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 ISSUE SUMMARY 

What is the nature of this issue and why is this issue important now?  

How can this issue be defined?  

The meat processing industry has made numerous advancements as the demand for food has increased with a growing popu-

lation; product traceability, variety, automation, packaging innovation, and implementation of e-commerce for consumer  

purchasing are all major benefits (Uetz, 2021). Food safety and security, along with opportunities for stable employment, 

have also been added benefits from the industry (Mucklow & Cross, 2022). However, several concerns have surfaced in the 

agriculture industry and the public eye; consolidation, price fixing, and company outsourcing to foreign entities. The Packers 

and Stockyards Act of 1921 is the premise of the issue which was intended to keep consolidation of meat packing plants 

under 40% ownership in the entire market (National Agricultural Law Center, 2023). With parameters of the bill left unclear, 

and lack of oversight, companies like the Big Four (Tyson Foods, Cargill, JBS, and Mafrig) are now the middleman between  

producer and consumer for 55% - 85% of all beef, pork and poultry sold in the United States (Fisk, 2022). Approximately 

83,000 feedlots and 75% independent cattle feeders have been lost over the past 25 years as a result of captive supply agree-

ments with processors and more specifically with beef producers (Sutherland & Chakrabarti, 2022). Retail beef price spread 

has shrunken approximately 35% in the last 25 years and producers' return on consumer dollars spent on meat has decreased 

40% (Casey, 2022). This means producers are losing profits at high rates while processors are seeing record profits. These  

Brazilian-owned companies now control two of the four meatpacking companies and process around 74% of all beef in the 

United States and are seeing profits triple within the past several years (Walljasper, 2019). Who is at fault for the rising cost 

of food at the counter? It is a complex issue involving inflation, COVID 19 supply, and lack of transparency practices.  

Who is involved in the issue?  

Our forum falls under the topic area of “Agricultural Policy” as listed in the Focusing on Agricultural Issues instructional materials. 
This issue is defined as, “The Big Four: Are they playing fair with all players in the economy? As there are rising costs for inputs 

for livestock producers, they are seeing less profits in return through their contracts. Meanwhile, meat processing companies are 
combating rising labor costs, access to raw materials, and increased transportation costs by passing them onto the consumer. As a 

result, consumers are paying more at the store, but the Big Four continues to collect record profits.  

Beef Producers: They have seen declining profits through contracted sales of beef over  several decades while also see-

ing an increase of input costs (Danner, 2023). The Big Four: Tyson Foods, Cargill, JBS, and Mafrig are all companies that 

control 85% of feedlot cattle contracts in the United States. These companies are also faced with post-COVID supply chain 

issues (Fu, 2022). Consumers: Consumers want a variety of options for their food however, meat prices are increasing at a 

rapid rate (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2023). Meat Processing Companies: Face major disadvantages in a monopolistic econo-

my such as access to cattle markets. As new start-ups begin, long-term protections need to be in place (Clayton, 2023)  

Legislators: Focusing on new legislation to offset gaps in the Packers and Stockyards Act of 1921 to create transparen-

cy, competition, and new money for start-up facilities (Donnell, 2022). Local Meat Lockers: Businesses are seeing an increase 

in customers looking for processed meat as local purchasing options in the consumer market are on the rise (Vance, 2023). 

United States Department of Agriculture: Responsible for  monitor ing the safety of meat inspections and packaging in 

all U.S. meat processing facilities (USDA, 2023). Transportation Entities: With business consolidation, transportation of live-

stock to facilities becomes increasingly challenging. The Cooperative Interstate Shipment Program requires transportation of 

meat products across state lines and even international exporting (Food Safety Inspection Service, 2023). 

  Introduction to Food, Fiber, and Natural Resources (112 students) – students were able to research the history of meat  

production in the United States and how it has changed through industrialization.  

  Conservation (21 students) – students took an in-depth look at consumer purchasing decisions, how food demand has increased 

over time, and the cost of resources to meet that demand. 

  Animal Science (89 students) – examined different government entities that oversee food safety/inspection such as the Food and 

Drug Administration (FDA), United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), and the Food Safety Inspection Service (FSIS).  

