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Signs of the Times: The US Catholic Bishops’ Pastoral letter on the Economy––An 
Unfinished Agenda? 
 
By Martin McLaughlin 
 
Twenty years ago this month the U.S. Catholic bishops adopted their pastoral letter on the U.S. economy, which 
they called Economic Justice for All. In their foreword they wrote that they were “believers called to follow Our 
Lord Jesus Christ and proclaim his Gospel in the midst of a complex and powerful economy. Because “economic 
decisions have human consequences and moral content,” they described the letter as “a personal invitation to 
Catholics to use the resources of our faith, the strength of our economy, and the opportunities of our democracy 
to shape a society that better protects the dignity and basic rights of our sisters and brothers, both in this land and 
around the world.”  
 
When these words were approved, after six years of “listening and refinement,” the country was at the midpoint 
of the Reagan-Bush twelve years. Today we are six years into the second (George W.) Bush administration; and 
it seems reasonable to pause, examine the present context, and raise some pertinent questions: How much 
progress has been made toward the goals articulated by the bishops? What significant changes have occurred in 
the U.S. and the global economy? Can we now look forward to a Phase Two in the pursuit of economic justice 
along the lines set forth by the bishops’ letter? Are the bishops’ goals and their understanding of economic reality 
in 1986 still valid? And if there have been significant changes in economic understanding and priorities, what has 
caused them and what can be done about them? 
 
The five-man committee appointed by the Conference were a hard-
working group: Archbishop Rembert Weakland, OSB, Archbishop of 
Milwaukee (now retired), chaired; he was assisted by Archbishop 
Thomas Donnellan of Atlanta, and Bishops George Speltz of LaCrosse, 
Wisconsin (both deceased), William Weigand of Salt Lake City (now in 
Sacramento), and Auxiliary Bishop Peter Rosazza of Hartford, 
Connecticut. They were further assisted by consultants from both within 
and outside the Conference. The committee and its consultants met in 
working sessions at least fifteen times in Chicago or Washington and 
produced three drafts before the final version, with well over 200 
proposed amendments, was presented to the 1986 Annual Meeting. The 
final version was approved overwhelmingly by the 250-plus assembled 
bishops; only nine voted against it. 
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The text wasted no time in stating the bishops’ thesis, namely, that economic life must be founded on respect for 
the dignity of the human person created in God’s image. Chapter I begins with these words: “Every perspective 
on economic life that is human, moral, and Christian must be shaped by three questions. What does the economy 
do for people? What does it do to people? And how do people participate in it?” In short, the economy is for 
people, not the other way round. The bishops spell that thesis out for this country and then immediately 
internationalize it: “And beyond our own shores, the reality of 800 million people living in absolute poverty and 
450 million malnourished or facing starvation, casts an ominous shadow over all the hopes and problems at 
home.” 
 
This global sign of the times, this deep understanding of the fact of interdependence and the virtue of solidarity 
that must inform it thus marks the text of the letter from its beginning. “…nations separated by geography, 
culture, and ideology are linked in a complex commercial, financial, technological, and environmental 
network…We must not look at the welfare of U.S. citizens as the only good to be sought. Nor may we overlook 
the disparities of power in the relationships between this nation and the developing countries. The United States 
is the major supplier of food to other countries, a major source of arms sales to developing countries, and a 
powerful influence in multilateral institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, and the United Nations.”  
 
Having set forth their basic principles in Chapter II, The Christian Vision of Economic Life, the economic 
pastoral analyzed four broad issues in domestic and international policy––employment, poverty, food and 
agriculture, and the U.S. role in the global economy––and made several recommendations about them. First, in 
regard to work and workers, the bishops, reflecting nearly a century of tradition, set forth mainly in papal 
encyclicals, said that people have a right to a job, “to wages and other benefits sufficient to sustain life in dignity, 
” and “to form unions and other associations to secure their rights.” The bishops favored full employment via 
targeted employment programs and “pay equity between men and women.”  
 
Second, when the letter turned to poverty, the bishops found themselves discussing and analyzing a somewhat 
more complex topic. Based on their own observations and the statistics of two decades ago, they concluded that 
about one seventh of the U.S. population experienced material poverty at various times: jobless, homeless 
people, single parents, senior citizens, malnourished children. They treated the situations of children, women, and 
racial minorities as distinct but related; and their analysis led them to an extended discussion of the inequality of 
wealth and income. Stemming from their “principle of participation,” the “conviction that the most appropriate 
and fundamental solutions to poverty will be those that enable people to take control of their own lives,” the 
bishops recommended building and maintaining a healthy economy, vigorous action to eliminate barriers to full 
and equal employment, self-help efforts among the poor, tax reform favoring the poor, a broadened commitment 
to education for the poor, programs to “support the strength and stability of families,” and “a thorough reform of 
the nation’s welfare and income support programs “ 
 
