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The new attention that federal regulators and attorneys general in several states are giving to anti-competitive practices in 
agriculture is welcome.

There's little doubt that the market power of a few companies in agriculture has been growing almost exponentially in recent 
years.

As Attorney General Eric H. Holder told a gathering of farmers in Iowa earlier this month, "Big is not necessarily bad."

But the nation recently has seen what happens when an industry grows so top-heavy that the largest firms become too big to 
fail.

The negative consequences can include stifling of innovation, higher prices and concealment of questionable practices. In the 
case of the food industry, those questionable practices could pose a threat to public health.

One of the obvious targets for regulators is Monsanto Co., the largest seed producer in the world.

The company's Roundup Ready seed line was used to grow 93 percent of the soybeans and 82 percent of the corn in the 
United States last year. Monsanto traits are in 95 percent of the sugar beets grown in North America.

For the record, Monsanto insists that "an objective review will show that competition is alive and flourishing in the seed 
market."

Competitor DuPont is among those accusing Monsanto of anti-competitive actions, such as offering rebates to distributors to 
exclude seeds from rival companies.

Monsanto is a major presence in Nebraska agriculture. In addition to its dominance with the Roundup Ready seeds, Monsanto 
owns NC+ Hybrids in Lincoln and Fontanelle in Dodge County. It also owns seed conditioning plants in Waco and Kearney.

Interestingly, Attorney General Jon Bruning is not among the seven attorneys general who have joined forces to investigate 
Monsanto. Uncharacteristically, Bruning has remained mum on the reason why he is staying on the sidelines.

Also of concern in Nebraska is concentration in the meat industry. The Western Organization of Resource Councils said in a 
statement last year it believes the top four meatpackers in the United States control 90 percent of the market.

"The number of slaughterhouses processing America's beef and pork are now so finite that concurrent loss or destruction of a 
few significant plants would, in a short period of time, disrupt the flow of meat and deprive the American public of a food 
staple. The risk of this disruption has been little appreciated. But, the meat industry is dramatically more concentrated than 
banks," argued Auburn University agriculture economics professor C. Robert Taylor and Lincoln attorney David Domina in a 
paper submitted to the federal Justice and Agriculture departments.

It's too early to say whether the new concern shown by regulators will result in action.

It's reassuring, however, that they are showing signs of vigor in the effort to protect against anti-competitive practices in 
agriculture. Government can play a valuable role in preserving a level playing field and in fostering robust competition. 
That's in the public's interest as well as the best tradition of free enterprise.
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