  Food Science and Technology (27 students) – studied the influential meat processors in the United States along with how the 

COVID 19 pandemic impacted production. Students also researched the advancements in the meatpacking industry such as 

packaging, preservation, and consumer options.  

  Ag Leadership and College Career Prep (17 students) – evaluated the different strategies on how to engage in advocacy efforts 

in agriculture. During the business unit, students looked at foreign markets and how it impacts domestic production. 

  Livestock Management (18 students) – studied each food animal species and their demand within the consumer market.  

Students were able to tour local livestock facilities, meat processing plants, and a local locker. A local producer presented the 

important contents within a livestock contract.  



 ISSUE SUMMARY 

What is the historical background of the issue and what caused it?  

Why is this issue important to Iowa? 

Iowa has over 86,000 farms and is a national leader. Specifically for livestock, Iowa ranks number one in pork and egg production, 

and is top five for red meat production (Coalition to Support Iowa Farmers, 2023). Iowa has 271 licensed meat and poultry plants 

with a wide range of custom sale options (Iowa Department of Agriculture, 2023) and 17 participate in the Cooperative Interstate 

Shipment (CIS) program. This program promotes state-inspected plants to operate as a federally-inspected facility and they can 

ship inter-state and are able to export to foreign countries (Food Safety Inspection Service, 2023). As the issue of producer profit 

and the need for transparency unfolds, the focus in Iowa has transitioned to competition. U.S. Senator from Iowa, Chuck Grassley, 

has been pushing for legislation known as the Cattle Price Discovery and Transparency Act that provides transparency and forces 

meatpackers to buy a certain percentage of their cattle with cash bids, which promotes competitive prices (Strong, 2022). Packers 

have potentially colluded to restrict the number of cattle slaughtered in order to depress live cattle prices and force cattle producers 

into long-term contracts, similar to vertically integrated systems like poultry and pork (Kelloway, 2019). Companies that model a 

successful system to prevent this issue from extending to other commodities are West Liberty Foods; a turkey processing company 

ranked in the top 50 for protein processing in North America, located in our hometown of West Liberty, Iowa. The company is 

farmer-owned and vertically integrated, which provides outstanding returns to poultry producers for their product. (West Liberty 

Foods, 2023). President Joe Biden unveiled a $1 billion plan to encourage start-up processing companies to increase competition 

in order to focus on boosting profits for livestock producers (Donnelle, 2022). As a result of this executive order, several start-up 

locations have begun in Iowa. Most notably, a $150 million beef packing plant in western Iowa which will have a 2,000 head per 

day capacity (Clayton, 2023). As consumer prices such as beef prices have seen a 3-5% increase each year, post pandemic beef 

prices have increased almost 20% (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2023). Iowa livestock producers are looking for similar returns. 

What are the benefits?  

Critics of the Big Four in the economic climate claim they: 

 - Influence supply by processing a limited number of livestock to manufacture a lowered commodity price.  

 - Reduce profits for producers by offering contracts that aren’t profitable based on their cost of production.  

 - Owned by foreign countries and have less priority to purchasing United States domestic livestock. 

 - Artificially increase costs in stores in order to obtain large profits for themselves. 

 - Not transparent with the public about their business practices.  

The meat processing industry served as a driving force in the rise of the railroads, the labor movement, and innovation in food 

preparation. Implementations such as mechanized refrigeration, assembly lines, and consolidation have galvanized and promot-
ed efficiency in the industry. Important dates regarding legislation and the evolution of the meat industry are as follows;  

 1742 - Brighton Market in Boston, Massachusetts became the first meat auction in the United States (Lisa, 2020). 

 1867 -  Railroad Revolution: Joseph McCoy, a Chicago livestock trader took the first cattle shipment by railroad, thus short-
ing the time for cattle to reach market versus the cattle drive lifestyle (Lisa, 2020). 

 1906 -  The Federal Meat Inspection Act was signed by President Roosevelt which mandated sanitary conditions before, dur-
ing, and after the slaughter of animals. USDA became in charge of inspections on domestic and imported meat (Lisa, 2020). 

 1921 - Packers and Stockyards Act – Established by congress to assure fair competition and fair trade practices for farmers 
and ranchers (United States Agriculture Marketing Service, 2023). 