Third, besides realizing that food is essential to sustain life and that agriculture produces most of that food, the 
bishops were aware that there were about sixty dioceses in the country that were substantially rural and that many 
urban dioceses included farms and other rural enterprises. Moreover, as they noted, “While Catholic social 
teaching on the care of the environment and the management of natural resources is still in the process of 
development, a Christian moral perspective clearly gives weight and urgency to their use in meeting human 
needs.” Their consequent study left them with grave concerns about the U.S. food and agriculture system, both 
with respect to the national diet and the food security of the developing countries. These concerns included the 
decline of the family farm and the growth of a large “industrial agriculture” sector to produce for the market, the 
steady concentration of farm ownership in fewer hands, environmental damage and the loss of both crop and 
social diversity, and the plight of farm workers (closely related to the problem of immigration reform). The 
bishops’ recommendations included: restoration of priority to the family farm (small, diversified, and operated by 
a single family or cooperative with casual hired labor); protection of the opportunity to farm as a valuable form 
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of work; review and reform of farm support programs that currently benefit the wealthier farmers; and more 
effective stewardship of natural resources used in farming. 
 
Fourth, and finally, the bishops were acutely aware of the dominant position of the United States in the world and 
of the relevance of that power to Catholic social teaching on interdependence and solidarity. The periodic 
encyclical letters and other statements of Pope John Paul II in particular were pertinent and often cited. “The 
United States plays a leading role in the international economic system,” the bishops wrote, “and we are 
concerned that U.S. relations with all nations…reflect this teaching and be marked by fairness and mutual 
respect.” In a sense, the letter’s description of the global economy reflected an early stage of what is now the 
debate about globalization: “On the international economic scene three sets of actors warrant particular attention: 
individual nations, which retain great influence; multilateral institutions, which channel money, power, ideas, and 
influence; transnational corporations and banks, which have grown dramatically in number, size, scope, and 
strength since World War II…The interplay among all of them sets the context for policy choices that determine 
whether genuine interdependence is promoted or the dependence of the disadvantaged is deepened.” 
 
The economic pastoral dealt in some degree with five aspects of relations with the developing countries (which 
the letter, like most such publications of that time, called the Third World): First, the bishops advocated an 
increase in the development aid made available to those countries (the global South) by the global North, 
including “a more affirmative role” in the multilateral institutions through which some of the aid was channeled. 
Second, the letter acknowledged the contribution trade made to economic growth, but favored greater emphasis 
on equitable distribution of the benefits of trade both within and among countries. Third, with regard to lending 
and investment, the letter 
pointed out that “The debtor-creditor relationship well exemplifies both the interdependence of the global 
economic order and its asymmetrical character, i.e., the aggregate dependence of the developing countries” 
(about $1 trillion of external debt at that time). The bishops favored a wide range of actions in this area, even 
“perhaps outright cancellation.” Fourth, the bishops felt that foreign investment in developing countries should 
be increased “consistent with the host country’s development goals and with benefits equitably distributed,” so 
that dependency is not perpetuated. Fifth, the bishops devoted particular attention to a problem of “special 
urgency,” namely, food security, which had clearly not been achieved in a world with more than half a billion 
hungry people that nevertheless produced more than enough food to feed all of them. At the conclusion of this 
segment the bishops acknowledged the responsibility of the United States in global development and called for 
“a U.S. international economic policy designed to empower people everywhere and enable them to continue to 
develop a sense of their own worth, improve the quality of their lives, and ensure that the benefits of economic 
growth are shared equitably.” 
 
At the end of their analysis and the presentation of their recommendations the bishops looked forward to what 
they called “A New American Experiment: Partnership for the Public Good.” They envisioned this in four forms 
of cooperation––within firms and industries, local and regional, in the development of national policies, and at 
the international level––leading to a “Commitment to the Future,” both for the Christian in the world and for the 
Church.  
 
Although the bishops were criticized in conservative Catholic circles, especially business, as beyond their 
authority, beyond their competence, and wrong, the letter was well received in secular liberal circles, and it 
provided the basis for a considerable educational effort within the Catholic community, in which the Center of 
Concern, among others, was deeply involved. A tenth anniversary conference took place at Marquette University, 
which reiterated the main theses, policy positions, and recommendations of a decade earlier. The Conference 
itself had followed up the letter by publishing policy papers on food and agriculture and on the debt of 
developing countries. Already by then, however, it was clear that the bishops were beginning to move away from 
the attention to public policy that expressed itself in the letters on peace and on economic justice. In truth, though 
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the letter has had a considerable educational effect through a variety of organizations and programs, very little of 
what the bishops recommended has actually happened; and even less of their rationale is found in public policy 
today. We have not moved from the indicative to the imperative, and a good deal of what was then thought to be 
the indicative is still subject to argument.  
 
