
REVISITING CRISIS BY DESIGN

GLOBALIZATION
IATP’s founder Mark Ritchie and 
Kevin Ristau wrote the original Crisis 
by Design in the midst of the farm 
crisis in 1987. It was a watershed 
document that has been the 
cornerstone of IATP’s work for many 
years and has catalyzed further 
analysis and action by family farmers 
and their allies. It traced the origins 
of farm policy, starting from the 
historic pattern of boom and bust 
cycles of prices through the eventual 
establishment of parity pricing and 
supply management that emerged 
in the 1930s. 
Now more than 30 years later, we 
are in the middle of another farm 
crisis, with the added pressure of 
an impending climate catastrophe. 
We at IATP take a fresh look at the 
analysis and predictions made in 
Crisis by Design, to understand 
how the farm situation has changed 
since then and what current policies 
imply for the future, as well as how 
U.S. agriculture intersects with 
global markets, the environment and 
broader disparities.

Written by Karen Hansen-Kuhn, April 2020
Minneapolis | Washington D.C. | Berlin

iatp.org

GLOBALIZATION AND  
CRISIS BY DESIGN

	■ The consolidation of global and bilateral free trade agreements has 
empowered corporations to operate seamlessly across borders to the 
detriment of farmers and the environment. 

	■ There has been a consistent pattern of dumping of agricultural commodi-
ties that has hurt family farmers in the global north and south and consol-
idated corporate power over supply chains. 

	■ While U.S. production doesn’t dominate world markets as it once did, 
global traders can shift among suppliers and buyers, transferring risks to 
farmers. 

While the original Crisis by Design accurately described the farm policies that 
drove increases in corporate concentration and the decimation of farm econo-
mies, it did not predict the expansion of global trade rules that came with the 
formation of the World Trade Organization (WTO) or the huge increase in 
bilateral and regional trade deals that go beyond WTO commitments. Those 
agreements were designed to facilitate exchanges of goods, services and invest-
ments across borders, not to promote fair or sustainable agricultural systems or 
economic development. They led to the expansion of U.S. based agribusinesses 
into other aspects of supply chains and the rise of transnational companies 
based in the U.S. and emerging economies. 

The emergence of global, bilateral and plurilateral trade deals set the stage for 
many of these changes. In 1996, Renato Ruggerio, the first director general of 
the newly formed  WTO proclaimed, “We are no longer writing the rules of 
interaction among separate national economies. We are writing the constitu-
tion of a single global economy.”1 He went on to insist that the new rules could 
rebalance the scales between rich and poor countries, but in fact, the WTO 
along with the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and the count-
less bilateral and regional trade deals that followed have knitted economies 
together in ways that have lowered social and environmental protections. It was 
not developing countries who were empowered but instead vast corporations 
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seamlessly operating across borders. This has been espe-
cially true in agriculture, where the traditional ABCD 
companies (Archer Daniels Midland/Bunge/Cargill/Drey-
fuss) that had focused on grain trading expanded vertically 
and horizontally into other aspects of supply chains and, 
at the same time, were supplemented by foreign transna-
tional corporations.2 Currently, the biggest meat company 
in the U.S. is the Brazilian JBS, the biggest pork company 
is the Chinese-owned Smithfield, and the biggest seed and 
pesticide company is the German-owned Bayer. In each 
case, the nominal nationality is much less important than 
its market power.  

The famous imperative to “get big or get out” drove U.S. 
farmers to expand their production for export. IATP has 
been documenting the extent of dumping, i.e., exporting 
farm goods at below the cost of production since the late 
1990s.3 With some brief exceptions, there has been a clear 
and consistent pattern of cheap exports invading global 
markets, to the detriment of farmers. As of 2018, the rates 
of dumping stood at 29% percent for wheat and cotton, 9% 
nine percent for corn, 17% percent for soybeans and nega-
tive 4%four percent for rice.4

These cheap exports had devastating impacts on farmers 
both in the U.S. and developing countries. Under NAFTA, 
for example, US exports of cheap corn to Mexico increased 
more than 400 percent. According to studies, some 4.9 
million Mexican family farmers were displaced between 
1991 and 2007, with about three million becoming seasonal 
workers in agro-export industries.5 

The deregulation of U.S. financial and commodity markets, 
followed by renewable energy legislation that dramatically 
increased the demand for ethanol, and crop failures in 
Australia and Russia, led to a huge increase in commodity 
prices in 2007-2008. The Food Price Crisis led to riots in 
many developing countries. That initial price spike was 
repeated in 2011-2012 when a major drought in the U.S. 
caused grain prices to increase again. These periods of 
chaos in global markets created openings for corporations 
to consolidate power over supply chains to the detriment of 
farmers. When one family farm failed, it was often bought 
out by ever larger farms and corporations that sold goods 
into ever more concentrated supply chains. These firms are 
in the business of adding value to primary commodities, 
whether they are fattening animals or turning corn into 
ethanol. They are happy to keep farmgate prices low, since 

Graph 1: Dumping rates for major U.S. commodities, 1990-2018
D

um
pi

ng
 p

er
ce

nt
ag

e

-80%

Note: No data available for 2004.

