USDA Livestock Marketing Proposal Bad News for Producers

As a cattle producer from XXXX, I’m extremely concerned about USDA’s GIPSA (Grain Inspection, Packers and Stockyards Administration) recent proposal on livestock marketing – and you should be too.  No matter what business you’re in, everyone should be concerned about what’s really going on here.  Whether intended or not, the rule would have serious impacts on both producers and consumers, and represents a precedent of government interference in the private marketplace. 

The scope of the proposed rule goes well beyond the intent of Congress and even contradicts previous court decisions. In fact, during a hearing last month in the House Agriculture Committee, Members of Congress from both side of the aisle harshly criticized USDA officials for circumventing Congress and proposing a rule, which included several provisions that were soundly defeated by Congress during debate on the 2008 Farm Bill. 

The bottom line is, this is the government trying to interfere in the private market by telling producers when and how they can market their cattle. On the surface, this rule has the potential to take the beef industry back 30 years by stifling the innovative efforts of U.S. cattle producers to add value and enhance the quality and safety of their products for consumers in the United States and abroad

It’s interesting to me that people who support this rule will claim that it restores fairness and helps the “little guy” – when in fact, this couldn’t be farther from the truth. The reality is, the ones who will be hit hardest are small to medium sized operations. The proposed rule’s prohibition on packer-to-packer sales and the potential elimination of alternative marketing arrangements (AMAs) is more likely to encourage consolidation, rather than provide more opportunities for cattlemen. In order to meet consumer demand currently being met by the use of AMAs, packers may choose to own their own livestock in larger numbers (today, packers directly own less than 5 percent of the market) rather than risk litigation.

Cattlemen have responded to consumer demands by finding innovative ways to develop and market premium quality and branded products – and get paid a premium for the value they add to their products.  INSERT PERSONAL ANECTDOTE HERE  -- “For instance, in my own business….”

This rule would mean the end of AMAs as we know them.  Without these programs, producers will have no incentive to produce the quality beef products consumers prefer.  The result will be a huge loss for both producers and consumers. Consumers will pay more for what will very likely be a lower quality product; and producers will get paid less for the beef they produce. 

If this rule goes through, you can forget about beef that meets or exceeds consumer demand or consumers’ freedom of choice at retail markets. It will encourage frivolous litigation against producers by their competitors, kill jobs, stifle innovation and ultimately hurt producers and consumers.  We need to tell USDA to withdraw this rule and start over again. 
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