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Health Care Without Harm envisions a global food system comprised of a diverse network of local 
food systems that are transparent, health and wealth promoting, resilient, sustainable, fair, and 
economically just. The primary role of this food system is to conserve, protect, and regenerate the 
human and ecological systems that enable food production to support the needs of all eaters now 
and in future generations.

Agricultural policy is 
health policy  
Reforming markets for equitable access to food

A healthy food system is one that encourages farm and 
fishing businesses of all sizes to remain independent 
and to compete with each other to produce healthy and 
sustainably grown, raised, and harvested foods.

This type of food system is also better for rural and 
fishing communities, and regional economies. However, 
over the last couple of decades, the trend has been 
toward consolidation.

The deregulation era of the 1980s was the beginning of 
the global consolidation trend that continues to this day.

As corporations gain market share and power, their 
influence increases over policy at all levels of 
government as well as agricultural education through the 
academic centers they fund.

Federal antitrust laws are in place to protect against 
anti-competitive behavior, however, critics argue 
that legislators and federal agencies have failed to 
adequately enforce these laws.

Economists report that consolidation in the food system 
has lead to unexpected consequences to the health of 
individuals and communities with the greatest impact on 
lower-income communities of color.

The current trend of consolidation is projected to 
continue, which will intensify the barriers for small and 
diversified farmers and fishers and further exacerbate its 
negative impacts.

Reasons to act

•	 Consolidation can reduce access to healthy foods by increasing prices and reducing market responsiveness.

•	 Consolidated food system control has damaging effects on community strength and civic culture and has lead 
to the breakdown of local communities.

•	 Consolidation leads to job loss while reducing wages and safety standards for food system workers and 
increasing poverty-associated health impacts.

Diversifying the ownership and control of the food system through a combination of policy, antitrust enforcement, and
purchasing choices can reverse the social, environmental and human health damage caused by the consolidation of 
the food system. 

https://noharm-uscanada.org/articles/news/us-canada/why-buy-local
https://noharm-uscanada.org/articles/news/us-canada/why-buy-local
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/88057/eib189_summary.pdf?v=43172
https://time.com/4130043/lobbying-politics-dietary-guidelines/
https://www.economist.com/business/2017/04/12/the-university-of-chicago-worries-about-a-lack-of-competition
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10460-012-9356-z
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10460-012-9356-z
https://www.themiddlemarket.com/articles/food-and-beverage-m-a-to-heat-up-in-2018
https://www.themiddlemarket.com/articles/food-and-beverage-m-a-to-heat-up-in-2018
https://www.texastribune.org/2017/11/28/bayer-monsanto-merger-could-lead-monopoly-texas-farmers-say/
https://www.texastribune.org/2017/11/28/bayer-monsanto-merger-could-lead-monopoly-texas-farmers-say/
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What are the consequences of 
consolidation?

The break-down of local communities

“Two decades ago… it wasn’t uncommon for 
120 farmers to turn up at a planting seminar … 
These days, 20 farmers might show up, even 
though they still represent the same number of 
acres.”
– The Wall Street Journal 

As farm and fishery income is controlled by fewer 
people, local economies and communities suffer. 
Today, the four largest agriculture companies control 
over 50% of the crop seed, agriculture chemicals, and 
food commodity markets. These mergers have created 
efficiencies for owners, but have led to low-skilled and 
poorly-paid jobs, increased mechanization, lost jobs, and 
a steady decline in national income for farmers since 
2012.

The impacts are similar for fisheries where 
consolidation affects access to capital for small and 
mid-sized fishing operations, creating barriers to entry, 
and inhibiting vessel and equipment upgrades that can 
increase the efficiency of fishing operations, the ability 
to adopt more sustainable practices, and respond to 
changing stocks and conditions.

The younger residents of once-prosperous rural 
communities are leaving en masse as the best 
employment opportunities are in urban areas. As 
wellpaying jobs leave a community the ripple effects 
include reduced access to health care, grocery store and 
school closures, and increased poverty with associated 
health effects. In many cases, our rural communities 
have become unsustainable, lacking the civic institutions 
needed to train and attract the next generation of farmers.

