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NOTES FROM THE FOODSHED
BY KEN METER

TRACEABILITY: FINDING FOOD IN IOWA

With its lush, sprawling expanses of corn and soybeans, and
with numerous livestock operations scattered across its plains,
Iowa is often viewed as the epitome of a farm state. Indeed, Iowa
ranks third in the nation for farm sales, selling $15 billion in
2004, and leads the nation in production of grain, hogs and eggs.
Northeastern lowa is a national leader in organic food
production. Food sales at Oneota Coop in Decorah are rising 30
percent per year.

Yet immense clouds loom on the horizon. From 1998 through
2004, Iowa farmers lost $2.8 billion dollars raising food
commodities, according to the Bureau of Economic Analysis. For
five of those years in a row, farm losses averaged $1 billion a year.
Rising energy costs may inflict greater losses. Already production
losses are deeper than during the credit crisis of the 1980s.

This downward spiral is a long-term one. lowa farmers earn $3
billion less per year by farming (adjusted for costs of living) than
they earned 35 years ago, despite doubling their farm
productivity. This gives Iowa the dubious honor of posting the
greatest loss in production income of any state in the nation.

To compensate, farm families take on off-farm work. Federal
subsidies also help, averaging $1.7 billion per year. Yet this is still
a striking dependence on public moneys, at a time when political
leaders say that, after Iraq and Katrina, we cannot count on
federal money being available. ~ Further, the World Trade
Organization has ruled that U.S. farm subsidies harm developing
countries, and must be scaled back.

Even in their best years, farmers ship billions a year out of the
state, buying farm inputs that are sourced elsewhere. Their
purchases of petroleum products, livestock feed and farm
chemicals each year would be enough to pay for all food eaten at
home by all state residents.

Tragically, farmers who work at a loss have also helped
undermine the region’s water quality. The Iowa DNR reports
that nitrogen and phosphorus levels in Iowa streams are “two to
10 times the levels considered appropriate for healthy waters.”
Manure and commercial fertilizer, it adds, cause one-third of
nitrogen inputs and 99 percent of phosphorus inputs.

Yet lowa suffers from an even more curious dependency.
Living in one of the most productive farm states, Iowans buy
almost all their food from other states. Farmers currently sell only
0.1% of their production directly to consumers. The Leopold
Center for Sustainable Agriculture at Iowa State University
calculates that on average, food is consumed 1,500 miles away
from the farms where it is produced. This means most of the $6.5
billion dollars Iowa residents spend buying food each year leaves
the state—even as farmers struggle.

Moreover, as the Wall Street Journal reported late in 2005, the
U.S. itself is becoming a net food importer on a permanent
basis—with imports of Iowa’s most prized commodities, such as
grains and meats, rising.

Iowa consumers, who have taken for granted the availability of

it

cheap foods raised far away, may be in for a rude surprise. That
illusion has been based on cheap oil, also subsidized by the federal
government. Now, roughly 17 percent of all energy used in the
U.S. is required for bringing food to our tables—a total of $139
billion per year. Moreover, oil supplies are peaking. Our food
choices are highly dependent on the price of oil, and upon
political and military decisions made far away. This leaves the
state highly vulnerable.

As JIowa consumers become divorced from the supplies of their
food, they suffer in other ways; 61 percent of lowans are
overweight. The medical costs of obesity total $790 million per
year.

Many lowans are tired of feeling helpless in the face of such
trends. They have set to work building new local food networks.
Their work has been strengthened by the Leopold Center’s crucial
role in convening campaign leaders to deepen strategic efforts.
With Leopold Center support, I have been privileged to work
with six regional foods efforts in 26 Iowa counties, analyzing farm
and food economies in each place.

One example is the Northeast lowa Food and Farm Coalition,
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