Michael Pollan
Every five years or so the President of the United States signs an obscure piece of legislation that
determines what happens on a couple of hundred million acres of private land in America, what
sort of food Americans eat (and how much it costs) and, as a result, the health of our population.
In a nation consecrated to the idea of private property and free enterprise, you would not think
any piece of legislation could have such far-reaching effects, especially one about which so few of
us--even the most politically aware--know anything. But in fact the American food system is a
game played according to a precise set of rules that are written by the federal government with
virtually no input from anyone beyond a handful of farm-state legislators. Nothing could do more
to reform America's food system--and by doing so improve the condition of America's
environment and public health--than if the rest of us were suddenly to weigh in.
The farm bill determines what our kids eat for lunch in school every day. Right now, the school
lunch program is designed not around the goal of children's health but to help dispose of surplus
agricultural commodities, especially cheap feedlot beef and dairy products, both high in fat.
The farm bill writes the regulatory rules governing the production of meat in this country,
determining whether the meat we eat comes from sprawling, brutal, polluting factory farms and
the big four meatpackers (which control 80 percent of the market) or from local farms.
Most important, the farm bill determines what crops the government will support--and in turn
what kinds of foods will be plentiful and cheap. Today that means, by and large, corn and
soybeans. These two crops are the building blocks of the fast-food nation: A McDonald's meal
(and most of the processed food in your supermarket) consists of clever arrangements of corn
and soybeans--the corn providing the added sugars, the soy providing the added fat, and both
providing the feed for the animals. These crop subsidies (which are designed to encourage
overproduction rather than to help farmers by supporting prices) are the reason that the
cheapest calories in an American supermarket are precisely the unhealthiest. An American
shopping for food on a budget soon discovers that a dollar buys hundreds more calories in the
snack food or soda aisle than it does in the produce section. Why? Because the farm bill supports
the growing of corn but not the growing of fresh carrots. In the midst of a national epidemic of
diabetes and obesity our government is, in effect, subsidizing the production of high-fructose
corn syrup.
This absurdity would not persist if more voters realized that the farm bill is not a parochial piece
of legislation concerning only the interests of farmers. Today, because so few of us realize we
have a dog in this fight, our legislators feel free to leave deliberations over the farm bill to the
farm states, very often trading away their votes on agricultural policy for votes on issues that
matter more to their constituents. But what could matter more than the health of our children
and the health of our land?
Perhaps the problem begins with the fact that this legislation is commonly called "the farm bill"-how many people these days even know a farmer or care about agriculture? Yet we all eat. So
perhaps that's where we should start, now that the debate over the 2007 farm bill is about to be
joined. This time around let's call it "the food bill" and put our legislators on notice that this is
about us and we're paying attention.
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