 1971 -  Chicago Stockyards officially closed which resulted in cattle being shipped all over and the start of more regionalized 
beef production (Lisa, 2020). 

 1980’s - Consolidation in the meat industry and commercialization of farms became the focus in the United States 
which resulted in decline in overall farms and ranches (Lisa, 2020) 

 2020 - COVID 19 exposed the meat industry as processing facilities were indoor/close quarters conditions resulting in limited 
production and additional consolidation (USDA Economic Research Service, 2023). 

 2022 -  JBS settles to pay $52.5 million lawsuit and Big Four CEOs address U.S. House Lawmakers in legislative session as 
they are targeted for price fixing and anti-competition violations (Hillstrom & Burns, 2022). 

 2023 - Biden Administration awards $1 billion in grants to upgrade start-up meat and poultry facilities (Huffstutter, 2023).  

What are the risks?  

Advocates for the Big Four in the economic climate claim they: 

 - Provide quality control practices that ensures a safe food supply and quality products for consumers. 

 - Create an efficient marketplace that allows consolidation of resources, labor stability, and product variety. 

 - Establish contracts for livestock producers to sell their finished product at quantities local auctions cannot. 

 - Offer international competitiveness by opening markets abroad. 

 - Minimizes labor issues and supply disruption by through employee benefits and market establishment.  
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WHEN WHERE TO WHOM # PRESENT 

February 10, 2023 (6:00 pm) Muscatine, Iowa Muscatine County Farm Bureau 8 

February 14, 2023 (7:00pm) West Liberty, Iowa Muscatine County Fair Board Meeting 46 

February 16, 2023 (12:00pm) Ames, Iowa Iowa Meat Processors Association 16 

February 20, 2023 (5:00pm) West Liberty, Iowa Danner Farms Incorporated 11 

February 21, 2023 (5:00pm) Hills, Iowa Stutsman Agriculture Products and Service 23 

March 1, 2023 (12:00pm) West Liberty, Iowa We Lead Economic Development 14 

March 6, 2023 (6:00pm) West Liberty, Iowa Muscatine County Cattleman 128 

March 20, 2023 (7:00pm) Ames, Iowa NAMA—Iowa State Chapter 32 

March 31, 2023 (12:00pm) West Liberty, Iowa West Liberty LDE Showcase Night 86 

April 3, 2023 (1:00pm) West Liberty, Iowa West Liberty Foods 18 

April 4, 2023 (6:00pm) West Liberty, Iowa West Liberty Lions Club 22 

April 5, 2023 (5:00pm) West Liberty, Iowa West Liberty Rotary Club 14 

April 10, 2023 (6:00pm) West Liberty, Iowa West Liberty School Board 19 

April 11, 2023 (10:00am) Des Moines, Iowa Iowa Department of Agriculture 15 

April 13, 2023 (12:00pm) West Liberty, Iowa West Liberty Chamber of Commerce 45 

LOCAL FORUM PRESENTATIONS 

Vance, S. (2023, April 2). Meat Locker Owner. [personal com

 munication] 

Walljasper, C. (2019). More Foreign Ownership of U.S. Beef 

 Processors Raises Food Safety Concerns. Retrieved 

 on April 10, 2023 from https://  

 investigatemidwest.org/2019/12/18/more-foreign-

 ownership-of-u-s-beef-processors-raises-food-safety-

 concerns/  

West Liberty Foods. (2023). About Us. Retrieved on August 

 20, 2023 from https://www.wlfoods.com/about-us/ 



Muscatine County Farm Bureau 

The Muscatine County Farm Bureau is of a strong network that 

lobbies for farmers across the state. We were able to learn about 

the recent legislation affecting farmers in processing. 

Farm Bureau Office, Muscatine 
Date: February 10, 2023    Time: 6:00pm 

Attendance: 8 

Muscatine County Fair Board  
Muscatine County Fairgrounds, West Liberty 

Date: February 14, 2023   Time: 7:00 pm 
Attendance: 46 

Iowa Meat Processors Association 
Gateway Hotel, Ames 

Date: February 16, 2023    Time: 12:00pm 
Attendance: 16 

 

The Muscatine County Fair Board is composed of many local 

producers and agriculture industry representatives. We took 

questions on how the future of processing will change with 

various groups pushing for alternative food options. 