For example, unemployment is lower; but the federal minimum wage has not been raised for a decade, the cost of 
living continues to rise, and 12 million undocumented foreign workers are here working at jobs that Americans 
do not want to do. Union members account for 13.5 percent of the labor force, very near the all-time low––
though organizing efforts continue. The United States has a complicated, over-priced health care system that 
benefits pharmaceutical and insurance companies, but still leaves nearly one sixth of the population without 
guaranteed medical care. Welfare, “as we knew it,” has moved away from focus on individual people and toward 
block grants to the States; there are fewer people on welfare, but many more who qualify for it but do not get it. 
Food Stamps are a particular area of concern, mainly because of the daunting paper work needed by those who 
are eligible and wish to enroll. Homeless shelters and food kitchens have seen a steady increase in the numbers of 
people served. There are fewer family farms each year; there is more vertical integration, and the quasi-cartels in 
the several segments of the food and agriculture system grow ever stronger––a handful of companies dominate 
production (meat, poultry, dairy) inputs and services (seeds, machinery, water, pesticides), processing and 
manufacturing (cereals, pastries, canned goods); the international grain trade (wheat, corn, rice) retail sales and 
advertising; and the restaurant business (including fast foods and “family” chains). The expenditure of about $16 
billion per year in food advertising has led not to improvement in the quality of the diet, but to the obesity and 
child malnutrition that vie for first place among long-term health threats in the United States.  
 
In international economic activity there has been a slight decrease in foreign aid aimed at development and 
poverty reduction; and its character has not significantly changed, although there is a stronger emphasis on 
reducing “corruption” and tying aid to purchases from the donor country (tied aid). Efforts to make international 
trade more equitable via the newly established World Trade Organization (WTO) have run into the same 
obstacles that frustrated Lord Keynes at Bretton Woods in 1944 and led to the establishment of the General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), which the WTO was intended to replace. Regional and bilateral trade 
regimes like the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) have benefited the rich member countries and 
generally impoverished the poor ones. Despite several attempts at reduction, the debt burden of developing 
countries has nevertheless grown to well over $1 trillion, with little relief in sight. Global hunger has remained 
steady at the 1996 World Food Summit’s estimate of about 850 million people and is unlikely to meet the 
Millennium Development Goal of approximately half that figure. 
 
Such a litany of gloom surely calls for at least a quick list of events and trends over the past two decades that 
have led us to this point. First, chronologically, the end of the cold war, the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the 
fall of the Berlin Wall, which left the United States alone in the world as the sole hegemon. Second, the 
subsequent publication of PNAC (the Project for the New American Century), whose neo-conservative signers 
have so far controlled foreign policy in the Bush Administration today. Third, 9/11, the massive crime that 
murdered 3,000 people at the World Trade Center in New York, the Pentagon, and a Pennsylvania farm and 
precipitated the PNAC group into the leadership of U.S. foreign policy. Fourth, the parallel triumph of the neo-
liberals (academic economists, big investors, bankers, and businessmen) in the inexorable process of economic 
globalization via cartelization of economic sectors and sharpened competition for shares in the global “free 
market” built on the philosophy of Milton Friedman and maintained by multinational corporations and banks, 
mainly based in the United States. Fifth, the rise of militant Islam though not exactly the clash of civilizations 
described by Samuel Huntington, which was further energized by U.S. actions in Afghanistan and Iraq. Sixth, the 
revolution in communications technology that has helped make all this possible, but whose immediate future may 
find itself more problematic when it reaches the poorer parts of the world. Seventh, demographics, which have 
had a mixed impact on global society during the past two decades. When the bishops issued their letter, world 
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population was, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, just under 5 billion; today it is a little over 6.5 billion, with 
a projected downward growth trend. Global population, however, is also becoming more mobile, with more than 
half the migrants being female. Eighth, the growing consensus about the impact of climate change (global 
warming) on society and the various processes in which it is engaged; there is no consensus, however, on what to 
do about this phenomenon, which a strong majority of the scientific community views both with considerable 
alarm and as the most visible symbol of interdependence. Ninth, the change in partisan political power 
relationships in the United States in 1994, reflected in the so-called Gingrich revolution of that year, which cost 
the Democrats’ their forty-year-old House majority and with it their impact on congressional policy. Tenth, the 
comparable reverse of those power relationships and the opening up of what many are calling “a new populism” 
as a result of the 2006 Congressional elections 
 
The end of the Cold War opened the way for the neo-liberals to move into control of the process of globalization 
through their so-called Washington consensus; for all practical purposes, they run the global economy. In much 
the same way the tragedy of 9/11 put the neo-conservatives in charge of U.S. foreign policy, which they continue 
to run with violent arrogance and the quiet acquiescence of many neo-liberals. This is a much more powerful 
combination of opponents to their message than the U.S. bishops faced two decades ago; and the latter, too, must 
deal with the changes in the secular world at the same time that they have widely lost policy credibility in the 
wake of the pedophilia scandal and their initial lapses in governance––which also continue to weaken them 
financially. Moreover, the long reign of Pope John Paul II, which permitted him to promote or appoint nearly all 
current bishops and cardinals, resulted in a gradual but steady change in the attitude of the bishops away from 
their attention to many public policy questions and toward greater concentration on ecclesiastical matters. The 
sex and life issues, plus immigration and the war in Iraq, seem to be the major exceptions.  
 
