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Cold Kist is a food-producing company that has 
been in and around Atlanta for all of its 52 years. 
We provide the production inputs, then purchase 
and process the poultry, peanuts, soybeans, and 
grain that result from those inputs. With annual 
volume of more than $1.5 billion, we are the 
major agribusiness of the Southeast, and one of 
the nation's largest poultry producers. 

In better times, about one-fifth of our total 
volume was exported, including soy products, 
peanuts, grain and poultry. Today, we could 
almost haul our international volume to port in a 
pickup truck—and a Nissan pickup, at that. 

For background let me offer a brief profile of 
agribusiness today. Our economy has become 
far more dependent on manufacturing and ser-
vice industries than on agriculture. There were 
6.7 million farms 50 years ago, but fewerthan 2.4 
million exist today. Farm employment has dropped 
from 12 million to 2.5 million in that period, and 
farmers account for less than 2.5 percent of 
today's U.S. population. 

Yet American agriculture is the world's largest 
commercial industry, with assets exceeding $1 
trillion. It employs 22 million people—one-fifth 
of the national labor force—in farming, processing, 
manufacturing, transportation, and retailing of 

The author is president chief operating officer, and member of 
the executive committee at Cold Kist, Inc, in Atlanta. 

food and fiber. This combined agricultural in-
dustry accounts for over S600 billion—or one-
fifth—of our gross national product. 

The average farm worker provides food and 
fiber for 79 people, compared with 55 in 1973, 
just 31 in 1963, and only ten 50 years ago. With 
less than 3/10 of one percent of the world's 
farmers, we produce 64 percent of the world's 
soybeans, 46 percent of the corn, 31 percent of 
the sorghum, 25 percent of the poultry, and 
about 20 percent of the wheat, eggs, and pork. 

In the last 20 years, agricultural productivity 
per hour has increased more than three times 
faster than hourly industrial productivity. Today, 
one hour of farm labor produces 1 6 times more 
food and fiber than it did 60 years ago. 

By these measures, agriculture has made quan-
tum leaps in productivity and efficiency. Yet 
today, agriculture is in a depression as severe as 
the Great Depression of the 1930s. What went 
wrong? 

Until about five years ago, nearly one-third of 
all U.S. agricultural production was exported. 
That amounted to $44 billion in 1981. Export 
markets eagerly absorbed our excess production 
capacity, and commodity prices remained rela-
tively high. 

Then, a series of factors totally disrupted the 
world agricultural economy. These included ex-
port embargoes by the United States in 1980, 
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and earlier, a run-up of 40 to 50 percent in the 
value of the dollar against foreign currency, 
worldwide recession, and wholesale subsidies of 
agricultural exports by foreign competitors. These 
factors combined to bring our agricultural exports 
steadily down. 

The value of exports this fiscal year wil l be $32 
billion, a 27 percent decline from the 1980 
record. Volume will be down 22 percent from 
1980 to 129 million tons. 

Despite scattered weather problems in Canada 
and Europe, most agricultural production areas 
around the globe enjoyed good weather during 
1985. As a result, many countries that usually 
import grain and soybeans have become sellers. 
With the worldwide surplus of commodities this 
has created, all major exporters are finding fewer 
buyers. Further declines in agricultural exports 
are expected in 1986 as world stocks of grain and 
oilseeds continue to expand. 

While increased foreign production has reduced 
demand for U.S. farm products, world economic 
conditions also have held down overseas do-
mestic consumption and have hindered the 
ability of many countries to import at all. 

We must realize that the United States is the 
price leader in world markets. Our federal farm 
price support programs are the ceiling prices for 
world markets. Foreign producers simply price 
their commodities under our loan rates to getthe 
business, leaving the United States as the world's 
grain warehouse. 

Congress, of course, is currently writ ing the 
next farm bill. Farm legislation normally covers 
four years, although this year the House is dis-
cussing a five-year bill. 

When the last farm bill was written in 1981, the 
main international concern was how production 
would keep up with demand for farm products. 
Between 1971 and 1981, world agricultural trade 
rose 160 million metric tons, or 55 percent The 
United States supplied over 100 million tons of 
that growth, so U.S. market prices were above 
support levels in all but two years. 

Although demand has slid since then, price 
support levels in the federal farm programs, 
established in the boom years, continue to 
stimulate production. The value of the dollar, 
which hit a 12-year high last March, represented 
a tax of 50 percent or more on American goods 
sold to foreign buyers. And so our former cus-
tomers looked to other countries for cheaper 
prices, leaving U.S. commodities in warehouses. 