Prioritizing purchases from local or smaller scale 
producers helps to support the viability of these 
businesses and local communities in the face of market 
consolidation.

Making the unhealthy choice the easy choice 

“The bigger the buyer, the more difficult it is for 
farmers to set up an equitable relationship.” 
– Bloomberg 

The increase in diet-related diseases such as diabetes 
and cardiovascular disease aligns closely with agri-food 
business consolidation. While many factors influence 
chronic disease risk, including environment and genetics, 
consolidated agri-food businesses influence which foods 
are most affordable and readily available to consumers. 
When market control is consolidated, fewer businesses 
leverage more power to ensure their products achieve 
market dominance.

For example, one recent study projected that the 
powerful market control, due to large corporate mergers, 
would lead to 20 percent higher seed prices causing 
increased costs throughout the system. The lack of 
competition keeps prices high for customers and low for 
producers.

Multinational food corporations gain efficiencies by 
creating uniform offerings, unresponsive to the demands 
of the local market, individual health care facilities, or 
consumers. Farmers and fishermen, distributors, or food 
outlets who want to shift their product choices face 
significant barriers due to their reliance on one company 
at one or more points in the supply chain.

This is no different in the institutional supply chain where 
the reliance on group purchasing organizations or food 
service management companies limits flexibility in shifting 
to local or smaller suppliers due to exclusive contracts 
with a set number of suppliers and products. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-family-farm-bulks-up-1508781895
https://pirg.org/edfund/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/USPIRG-Reaping-What-We-Sow-web-1.pdf
https://pirg.org/edfund/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/USPIRG-Reaping-What-We-Sow-web-1.pdf
https://farmaction.us/concentrationreport/
https://farmaction.us/concentrationreport/
https://www.propublica.org/article/fishing-new-bedford-private-equity
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2018/05/22/demographic-and-economic-trends-in-urban-suburban-and-rural-communities/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4553243/
https://pirg.org/edfund/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/USPIRG-Reaping-What-We-Sow-web-1.pdf
https://www.stlouisfed.org/community-development/publications/harvesting-opportunity
https://www.stlouisfed.org/community-development/publications/harvesting-opportunity
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-11-02/what-amazon-and-wal-mart-will-do-to-organic
https://cunyurbanfoodpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Policy-Brief-Changing-Food-Industry-Practices-that-Contribute-to-Diet-related-Chronic-Diseases-20180918.pdf
https://www.kansascityfed.org/documents/765/2017-Consolidation,%20Concentration,%20and%20Competition%20in%20the%20Food%20System.pdf
https://www.kansascityfed.org/documents/765/2017-Consolidation,%20Concentration,%20and%20Competition%20in%20the%20Food%20System.pdf
https://www.afpc.tamu.edu/research/publications/files/675/WP_16-2.pdf
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Policy opportunities

•	 Ask your member of Congress to stand up 
for competitive markets and enforce antitrust 
laws

•	 Stand with beginning farmers and ranchers to 
address policies that act as barriers

•	 Support improving mental health in the 
agriculture industry through policy actions 
led by National Young Farmers Coalition and 
National Farmers Union

Corporations have a strong motivation to encourage 
over-consumption. A large company with high levels of 
market control will engineer and aggressively market 
processed and packaged foods that exploit cravings 
for salt and sugar, effectively tempting the public away 
from healthy, fresh whole foods from which hunger and 
nutrition are more adequately satisfied.

As long as processed food companies maintain market 
power achieved through consolidation, they will have no 
incentive to reformulate their products and the nation’s 
health will continue to decline. A shift in consumer 
behavior and regulatory support is needed to turn the 
tide.

Challenges to worker safety and health

“As farms have transitioned from family 
operations into big businesses involving 
thousands of cows and massive machinery, 
new safety concerns have emerged.” 
 – Washington Post  

Agriculture is a dangerous industry, with higher rates of 
illness and deaths than policing or construction while 
being one of the least regulated. Leading causes of death 
in the agricultural sector are related to the use of heavy 
machinery (tractors, vehicles, improper use of processing 
equipment, etc.) but, federal data collection and reporting 
programs have been eliminated in recent years and 
therefore the best available information relies on news 
reports.