Although the 20-year-old letter ends on a note of hope, the bishops saw it as less an end than the beginning of a 
process of education, discussion, and action––and a continuation of the research into areas they dealt with and 
many others beyond the scope of the1986 document. Unfortunately, the most recent annual conference of the 
Catholic Bishops dealt with very few of the economic pastoral’s issues. The Bishops spent the four days of their 
annual conference, as they did from November 14 to 17 of this year debating and adopting, generally by tenfold 
majorities, statements on contraception and preparations for receiving Holy Communion, guidelines on dealing 
with persons of “homosexual inclination,” and changes in liturgy, lectionary, and hymns. Two months earlier, for 
example, the bishops in one State Conference had mounted a concerted statewide campaign via the internet and 
from the pulpit in favor of amending the State constitution to ban same-sex marriage (which is already illegal in 
the State) as a threat to the traditional family, but refused to testify in favor of legislation to increase the 
minimum wage to a level that could support a traditional family.  
 
Equally significant at a time when the socio-political context is changing, with the notions of social justice and 
the common good returning to political discourse, much of what the bishops had to say in their economic letter is 
as valid today and at least as urgently representative of Catholic social thought as much of the standard homiletic 
vocabulary. One passage, in particular, seems germane: “The poor are often related to the lowly to whom God 
reveals what was hidden from the wise. When Jesus calls the poor ‘blessed,’ he is not praising their condition of 
poverty, but their openness to God. When he states that the reign of God is theirs, he voices God’s special 
concern for them, and promises that they are to be the beneficiaries of God’s mercy and justice. When he 
summons disciples to leave all and follow him, he is calling them to share in his own radical trust in the Father 
and his freedom from care and anxiety.”  
 
The global economic situation today calls even more forcefully for the kinds of concern expressed in “Economic 
Justice for All.” And as U.S. theologian Rev. David Hollenbach, SJ, noted in America magazine last month, 
North American theologians at a recent conference in Padua “were challenged to respond much more effectively 
to the massive poverty in the world today––a central implication of the Gospel and our common 
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humanity…Since the United States is the world’s most powerful nation, it has the greatest capacity to advance or 
impede our common humanity. Heightened capacity entails greater responsibility.” But, sad to say, it seems 
unlikely that there will be a Phase Two of the economic pastoral any time soon. Rather than an unfinished 
agenda, it looks more and more like an agenda barely begun before it was interrupted. Just as the “outside” world 
appears ready to deal with real-world topics discussed in the Bishops’ letter, the hierarchy appears to be turning 
itself inward and the clock backward. 
 
What would Jesus do? 
 
Martin McLaughlin is an adjunct associate of the Center of Concern.  He was part of the original staff committee 
producing the Bishops’ Pastoral Letter on the U.S. Economy 
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           Issue 172, January 2007 
Eat Justly! 
 
By Kristin Sampson 
 
In response to a long-standing complaint of local and regional groups that the national NGOs only call upon them 
to promote a position or to lobby congress members, but rarely engage the local groups in analyzing the problems 
and framing the responses, the Engendering Economic and Social Justice (EESJ) Project of the Center of Concern 
is developing strategic partnerships with local and regional community-based groups working on local issues in 
order to more effectively create economic and social change  to bring greater economic opportunity and enhanced 
civic participation at the community, national and now global levels.  The Center of Concern, through its work in 
Washington and in international arenas, brings a perspective shaped by the international context and the political 
and economic structures, which profoundly impact poverty, for better or worse.  Local groups, through their 
proximity to the very problems we seek to address, will bring a different set of skills and knowledge, one shaped 
by the lived experiences of their members.  Community-based organizations bring a clear understanding of the key 
stakeholders in their community 
 
Over the summer, the Center of Concern established an initial partnership with the Delmarva Community Alliance 
(DCA, formerly the Delmarva Poultry Justice Alliance).   
 
As the major poultry companies have grown in power, DCA has advocated for the rights and interests of poultry 
growers, chicken catchers, processing plant workers, and the communities in which the chicken industry operates.  
As such they have deep ties with those working in industry and within the broader community.  Some successes 
have been realized.  The media has chronicled the abuses and power imbalances in the industry.  Chicken catchers 
were able to secure a union contract.  However, growers and line workers lack even minimal protection and face 
continued downward pressure on already meager remuneration.  Health and environmental concerns largely go 
ignored.  As the workforce becomes increasingly immigrant, racial tensions are on the rise.   
 