The Iowa Meat Processors includes slaughterers, packers, 

locker operators, butcher shops and retail operations. We were 

able to have discussions on local consumer purchasing and 

how its impact on processors and toured a local facility. 



Danner Farms Incorporated 

Danner Farms is a local producer for both cattle and swine. We 

discussed the practices on his farming operation as well as the 

processes conduct for marketing locally. 

West Liberty High School, West Liberty 
Date: February 20, 2023    Time: 5:00pm 

Attendance: 11 

Stutsman’s Ag Products and Service 
Stutsman’s Lobby,  Hills 

Date: February 21, 2023    Time: 5:00 pm 
Attendance: 23 

Stutsman’s is a major leader in livestock feeds in our area. We 

discussed how good livestock nutrition leads to healthier 

consumer products and increased producer profit. 

We Lead Economic Development has been actively engaged 

with farmers in our community. Representatives discussed 

with students about the expansion of our hometown meat 

processing company and its local economic impact. 

We Lead Economic Development 
Community Center, West Liberty 

Date: March 1, 2023    Time: 12:00 pm 
Attendance: 14 



Muscatine County Cattleman 

Our topic surrounded the discussion of beef production in Iowa. 

Many cattleman were discussing local contracts and how there 

are issues with those contracts containing force majeure 

clauses, causing loss of profit at any point in time.  

West Liberty Fair Grounds, West Liberty 
Date: March 6, 2023   Time: 6:00pm 

Attendance: 128 

NAMA— Iowa State Chapter 
Iowa State University,  Ames 

Date: March 20, 2023   Time: 7:00pm 
Attendance: 32 

 

West Liberty LDE Showcase Night 
West Liberty High School, West Liberty 
Date: March 31, 2023    Time: 12:00 pm 

Attendance: 86 
 

Members of the NAMA chapter discuss the key components of 

a good marketing plan that can be applied from farmers to 

corporations. We discussed how media plays a major role in 

what messaging is getting to the public. 

Our chapter showcase invites parents and community 

members from West Liberty to witness skills and talents of the 

FFA. We received several questions on global trade and how it 

impacts our local processing facilities.   



West Liberty Foods 

Two current licensed veterinarians on the Lions Club invited our 

members to discuss, in detail, the PRRS virus, animal health 

issues, preventative care, and swine facility improvements. We 

enjoyed the challenging questions.  

West Liberty Foods Main Office, West Liberty 
Date: April 3, 2023  Time: 1:00pm 

Attendance: 18 

West Liberty Lions Club 
West Liberty Country Club, West Liberty 

Date: April 4, 2023    Time: 6:00pm 
Attendance: 22 

 

West Liberty Rotary Club 
West Liberty Country Club, West Liberty 

Date: April 5, 2023    Time: 5:00pm 
Attendance: 14 

 

We were invited by our local veterinarian to have discussions 

on how producers provide high quality products for the 

consumer. We entertained questions and discussion on the 

meat inspection process.  

Rotary Club involves many community volunteers and current/

former business industry representatives. The primary 

discussion involved product labeling and the various ways 

processors meet consumer needs. 



West Liberty School Board 

The West Liberty School Board is a great way to advocate the 

activities conducted by the FFA. Several board members had 

questions on how processing would effect our population 

given that our community is predominately Hispanic. 

West Liberty CSD Boardroom, West Liberty 
Date: April 10, 2023    Time: 6:00pm 

Attendance: 19 

Iowa Department of Agriculture 
Wallace Building, Des Moines 

Date: April 10, 2023     Time: 10:00am 
Attendance: 15 

 

West Liberty Chamber of Commerce 
Community Center, West Liberty 

Date: April 13, 2023    Time: 12:00pm 
Attendance: 45 

 

Meeting with top agriculture legislators and department leads 

for Iowa Agriculture was an important experience. We spent a 

time discussing the impact of consumer demand and 

legislation that would help with start-up processing facilities. 

West Liberty Chamber of Commerce has been actively engaged 

in growing small businesses in our community. We learned 

about the local resource and grants that are available to 

farmers and business along with marketing opportunities. 