These tragic incidents appear to be increasing despite 
improvements in other sectors. Consolidated market 
control leads to increased political power by a few, and 
the ability to stall labor laws and slow enforcement that 
will improve worker safety and health.

Independent farmers and fishermen are not immune 
from the health consequences associated with system 
consolidation. Farming and other agricultural worker 
suicide rates are among the highest of any occupation 
in the United States, and the prevalence is similar in 
countries around the world.

Farmer bankruptcy continues to increase as net incomes 
dropped 50% from 2013 to 2018, with subsequent 
gains wholly as the result of government payments. 
Banks and policymakers have tremendous influence on 
the livelihood of independent farmers and fishermen. 
Consolidation of the system has demonstrated a benefit 
to corporations while often costing individual farmers and 
fishermen.

Taking action

Purchase from independently owned producers

Health professionals can use their purchasing dollars 
and other financial streams to invest in sustainable and 
healthy farm and food businesses rather than mass-pro-
duced factory production.

•	 Encourage your hospitals to purchase from smaller, 
diversified sources or use their purchasing power 
to negotiate with contract food service providers to 
supply the hospital with food from non-consolidated 
sources.

•	 Identify smaller, diverse, and ecologically sound 
sources for your personal shopping and educate other 
consumers to do the same.

Advocate

Citizen-led initiatives have been the only documented 
intervention to slow consolidation. In order to advocate 
for better food options, health leaders need to stand 

against consolidation and support policies that allow 
smaller and more sustainable practices to compete in the 
agriculture market.

https://www.bloomsbury.com/us/concentration-and-power-in-the-food-system-9781472581143/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/deaths-of-farmworkers-in-cow-manure-ponds-put-oversight-of-dairy-farms-into-question/2017/09/24/da4f1bae-8813-11e7-961d-2f373b3977ee_story.html
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/1097-0274(200010)38:4%3C463::AID-AJIM13%3E3.0.CO;2-N
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/cfoi.pdf
https://www.apha.org/policies-and-advocacy/public-health-policy-statements/policy-database/2018/01/18/improving-working-conditions
https://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/25/3/228
https://injuryprevention.bmj.com/content/25/3/228
https://www.apha.org/policies-and-advocacy/public-health-policy-statements/policy-database/2018/01/18/improving-working-conditions
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/04/19/us/politics/farmer-suicide-depression-wisconsin-rural.html#:~:text=The%20rate%20of%20suicide%20among,34%20percent%20in%20urban%20areas
https://www.farmaid.org/blog/fact-sheet/understanding-economic-crisis-family-farms-are-facing/
https://www.farmaid.org/blog/fact-sheet/understanding-economic-crisis-family-farms-are-facing/
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Bringing a health-conscious voice to the consolidation 
debate can help smaller-scale farmers and fishermen 
better advocate for policies and compete against the 
tremendous political power that large industrial-scale 
companies and supply chain businesses have.

Learn more about how health professionals can effective-
ly engage with federal food policy, including the 2023 
Farm Bill. Learn more about our food initiatives.

Health Care Without Harm seeks to transform health care world-
wide so that it reduces its environmental footprint, becomes a 
community anchor for sustainability and a leader in the global 
movement for environmental health and justice.

This fact sheet was produced by Health Care Without Harm’s 
national Healthy Food in Health Care program, which harnesses 
the purchasing power and expertise of the health care sector to 
advance the development of a sustainable food system.

www.healthyfoodinhealthcare.org

https://noharm-uscanada.org/documents/health-care-without-harm%E2%80%99s-2023-farm-bill-priorities
https://noharm-uscanada.org/documents/health-care-without-harm%E2%80%99s-2023-farm-bill-priorities
https://practicegreenhealth.org/topics/food
https://noharm-uscanada.org/healthyfoodinhealthcare

