CAMPAIGN FOR CONTRACT AGRICULTURE REFORM
a voice for contract farmers, ranchers, and their communities


October 6, 2017 

Office of Budget and Policy Analysis

U.S. Department of Agriculture

1400 Independence Avenue, S.W. 

Washington D.C.  20250


RE: FR Doc 2017-19337, Filed 9-11-17

Comments on USDA proposal for agency reorganization; 

“Improving Customer Service,” 

The members of the Campaign for Contract Agriculture Reform are writing to express concerns about the USDA agency restructuring plan, as announced by Secretary Perdue on September 7, 2017. 

The Campaign for Contract Agriculture Reform (CCAR) is a coalition of farmer and consumer organizations with shared concerns about the trends and effects of vertical integration on farmers and consumers.  An essential part of CCAR’s work is to advocate for the establishment of fair contracting standards for livestock and poultry contracts to ensure that the integrator-producer relationship is a fair partnership, rather than a dictatorship.  The member organizations of CCAR are Contract Poultry Growers Association of the Virginias, Government Accountability Project, Farm Aid, Farmers Union, Food & Water Watch, National Sustainable Agriculture Coalition, Ranchers-Cattlemen Action Legal Fund- United Stockgrowers of America (R-CALF USA), and the Rural Advancement Foundation International- USA (RAFI-USA). 

We understand the Secretary’s stated goal of better serving USDA customers. With regard to the Grain Inspection Packers and Stockyards Agency (GIPSA), the “customers”, as stated clearly in the Packers and Stockyards Act, are livestock and poultry farmers.  

We do not agree that demoting GIPSA from its current status as a parallel agency to the Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS), to being a program two rungs down within AMS, will improve service to the farmers.  To the contrary, the agency’s authority to provide the statutory protections for livestock and poultry farmers has been hampered by a lack of regulatory clarity, and further reducing the agency’s stature within the USDA structure will only exacerbate that problem.  

The protections that GIPSA is required by statute to provide for livestock and poultry farmers under the Packers and Stockyards Act include protections against “unfair and deception practices” of packers and live poultry dealers or integrators or any “undue or unreasonable preferences” utilized by these firms. However, the lack of clear regulations, and confusion by the courts regarding the scope of the law, have hampered the agency from effectively serving farmers and ranchers.  As a result, the agency has often turned a blind eye to many anti-competitive, retaliatory and economically abusive practices against livestock and poultry farmers, which has undermined their livelihoods and the economic health of the rural communities they call home.  

After years of input from farmers, consumers and many in Congress about these concerns, the previous administration issued a set of regulatory changes to provide greater clarity and enable the agency to better serve farmers and ranchers.  We are deeply concerned that the two proposed GIPSA regulations have been completely dropped from the USDA work list, as evidenced by their removal from the new Unified Agenda list of pending agency regulations issued by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) on July 20th of this year.  We strongly urge the agency to return the proposed rule regarding Tournament Systems and Poultry Tournament Systems, and the proposed rule regarding Unfair Practices and Unreasonable Preference to the Unified Agenda, and to issue final rules based on the extensive public comments received by the agency.  

In addition, we are equally concerned that the effective date for the interim final rule to clarify the legal rights of farmers under the Packers and Stockyards Act has been delayed twice.  We strongly urge the agency to allow the pending interim final rule addressing the scope of Sections 202(a) and (b) of the Packers and Stockyards Act to go into effect as currently scheduled on October 19, 2017.   

The protections and clarifications included in these three pending GIPSA regulatory actions have been strongly supported by the agency’s farmer and rancher customers for years, and USDA’s actions to delay and erase years of agency and stakeholder work have been disheartening and economically destabilizing for thousands of farmers and ranchers.   

Thank you for this opportunity to provide these comments.  

Sincerely, 
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Steven D. Etka