While the poultry industry as a whole remains profitable, increased poverty, increased drug use and a general 
hopelessness can be seen in the rural communities on the Eastern Shore, most of which are connected to the 
poultry industry.  The disparity between a thriving industry and poverty in the communities in which it operates 
warrants further analysis and may suggest a break-down in the functioning of the market or political and legal 
structures. It is clear that 'Big Chicken' does not operate in a vacuum, but rather supports and is supported by 
institutions, laws, and policies - economic and social systems - which while ensuring the profitability of the 
industry may be producing and perpetuating poverty in the U.S.       
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The U.S. poultry industry is also interesting from the Center of Concern's work on international trade.  The 
importation of frozen poultry parts, particularly dark meat, has been a major issue of contention in recent trade 
negotiations and was one of the final issues to be resolved in negotiations for a free trade deal between the U.S. 
and Colombia.  Industry groups argue that these are vital export markets for U.S. chicken and are a benefit to 
consumers in foreign markets.  However, the importation of U.S chicken parts has been a key sticking issue in 
recent free trade negotiations.  Anecdotal reports from our international partners suggest that many foreign chicken 
farmers have lost their livelihoods when cheap chicken flooded the domestic market.  In addition, the importation 
of frozen poultry may endanger human health, as poor infrastructure in importing countries can mean that the 
frozen chicken thaws during transit, posing severe health risks to consumers.   
 
In collaboration with DCA we have produced the below preliminary fact sheet on the poultry industry, and its 
impacts on U.S farmers, workers, and communities and their counterparts internationally.    
 
Prepared by Kristin Sampson, Senior Research Associate of the Engendering Economic and Social Project. 
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U.S. Poultry in the Global Economy:   
Impacts on women, livelihoods, and the environment 
 
This fact sheet was prepared by Kristin Sampson, Center of Concern (ksampson@coc.org) and Carole Morison, Delmarva 
Community Alliance and is based on preliminary findings of an ongoing collaborative project in researching, monitoring 
and documenting the domestic and international impact of the U.S. poultry industry within the context of trade liberalization.  
It will appear in a forthcoming publication from the International Gender and Trade Network and Institute for Agriculture 
and Trade Policy. 
 
By Kristin Sampson and Carole Morison 
from Center Focus, Issue 172/January 2007 
 
The Global Poultry Industry  
 
The volume of chicken traded globally is expected to reach 6.7 million tons in 2007.  Brazil is the top exporter 
with the U.S. close behind—together they control 75% of the global chicken trade.1   
 
The global chicken trade is dominated by large, multinational poultry companies which are commonly called 
integrators because they run a vertically integrated production process where one firm controls every aspect of the 
operation from the embryo to the market shelf (the combining of production, processing, and distribution into a 
single entity).  Iintegrators coordinate the supply of chickens through a system of contracts with growers.  Growers 
(poultry farmers) provide the land, buildings, equipment, utilities, and labor in raising the birds to a marketable 
age, while the companies supply the chickens, feed and medication and buy back the mature birds.2   
 
Vertical integration and contract production emerged in the U.S. in the 1950s and quickly came to dominate the 
industry.  In 1950, 95 percent of U.S. broiler production remained independent. Just 10 years later, 90 percent of 
the industry was under contracts.3  Today over 99% of all broiler production in the U.S. occurs in and is marketed 
by vertically integrated firms.     

                                                 
1 The European Union, China and Thailand round out the major exporters.  Major importing countries include Russia, Japan, China and 
Mexico.   
2 Carole Morrison, “Contract Poultry Farming,”  American Agriculture Movement, Inc. Newsletter.  November 2001:  
http://www.aaminc.org/newsletter/v7i4/v7i4p4.htm.  
3 Brian Levy, “When the Farmer Makes the Rules,” New Rules Project, 2000:  http://www.newrules.org/journal/nrfall00farmer.html.  
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By the early 1970s, agroindustrial firms across the globe were adopting this production model.  In Thailand, 
Indonesia, and Vietnam production jumped eightfold in just 30 years, to 2,440,000 mt in 2001. China's production 
of chicken tripled during the 1990s to over 9 million mt per year. Practically all of this new poultry production has 
happened on factory farms concentrated outside of major cities and integrated into transnational production 
systems.4 
 
While this transformation in production has resulted in more chickens produced it has many negative side effects:   
 

·  Increased consolidation; 
·  Expansion of the industrial model; 
·  Increased imports and exports; 
·  Increased exploitation of farmers and workers and growing threat to peasant livelihoods; 
·  Reduced genetic diversity; 
·  Concentrated negative environmental impacts; 
·  Displacement of small-scale poultry producers, many of them women, in developing countries. 

 
Global trade and investment rules encourage expansion of industrial chicken production. This fact sheet explores 
the global poultry trade drawing primarily on the experience of the U.S., but will also highlight some key 
developing country examples.   
 
The U.S. Poultry Industry 

The poultry industry represents the most vertically integrated sector of all of U.S. agriculture and food production 
and could soon be one of the most concentrated as well.  In 1950, for example, there were over 250 firms 
operating in the U.S. broiler industry; today there are fewer than 50. Two firms control 40% of the U.S. market 
(Tyson Foods, Inc. and Pilgrim’s Pride Corporation) and nine firms control over 67%.  Production is concentrated 
in rural areas of the Southeastern U.S. and the Delmarva peninsula on the Eastern Shore of the Chesapeake Bay.   

