz words of “sustainability” and healthy eating are today becoming more dominant in peoples minds as they make consumer choices. Much of this has been due the food safety issue. Our contented relationship with food has begun to see some stress.   People are taking action.  

In August of 2008, the General Assembly of the UUA, the democratically run gathering for business and policy making for UU’s, selected as the new congregational Study/Action Issue:” Ethical Eating: Food and Environmental Justice”.

Major issues have been selected in the recent past have included Peacemaking, Racial Relations, Civil Liberties and the War on Drugs.  Now Food.

This process is an opportunity for all N.A. congregations to participate in their on-going search for truth and the quest to respect the interdependent web of existence of which we are all a part.

I’d urge you all to access the UUA website and see what your association has to offer on this issue.  This issue and action process makes me proud to be a part of the UUA. 

I hope we can continue the conversation with this study focus in the future .

The risks to our supply of healthy, nourishing foods are being realized and tackled by not only this religious organization, but many other individuals, families, and farmers and policy makers across the continent.  People are beginning to fully understand the critical need in our society for substantial reform of food production industries through the return of discriminating & thoughtful consumers, eco- and animal friendly food production not beholden to the evils of cartel.  

I work a lot with WY ranchers and other allies across the nation on agriculture policy.  For us, the issues of captive supply, market manipulation and corporate control are the very heart of the threat to family farming and ranching as well as our web of existence. 

With the cost of production so high, and not even considering labor, western ranchers are under the thumb of monopoly with livestock prices set by the buyer-big packers.   Big companies own “captive” supplies of feeder cattle under their own control.  When the price of cattle climbs, they flood the market, thus driving down prices for independent ranchers and feeders who sell for market price manipulated by the big packer.  

You may have noticed the trend of greying hair graying among Wyoming ranchers and farmers. With the pressures and low profits, I can understand the temptation to subdivide.  I don’t like it, by I understand it.

The move to re-embrace sustainability and environmentally friendly growing are mutually inclusive in these issue efforts. We also have a growing local foods movement allied to these same goals 

Some stories or examples of how corporate power has changed the face of agriculture:

Virtually all Hog farmers and chicken growers are part of a fully captive supply. This occurs when industry loans money to these farmers to build facilities, buy chicks and breeding stock and the feed.  The Tyson’s and IBP’s then contract for specified finished product, delivery ready at a set date and at a market price that has the farmer as more indentured servant that the idealized independent farmer. 

The impacts to the cohesive fabric of poor rural communities from unjust  employment practices and maximized production demands are deep and disturbing.

The cattle rancher, seen as such an independent breed, is the only major livestock market yet to be fully absorbed by captive supply and corporate market controls.  Not that industry isn’t trying.  

In the 80’s, 5 packers controlled 70% of the industry.  Today 4 meat packers control 88% of the market.  Currently, Brazilian based JBS company is working to push that percentage even higher as more markets fall into their domination.  

I recently attended an international trade conference in Billings with farmers and stockmen from thruought North America.

Each group had thought at one time that farmers and ranchers in those other countries were profiting from the dumping of below cost commodities into their country.  For Mexico it’s corn, pork and dry milk coming from the North, with Canada it has been emphasis to export South. 

Campesinos Story

Maize was the basis for the Mayan and Aztec empires.  It continues to be the cultural food of old Mexico. Poverty has remained in Mexico for hundreds of years.  Campesinos, however, were able to provide basic food security for their communities with small farm production of crops and livestock, including corn.   Come NAFTA.  The dumping of huge quantities of American grown corn-at below market price pushed the peasants off the land.  Many of these rural people and their families headed to the cities, the magaladoros, to work in industry for poor wages in order to survive.  Those jobs then went overseas as a result of corporate flight to find ever cheaper labor.  This left the campesinos with little option but to immigrate North, legal or otherwise, to find work.  The vacuum created by the collapse of the rural campesino economies has been filled with drug cartels and gangs.  Our very own policies, our agri-industries are the cause for so much calamity and conflict in both of our countries.  

I have to add that many of these immigrants have taken up work in the big packing houses where high volume production line has sacrificed hands, fingers and even the deaths of these migrant workers who are in no position to complain.

The Canadians, Mexican and American cattle ranchers, farmers and consumer advocates at this meeting realize that we are all in this together. All are being manipulated by huge agi-industry with the complicity of our governments.  Those that control supply pay less for domestically grown commodities and charge more for the final products that consumers are less able to afford. This is a third world and a first world phenomenon.  

Name Names:  Cargill, Archer Daniels Midland, Tyson, IBP, Nestle, Kraft, ConAgra, Monsanto.  These are not your friends.

Where does one begin to get change?  How do we bring a return to sustainable and healthy foods that are truly worthy of our thanksgiving?  

I’m trying not to rant for a radical change to our eating habits, I’m not threatening you chocolate habit (or mine).  Start with changing your diet in small stages. A step at a time.

As Wendell Berry states, we’ve been caught in a trap:

“The trap is the ideal of industrialism: a walled city surrounded by valves that let merchandise in but no consciousness out. How does one escape this trap? Only voluntarily, the same way that one went in: by restoring one's consciousness of what is involved in eating; by reclaiming responsibility for one's own part in the food economy.” 

Some suggestions: 

THINK:  Be mindful of what you eat.  Question. Seek answers and take action each in your own way to bring justice back into food production. Gain greater awareness as to your choices. Learn, in self-defense, as much as you can of the economy and technology of industrial food production.

Read the label: What are the ingredients?  Is it from one of the evil giants of food? (I don’t mean Jolly Green). Is the meat or plant product from the USA? Has it traveled hundreds or thousands of miles to your table?  Is it a fair-trade product?
Home cooked meals: Take time to prepare a nutritious meal with foods you have confidence in. Even just a coupe times a week.  Eat out less and especially at these fast foods joints. You’ll find money saved, better health and nutrition and the better product you’ll appreciate in many ways. (remember Carolyn Benepe speaking so passionately on this subject a year ago?)

Support local producers: Know the origins of your food.

Is the product you choose from a local producer you can look in the eye at the farmers market?   Is it from the region?  

This local foods brochure is an act of defiance in itself. Use it to help guide your choices. Support the Farmers Markets and area growers, including the Hooterites in Mt.  

Be informed: Pay attention to current issues. I have web sources such as local harvest, R-Calf USA, National Family Farm Coalition, Organization for Competitive Markets, Food and Water Watch and others.  

"May the food we are eating make us aware of the interconnections between the universe and us, the earth and us, and all other living species and us. Because each bite contains in itself the life of the sun and the earth, may we see the meaning and value of life from these precious morsels of food."  Thic Naht Hhan

I leave you with that all important question…When do we eat?! 