You can't blame them, since they could save 
the40 to 50 percent tax by shopping elsewhere. 
Our government's decision in September to join 
with West Germany, France, Britain, and Japan to 
intervene in exchange rates has yet to produce 
sufficient results. But even if the dollar's value is 
brought down further, the impact won't be felt 

"Today we could almost 
haul our international 
volume to port in a pickup 
truck—and a Nissan 
pickup at that" 

Recent history has shown us two other ap-
proaches that contributed to the problem rather 
than the solution. For one, the payment-in-kind 
program in 1983 was a disaster of t iming and 
concept The PI K program gave little consideration 
to the supply and processing industries, which 
set the stage for bankruptcy for hundreds of U.S. 
businesses that depend on farm markets. 

Then, last June, Agriculture Secretary John 
Block announced an export enhancement pro-
gram intended to move surplus commodities to 
foreign buyers. Instead, it irritated customers 
who felt they should have been offered the 
purchase incentives as a reward for current 
business. They withheld orders in anticipation of 
lower prices, which ultimately occurred. What's 
worse, the intended beneficiaries waited us out 
and gained lower prices either from us or from 
another country that met our deals. 

Is it worth these risks to increase agricultural 
exports? The trade deficit situation provides one 
answer. In 1981, we exported $26.5 billion more 
in agricultural products than we imported, off-
setting half of our $52 billion nonagricultural 
trade deficit. As the nonagricultural deficit wid-
ened to $71 billion in 1983, S1 28 bill ion in 1984, 
and $150 billion in 1985, the agricultural balance 
of trade declined to $12 billion. Rapidly we are 
losing ground in both categories. 
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Down on the farm, that means we have in-
ventories today approaching those reached just 
before the 1983 PI K program. Commodity prices 
are at depression levels and no firming is in sight. 

To poultry producers, that is good news. One 
part of agriculture prospers only at the expense 
of another. Low grain prices mean low feed 
prices which allow poultry producers to post 
excellent profits despite a decline in the retail 
price of broiler meat. That is one of the few bright 
spots on a cloudy horizon. 

Where is agriculture headed? Some spokes-
men are clamoring for high duties on imported 
goods to shore up our domestic industry. They 
argue that we must impose duties in the interest 
of national defense and to keep the family farmer 
on the farm. Others say we need free trade and a 
level playing field,urging that political leaders let 
economics take its course. 

Who is right? Neither is right and both are right. 
About 300 trade bills have been introduced in 

Congress, some of which would impose high 
duties on everything coming into this country. 
These carry significant domestic and international 
risks. On the domestic side, high duties tend to 
promote a laissez-faire attitude in protected in-
dustries. As long as a high tariff exists, industries 
feel no pressure to make necessary improve-
ments in operating efficiency. Inefficient opera-
tors will continue to be subsidized at consumers' 
expense and we as a nation will fall further 
behind the competition. 

On the international side, we are warned by 
the European Economic Community and other 
exporting nations that high import duties will 
promote trade retaliation. Are they serious or is 
this just a paper tiger? Who knows for sure? 

Those who favor trying to become more com-
petitive in agricultural commodities with the rest 
of the world overlook the fact that the European 
Community, Argentina, Brazil, Australia, Canada, 
and other competitors have used domestic and 
export subsidies for many years to prop up farm 
prices and to keep the peace down on the farm. 
They are not going to change in the foreseeable 
future, if ever. Political and economic pressure 
will not let them. 

What's more, only 13 percent of the world's 
production of grain, oilseeds and rice—including 
our own—is traded internationally. Eighty-seven 
percent is consumed in the country where it was 
grown. Moreover, three-fifths of what is traded is 
covered by noncompet i t ive government-to-
government sale agreements. 

Does it make sense for us to try to compete 
with the lowest-priced grain in that 13 percent 
segment of the world market? Let me answer a 
question with a question: What good does it do 
to become more competitive in the world market 
if no one can survive on the low prices that would 
result? 

The fundamental question to be addressed, in 
my opinion, is: What will happen five or 10 years 
down the road if we let agriculture fall victim to 
subsidized foreign competition? That same ques-
tion applies to every industry you can name— 
steel, textiles, vehicles, small appliances, shoes, 
clothing, machine tools, telecommunications, 
computer equipment, paper, pharmaceuticals, 
and basic chemicals. 

All are threatened by cheaper imports. As a 
matter of fact, the Commerce Department says 
70 percent of the goods produced in this country 
face serious competit ion from imported goods. 
Agriculture is no isolated example. 

Do we really want some of those 300 pro-
tectionists bills in Congress to find their way into 
law? Once again, the answer is yes and no. 

"It is essential to our 
industrial future. . . that 
business and government 
hammer out a trade and 
economic policy to guide 
us out of the mess we are 
in and keep us from ever 
getting back into it." 