Integration and concentration provide maximal financial benefits to the major firms and places increasing burden 
and financial hardship on the growers.  Poultry companies often oppose any form of new regulation or 
enforcement of existing regulations that would limit their power and profitability. The market dominance of this 
production model has profound implications for the character of rural communities. 

Land Use/Distribution 

In the U.S., the expansion of the industrial model has intensified land use.  For example, in 1999 on the Eastern 
Shore, more than 600 million chickens were being raised on less ground than produced 380 million two decades 
ago.5  In Hall County, GA only one-sixth of the number of contract growers in 1950 produced six times as many 
chickens in 1997.6   

 

                                                 
4 GRAIN 2006, Fowl play:  The poultry industry's central role in the bird flu crisis,  GRAIN Briefing, February 2006:  
http://www.grain.org/briefings/?id=194.   .    
5 Peter S. Goodman, “An Unsavory Byproduct:  Runoff and Pollution,” Washington Post, August 1, 1999.   
6 The New Georgia Encyclopedia: http://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/nge/Article.jsp?id=h-1811.  
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Water Usage   

On farms, water is used to clean and disinfect chicken houses, in evaporative cooling systems, and as a medium 
for delivering nutrients and medicines.  It takes 3,500 liters of water to make a kilogram of meat.7  Modern broiler 
houses (e.g. typical 500 ft) require 10 gallons per minute.8  Many growers have multiple houses on their farms.   

According to a USDA survey, average water usage in US poultry plants is 7.13 gal/bird.9  Each day 
slaughterhouses on the Eastern Shore use more than 12 million gallons of water a day to process over 2 million 
birds a day.   

The U.S. broiler industry consumed nearly 43 million tons of feed in 2005, over 1/3 of total production.10  
Growing corn and soy, the basic ingredients in chicken feed, represents additional water usage, though specific 
statistics are not readily available.   

Waste and Wastewater   

Water contamination has become a major issue confronting industrial poultry operations.   

·  Chicken manure:  On the Eastern Shore, more than 600 million birds are raised each year, producing more 
than 750,000 tons of manure.  Poultry manure is rich in nitrogen and phosphorous and has contaminated 
groundwater and surface waterways like rivers and bays.  Ammonia gas must be ventilated from the chicken 
houses and can contaminate soil and water.  Arsenic, an additive to chicken feed contaminates much of the 26-
55 billion pounds of litter or waste generated each year by the US broiler chicken industry and also 
contaminates the communities in which it is generated or disposed.11   

·  Chicken processing:  The chicken guts, heads, feathers, blood, and wastewater that remain from the 
processing are rendered down to their essence before being hauled as sludge to fertilize area farms.  In 1999, 
6,000 gallons of sludge were hauled away each day from Delmarva operations.  Treated wastewater is released 
into nearby streams or sprayed on area farms.   

Family Farming  

In the U.S., raising chickens has been a source for additional farm income, though many growers are forced to 
work one or more off-farm jobs.  The entry costs are quite high—$150,000-$250,000 per chicken house.  To 
secure mortgages, the farm or farm house must often be used as collateral.  The integrator may demand or 
encourage costly upgrades to the houses to meet industry standards—placing the grower in deeper debt.  Under the 
terms of the grower contracts, there is no assurance that integrators will continue to place chickens with the 
grower.   

                                                 
7 Roger Segelken, “U.S. could feed 800 million people with grain that livestock eat, Cornell ecologist advises animal scientists:  Future 
water and energy shortages predicted to change face of American agriculture.” Cornell University,  Aug. 7, 1997:  
http://www.news.cornell.edu/releases/Aug97/livestock.hrs.html.  
8 The Alabama Poultry Engineering and Economics Newsletter, Auburn University, September 2000:  
http://www.aces.edu/dept/poultryventilation/documents/Nwsltr-7.pdf.  
9 “A Survey of Common Practices in Commercial Broiler Processing Facilities and Their Effects on Water Use,” USDA, January 2003:  
http://www.ars.usda.gov/research/publications/publications.htm?SEQ_NO_115=140838.  
10 Dr. Simon M. Shane, “The U.S. Broiler Industry A Decade of Evolution,” The National Provisioner, 2006:  
http://www.nationalprovisioner.com.  
11 “Playing Chicken:  Avoiding Arsenic in Your Meat,” Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy,  2006:  http://www.iatp.org. 
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Studies by the National Contract Poultry Growers Association show that integrators in the U.S. enjoy a 20% to 
30% return on their investment while the most contract poultry farmers can hope for is a 1% to 3% return—despite 
the fact that the growers invest over 50% of the entire capital needed in the industry12 and assume much of the 
risk. Contract growers effectively face monopoly pricing for the feed and veterinary services and no choice in 
where to source the chicks they raise—and only one buyer who sets the price for the mature birds.   
 
