
What Does the Consumer Want?

No industry has such a more diverse set of clientele than agriculture and it is an understatement to say change is occurring.  I(m reminded of Gold Kist recently changing from a cooperative to a proprietary corporation and Tate(s Pumpkin Patch in the middle of cotton fields in northern Alabama.  Niche marketing has become the buzz, so much so that we forget the vast quantities of traditional commodities that we market every year and so, some advice, know your market.  Agriculture is notorious for producing and then throwing it on the market.  The catfish industry learned that lesson after a painful beginning.  We must alter that old adage, (price takers not price makers(.  

Consumers are excellent (horse traders(.  They want the most of the best for the least.  That is an abundant supply of high quality food at the cheapest price possible.  Anything wrong with that?

Who are you producing for?  The diversity is mind boggling from WIC moms to soccer/security moms, to the socialite in up scale communities.  In conservative small town America, Manhattan, Kansas, the dominant grocery chain features Laura(s organic beef from Colorado and cage free eggs at double the price.  Don(t knock it, produce for it.

The marketplace does work and the consumer is king.  Just ask Walmart.  Why is Laura(s beef featured in a prominent attractive case?  Because it(s cost effective.  I(d suggest we watch what the consumer does rather than listening to what they say.  One survey shows that consumers say they will pay 11% more for beef labeled USA.  If that(s so, the marketplace will do it because it(s cost effective.  So, why are we arguing about mandatory country-of-origin labeling?  I(m reminded of New Zealand lamb and Danish ham.  They have penetrated our market because of quality not country-of-origin.  There is an old adage, (be careful what you ask for, you just might get it(.

Secretary Glickman was fond of saying the first priority of an ag secretary is to make sure the American consumer has confidence in the safety of the food supply.  The underlying problem I would argue is science versus psuedo science.  It is agriculture(s responsibility to base its positions on sound science and it(s the government(s responsibility to base regulations on sound science.  The food safety concerns are loaded with activists who peddle psuedo science, misinformation and fear.  None is more loaded with psuedo science than bio-tech.  The evidence is clear, GMOs improve the farmer(s bottom line and are not harmful to health.  Yet, we have fat and happy yuppies telling starving Africans that they can(t eat our products like B+ corn because it might kill them eventually.  Well, starvation will get them first.  This is the height of arrogance and elitism.

What is the root of terrorism?  Poverty.  What is the root of poverty?  Education and malnutrition.  Gandhi said it best and I paraphrase, (don(t talk democracy to a man with an empty belly, feed him(.

Ironically, the number one health problem in the USA is obesity.  It is loaded with psuedo science like low carb and no red meat diets.  Nutritionists clearly agree the answer is a balance diet in moderation and exercise.  The most absurd accusation I(ve ever experienced in 35 years as an ag policy specialist is that obesity is caused by farm programs.  Who is forcing whom to eat what?  It(s a genetic and a discipline problem.

In summation, (1) know your customer, (2) produce what they are willing to pay for and (3) stick to science and (4) base policy on the facts not myth.
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