It is one thing to run a competit ive race when 
everybody starts from the same line. It is quite 
another when one competitor is starting a mile 
behind the line. When we happen to be that 
competitor, it is discouraging, to say the least. 

It would be nice if all countries had the same 
commitment to free enterprise and open trade 
that we say we do. But they don'L Some societies 
are closed, economically and every other way. 
Others are modestly open but tightly regulated. 
Others pour forth a great deal of free trade and 
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open trade rhetoric, which only serves to mask 
their real trade policy. And some of those who 
engage in such rhetoric don't have a trade policy 
at all, which can be said of the United States. 

In the real world, trade practices that are unfair 
in the eyes of the the competitor exist in the 
United States and everywhere else. There are 
protected markets, hidden trade barriers, subsi-
dized industries, targeted industries, long-range 
government plans, short-term responses to im-
balances. All of these and more are woven thor-
oughly into the political and economic makeup 
of each country. They have been there for a long 
time; they are neither self-correcting nor do they 
respond to short-term solutions. 

The mood in Washington clearly favors pro-
tectionism. Some protectionist legislation prob-
ably will f ind its way to President Reagan's desk. I 
hope it will be adopted by Congress only after 
full examination of both sides of the issue— 
especially its long range effects and reactions 
abroad and at home to its application. Further, I 
am hopeful that this will at least point the way 
toward a trade policy that puts business and 
government on the same track, headed in the 
same direction, for the first t ime in our history. 
Any protectionist measures we adopt should be 
limited in duration, if not in scope. Temporary 
legislation has a way of becoming permanent. 
We must be careful to seek short-term solutions 
that will help some of our basic industries survive. 
But we must stave off massive and unrestrainted 
protectionism, which wil l create a false sense of 
security for protected industries. 

Parallel to the short-term solutions, it is es-
sential to our industrial future—agricultural and 
otherwise—that business and government ham-
mer out a trade and economic policy to guide us 
out of the mess we are in and keep us from ever 
getting back into it. 

The United States cannot do this alone. Yet we 
remain the largest exporting nation in the world; 
we are the most efficient producer of food; we 
still lead high-tech development, and we boast 
the largest single market for consumer and in-
dustrial goods. We are also the richest in terms of 
land, will ing labor, and capital. 

With these strengths there is no reason we 
cannot use our clout to solve domestic and 
international trade problems with pragmatic and 
fair actions. 

Five years ago, economists around the world 
blamed us for failing to control inflation. Now it's 
down to 3 percent. We were blamed for letting 
interest rates get out of hand. When was the last 

time you saw a headline about the prime rate? 
Ifs below 10 percent and out of the news. 

Despite what others thought, we have handled 
inflation and interest rates. We can do the same 
thing with trade problems, but the t ime to start is 
right now. We must set our national priorities and 
then stick by them. That does not guarantee that 
everyone in every business in every industry will 
make it. Those who adapt by focusing on the 
future wil l make it. The rest will not. 

It is unrealistic for us to think we can look to 
Uncle Sam to bail out every venture that falls on 
hard times. We are talkingabout playing hardball 
in the real world, where the strongest survive. It is 
t ime for some really tough decisions on our 
future agricultural and industrial strength. 

American agriculture is not afraid to compete. 
When American agriculture is able to compete 
on an equal basis, it will get its fair market share. 
But we can't export when domestic markets of 
some nations are closed, or when governments 
subsidize their farmers so they can dump goods 
in other markets. To compete we all have to play 
by the same rules. 

Those of us in agriculture and every other 
threatened industry must deliver a message to 
policymakers, then repeat it every t ime they 
show signs of weakening their resolve to hold to 
our national priorities. 

Above all, we must get the dollar in line with 
world currencies. Without question, U.S. farmers 
are the most efficient in the world and give us 
comparative advantage in most commodities. 
But the dollar differential takes them out of the 
market. 

We need not fear that a decline in the dollar 
wil l unleash inflation again. The United States 
imports only a small portion of total products 
consumed, and only about half of those are 
valued in dollars. Instead, we must look to the 
positive effect a declining dollar can h a v e -
reducing the restraint on U.S. producers. 

Finally, when other governments assist their 
exporters in ways that violate international law, 
we must retaliate and do so quickly. 

In other words, we recognize that there is no 
such thingas free trade. But give us a level playing 
field and back us up with a real trade policy that 
will help us keep the field level, and American 
agriculture will regain its lost momentum in short 
order. In terms of the Southeast, you cannot 
isolate one region of agriculture from another. As 
we solve our national agricultural policy problems, 
the Southeast will receive its proportionate share 
of the benefits. 
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