Donohoe MT (on behalf of the Board of Directors of Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility). Letter to Oregon Public Broadcasting protesting America’s Heartland (corporate-sponsored series on agriculture), June, 2005.

6/28/05

To Oregon Public Broadcasting:

In the next few weeks you will be solicited to carry a television program produced by KVIE Public Television entitled America's Heartland, produced by those who make their money from corporate agriculture-the Monsanto Company, the American Farm Bureau Federation, the American Soybean Association, National Corn Growers Association, National Cotton Council, United Soybean Board and U.S. Grains Council.
While we have not had the opportunity to view this series, we are concerned that it might present a vision of contemporary American agricultural that is supportive of practices known to cause well-documented, adverse economic and environmental effects. These include:

· The disappearance of small family farms in favor of large, factory farms.
· Excessive use of pesticides, with their attendant adverse effects on human health.
· Overuse of agricultural antibiotics, which the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have stated is the number one contributor to food-borne, antibiotic-resistant infections in humans, a $4 billion per year problem in our country. Agriculture now accounts for 70% of antibiotic use in the United States.
· Industrial levels of pollution. Factory farms are the number one polluters of America’s waterways. Factory farm waste damages local estuaries and fish populations, creates an unbearable stench which erodes property values, and contributes to human infections, such as Pfisteria pescii.
· Higher transportation and energy costs, as food is grown farther and farther from consumers. For instance, the average meal now takes 1500-2000 miles to reach your table, and carries 17 times more in energy costs than using local produce.
· The increasing use of monoculture and genetically-modified crops, including biopharming, using food crops whose DNA has been modified to produce drugs and industrial chemicals.
· Inadequate testing for, and regulations to protect against, bovine spongiform encephalopathy/mad cow disease. 
· Unfair corporate tax subsidies.
· Undue influence of corporate agribusiness on U.S. domestic and foreign policy, including using famines in sub-Saharan Africa to open African markets to GMO crops under the guise of food aid.
Policies promoted by Monsanto and the American Farm Bureau, if successful, will place the US food supply into the hands of a few major corporations. This would devastate independent family farmers, who will be priced out of the market not because they can't compete, but because corporate farms are specifically structured to capture government
subsidies. Lobbyists for corporate agriculture and the Farm Bureau use political pressure to direct federal subsidies to corporate farms; a significant part of these subsidies then
flows directly to Monsanto from the purchase of genetically-modified seed and artificial hormones (used mostly to increase milk production at mega-dairies), thereby putting small farmers out of business.  The American Farm Bureau, which sells insurance, supports this strategy by investing its assets in corporate agriculture while claiming for lobbying purposes that its 5 million insurance policyholders are active Farm Bureau members. (There are less than 2 million actual farmers in the US and many don't belong to the Farm
Bureau).

There is a growing backlash in both rural areas and urban and consumer markets against the practices advocated by Monsanto, the Farm Bureau and the owners of factory farms.  Shoppers are flocking to organic products in an effort to escape the health consequences of the kind of agriculture these groups promote. Traditional family farmers are working to expose the corporate whitewashing of industrial agriculture.

We are concerned that the program you may be asked to show could be an important part of a strategy to silence this backlash by making American consumers think that corporate farming practices are harmless and inevitable.  Nothing could be further from the truth.

Oregon PSR bases its positions and actions on peer-reviewed, sound science and the precautionary principle, a fundamental tenet of public health. We were involved in the attempt to pass Measure 27, which would have required the labeling of genetically-modified food crops sold in Oregon. Despite widespread public support for such labeling, as documented in local and national polls, the measure was soundly defeated. We attribute this primarily to a $5.5 million anti-Measure 27 campaign, funded primarily by out-of-state corporate agribusiness, involving scare tactics and the misuse of science. We have also, through our Campaign for Safe Food, been active in attempting to convince dairies to go recombinant bovine growth hormone (rBGH)-free, and were pleased at the recent decision of Tillamook to stop producing cheese using rBGH-treated cattle. We have also been attempting to pass statewide legislation to place a 4-year moratorium on biopharming.

We ask you to please make a fully-informed decision about America's Heartland before deciding whether or not to air it. We welcome the opportunity to view the series with you, and comment upon it, refuting when indicated any errors of scientific fact and providing a balanced perspective. If you elect to show the program, we ask you to consider scheduling it alongside a program presenting the alternative point of view. We recommend the following:

· The Future of Food (2004, Lily Films, Deborah Koons Garcia producer, 88 minutes) is excellent and compelling.

· Global Resource Action Center for the Environment (GRACE) is putting together a list of other of media presentations related to American agriculture, which we can forward to you.

· The True Cost of Food is a humorous, 15-minute animated feature available at http://www.truecostoffood.org/.

· Public Citizen has produced Through Farmers' Eyes: The Impacts of Industrial Agriculture (2003). Public Citizen sponsored a "Factory Farm" tour for nine farmers from around the world, in an effort to connect people who are working to stop inhumane, environmentally-damaging factory farming. The tour participants came from Mexico, Brazil, Poland, France, Hungary, Switzerland and the Netherlands. Traveling by bus, they visited large hog and dairy operations, as well as family farms, in Iowa and Wisconsin. The video documents their travels through the Midwest and their reactions to the industrial model of farming that is starting to invade their own countries. Copies of the 22-minute documentary can be obtained by e-mailing cmep@citizen.org; please specify DVD or VHS.

The Union of Concerned Scientists, an independent nonprofit alliance of more than 100,000 concerned citizens and scientists, has also produced a number of well-annotated publications regarding the health and environmental consequences of corporate agricultural practices, which are available at http://www.ucsusa.org/index.cfm.
Finally, Oregon PSR is happy to provide you with background information on the problems inherent in industrial agriculture and the use of genetically-modified crops (including biopharming), and to provide speakers and discussants. 

Sincerely,
Martin Donohoe, MD, FACP, Chief Science Advisor, Campaign for Safe Food, Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility

On behalf of the Board of Directors and the Campaign for Safe Food, Oregon Physicians for Social Responsibility

3718 Rivers Edge Drive
Lake Oswego, OR 97034
503/819-6979 ph
martin.donohoe@verizon.net 

[Physicians for Social Responsibility (PSR) is a non-profit educational organization committed to the achievement of a healthy and sustainable environment, the elimination of nuclear and other weapons of mass destruction, and the reduction of violence and its causes. PSR is the US affiliate of International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War, recipient of the 1985 Nobel Peace Prize.]