Studies by Louisiana Tech University and the National Contract Growers Institute (NCGI) revealed that over 
71.6% of the nation’s poultry farmers earn a below poverty level income from their poultry operations and by 
USDA standards would qualify for public assistance.13 
 
Women and Poultry Production 
 
Women are heavily involved in U.S. industrial chicken production.  Women are directly impacted by the industry 
as growers and plant workers, and indirectly as consumers and care givers.  However, their participation does not 
represent empowerment. 
 
·  Growers:  In the U.S., contract growing is often undertaken as a secondary source of farm income with 

women often responsible for overseeing the poultry operation.  Antibiotics are frequently given to industrial 
chickens to fight sickness and promote growth.  A recent study found that workers who handle live poultry are 
more likely to carry antibodies and bacteria that are resistant to some antibiotics.14   

 
·  Processing:  Work in poultry processing plants is notoriously low pay and dangerous with a high turnover 

rate.  The workforce is increasingly immigrant and quite gender segregated:  
 

Most line workers are women, many in their 40s and 50s.  In a plant where about two-thirds of the workers 
are male, this fact is telling.  On-line jobs are the worst in the plant—monotonously, even dangerously, 
repetitive.  These workers stand in the same place repeating the same motions for an entire shift.  Women 
are concentrated in on-line jobs because they’re excluded from all jobs that involve heavy lifting or 
running machinery...15 

 
Line workers frequently report repetitive stress injuries.   Union representation is almost non-existent in the 
industry.  Women and men are subject to many abuses—failure to pay for time spent donning and docking 
protective equipment, wrongful termination, and denial of bathroom breaks (even for pregnant women).  
Female plant workers have also reported sexual harassment and intimidation.   

 
·  Consumers/Food Providers:  Arsenic is routinely fed to U.S. chickens as a feed additive, but is not broken 

down by the chickens or in the environment. Arsenic was found in 55% of the brands tested in a recent study 
and ALL of the fast food chicken products.16  

·  Family Health Care Providers:  Avian Influenza has ravaged chicken flocks across the globe and could 
become a global human pandemic.  Attention has focused on small backyard producers and migratory birds as 
the main sources of transmission, but a new report argues that it is industrial breeding and growing that has 
transmitted the avian virus. The lack of genetic diversity in industrial flocks and the close quarters in which 

                                                 
12 Carole Morrison.  American Agriculture Movement, Inc. Newsletter, see note 1.  
13 Ibid.  
14 Luladey B. Tadesse, “Poultry Workers carrying resistant bacteria, study finds,” The News Journal, 5/12/2006. 
15 Steve Striffler, “Undercover in a Chicken Factory,”  Utne, January/February 2004:  http://www.utne.com.  
16 “Playing Chicken:  Avoiding Arsenic in Your Meat,” Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy, see note 10. 
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they are raised allows the concentration necessary for rapid mutation and transmission of the virus.  An avian 
influenza pandemic in human populations would significantly increase women’s care responsibilities for the 
sick. 

Local and Global Connections 

Food Sovereignty  

Vertical integration, industrial production and increasing global competition in the poultry industry have raised 
new questions locally and globally about issues of food sovereignty.  According to Via Campesina, food 
sovereignty is defined as: 

… the right of peoples to define their own food and agriculture; to protect and regulate domestic agricultural 
production and trade in order to achieve sustainable development objectives; to determine the extent to which 
they want to be self-reliant; [and] to restrict the dumping of products in their markets...17 

·  Industrial Chicken Production and Food Sovereignty in the U.S. 

The industrial production process in the U.S. has severely curtailed the right of farmers to produce food and 
the right of consumers to decide what they consume, and how and by whom it is produced.  Industry-wide 
standards reinforce the dominance of confined animal feeding operations, effectively mandating production 
processes as opposed to quality and safety of final output.   

Consumer choice is often limited with only one or two brands sold in local supermarkets.  Organic and free-
range standards offer minimal improvements on what animals are fed and how they are treated.  However they 
do not necessarily offer a more humane alternative to neither industrial production, nor do they address the fair 
treatment of growers and workers.  Major integrators are beginning to enter these fast growing, niche markets.  

·  Industrial Chicken Production and Food Sovereignty in Developing Countries 

In many developing countries, raising chickens is vital for family nutrition and income, with women often 
responsible for rearing the chickens.  Production is sustainable.  Low-cost grain and household scraps are often 
fed to chickens.  Chickens reach maturity in a few months, providing a renewable source of protein while 
chicken waste can be used as fertilizer for family fields.  The following example from Laos is indicative of the 
situation in many developing countries: 
 

The poultry industry in Laos is predominantly one of smallholders, raising free-range, local chicken breeds 
nearby their dwellings for meat and eggs, mostly consumed by the household or sold locally for income … 
An average village has around 350 chickens, ducks, turkeys and quail being raised in small flocks 
interspersed among village homes by about 78 families, with women primarily responsible for the flocks. 18 

 
The arrival of multinational firms, facilitated by liberalized trade and investment rules, with their model of 
industrial, vertically integrated production can destabilize smallholder chicken production and threaten 
community, environmental resources.  Open markets can be replaced by contracts.   Wealthy integrators may 

                                                 
17 People's Food Sovereignty Statement, November 13, 2001:  http://www.peoplesfoodsovereignty.org/content/view/32/26/.  
18 USDA, "Laos: Poultry and Products - Avian Influenza," GAIN Report, US Department of 
Agriculture, Washington DC, 16 March 2005. 
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perceive smallholders as competitors and advocate for policies that would further expand the industrial model.  
As happened in the U.S., the once thriving system of smallholder production, and its widely shared benefits for 
income generation and nutrition, has transformed into a system which concentrates power and wealth within a 
few firms.   
 
US consumers prefer white meat, but as US broiler production expands there is the unavoidable production of 
additional dark meat, the bulk of which is exported, often to developing countries.  Between 1960 and 2005, 
US broiler production increased 707% while US exports increased 5,736%.  Because of the price premium on 
white meat, subsidies to corn and soy, low-wages throughout the industry, and externalization of key expenses 
(chicken houses, waste disposal), the dark meat can be sold at rock bottom prices, often displacing local 
production and threatening small producer’s livelihoods, many of them women.  The U.S. in recent trade 
negotiations has pursued increased market access for these U.S. chicken exports aggressively. 
 
Rural women producers in developing countries are seeing their markets decline as global production chains 
and imports transform poultry from a low-cost source of income and nutrition to a global commodity. 

 
Exploitation Across Borders 
 
The success of the U.S. poultry industry in increasing production to unprecedented levels, creating new consumer 
demand, and turning chicken into a lucrative global commodity comes at a high price for farmers, workers, 
consumers, and communities-many of them women-in the U.S. and abroad.  This paper focuses on the U.S. 
industry, but as noted earlier, the vertically integrated model has been adopted in many countries, which are now 
exporting chicken on the global market.  Domestically, and globally, competition is fierce and the industry is 
becoming more-and-more concentrated-yet it remains profitable for the integrators. This “successful” business 
model demands that: 
   

·  Farm families are locked into unfair contracts; 
·  Factory workers remain low-paid and unprotected; 
·  Waste is excessively produced; 
·  Chickens are raised on dangerous feed additives that pass through to consumers and the environments; 
·  Developing country markets become the dumping grounds for non-saleable U.S. dark meat, often 

threatening women’s livelihoods and food security; and 
·  Production expands to foreign markets, transforming local, small-scale production, in order to increase 

corporate profits.   
 
Across borders, along all steps of the production chain, these increasingly powerful companies are able to exploit 
women and men’s labor, the environment, and food sovereignty. The production model itself is quite aggressive in 
its pursuit of profits, but it does not exist in a vacuum.  A key element to the rapid expansion of the model and the 
persistent exploitation of those caught in the talons of “Global Chicken” is a trade and investment climate that 
favors industrial production for export. 
 
Trade Liberalization  
 
Trade liberalization furthers the expansion of industrial chicken production, threatening livelihoods, the 
environment, genetic diversity, and the livelihoods and nutritional needs of many small producers. 
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·  Market access:  The U.S. consistently pushes for enhanced market access for U.S. poultry exports in its free 
trade negotiations.  For the reasons above, of particular interest is expanding the market for dark meat chicken.  

 
·  Investment:  Liberalized investment regimes create the conditions for U.S. firms, and other mega processors 

to establish operations internationally, further extending the industrial/contract production process.   
 
·  Intellectual Property:   Enhanced IPR provisions in trade agreements further strengthen the position of the 

proprietary breeders which supply chicks to the industrial operations. Currently two companies, Cobb-Vantress 
and Aviagen, control 65-85% of the world market for breeding stock.     

 
·  National Treatment clauses and restrictions on performance requirements: These rules allow foreign 

companies, such as fast food restaurants and hotels, the freedom to source their chicken from international 
suppliers as opposed to domestic sources.   

 
·  Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS):  The high cost of meeting SPS standards can effectively exclude small 

producers, who are unable to bear the cost, while simultaneously favoring larger or industrial producers who 
have the resources and capacity to meet SPS demands.    
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           Issue 172, January 2007 
Staff Transitions 

          
 
We want to introduce our newest staff member.  Betsy Chiles joined the Center of Concern in mid-December as 
the Special Assistant to the President, with a focus on development. She previously worked as assistant to the 
chairperson of the Politics Department at The Catholic University of America, as office manager for the Catholic 
University Drama Department, and in temp work at a human resources company. She has a Bachelor's degree 
from the University of Maryland and a Master's Degree in Politics from Catholic University. Betsy is committed to 
the promotion of economic social justice.  She has a husband, Chris, and two children, a daughter, Heather, 8, and 
a son, Austin, 11. 
 