-60%

-40%

-20%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

Cotton Rice Soybeans Wheat Corn

201520102005200019951990

https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/rr-cereal-secrets-grain-traders-agriculture-30082012-en_4.pdf
https://www-cdn.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/rr-cereal-secrets-grain-traders-agriculture-30082012-en_4.pdf


Read the introduction and the other eight pieces at iatp.org/crisis-by-design-2020. 

they can take profits at other points in the supply chain. In 
addition, their enormous size means they can sustain short-
term prices swings or even profit from them, as long as they 
successfully predict the direction of those changes. Farmers, 
on the other hand, may defer losses temporarily but often 
cannot weather successive rounds of boom or bust. 

U.S. production does not dominate world markets the 
way it once did. For example, in 1987, the U.S. exported 21 
million tons of soybeans. It was by far the biggest exporter 
at that time, followed by Brazil with just 3 million tons. 
The U.S. export share held fairly steady until about 2007, 
when exports increased substantially as China became the 
leading importer. As of 2016, the U.S. exported nearly three 
times as much soybeans as it had in the 1980s (58 million 
tons), but now it is followed closely by Brazil at 52 million 
tons. In some years, Brazil exports more than the U.S. In 
2015, Brazil exported 58 million tons of soy compared to 54 
million from the U.S. China is by far the biggest soybean 
import market (84 million tons), followed by Mexico (4 
million). While the U.S. is still the leading exporter of 
corn, with 56 million tons in 2016, the combined exports of 
Brazil and Argentina nearly match that amount. As of 2016, 
Russia was the lead exporter of wheat, with 25 million tons, 
followed by the U.S., Canada and France.6 

Increased dependence on export markets has increased 
vulnerability. Trump’s imposition of tariffs led to retaliatory 
tariffs and decreases in purchases of U.S. goods by China. 
From October to July 2019, the U.S. exported 10.6 million 
metric tons of soybeans to China, compared to 25 million 
tons for the same period in 2018. Prices have dropped 
from around $10 a bushel in 2016 to near $8 a bushel as of 
September 2019. While they increased to about $9 a bushel 
after the announcement of “Phase One” of a trade arrange-
ment between the U.S. and China, the damage caused by 
erratic markets and prices has not been resolved. 

While Trump’s bailout program provided some temporary 
relief from those losses, the situation highlights farmers’ 
vulnerability to the whims of presidents and politics. 
Global grain traders will simply shift purchases to other 
countries, with farmers assuming the risks of these trade 
wars, as well as other forms of volatility caused by specula-
tive investments and climate change. 

There are some rays of hope. The original Crisis by Design 
reported on the problems caused by U.S. food aid. For many 
years, the U.S. used shipment of international in-kind food 
aid to absorb excess production and open new markets. 
Shipping U.S. food to countries in crisis, besides being 

much more expensive than providing cash for local and 
regional purchases, is much slower than arranging for local 
purchases. In some cases, by the time the food aid arrived, 
the initial crisis was over, and the aid shipments displaced 
local harvests. 

After considerable advocacy from U.S. development NGOs, 
the 2008 Farm Bill included a pilot program to study local 
and regional purchase of food aid. The initial program was 
expanded and made permanent in the 2014 Farm Bill. It 
is still just a fraction of total food aid deliveries, but it has 
opened the door to future changes. These changes also 
help to debunk the notion that U.S. farmers must feed the 
world, instead of supporting national efforts to strengthen 
local food supplies.7 

That change in narrative matters. The concept of food 
sovereignty—that each country has the right to demo-
cratically determine its own food system and to prioritize 
local needs over exports—has gained ground since it 
was introduced by La Via Campesina in Nyeleni, Mali in 
2007. It coincides with a period in which U.S. farmers are 
questioning reliance on cheap commodity crops and grain 
exports. Unfortunately, U.S. farm and trade policy does not 
yet support a real shift in incentives. 

Still, another consequence of globalization is that the U.S. 
can learn from experiences in other countries. Mexico has 
initiated a program to achieve self-sufficiency in corn and 
other basic grains, starting with production incentives for 
small-scale farmers that include guaranteed prices set to 
cover costs plus a reasonable return. Canada’s dairy supply 
management program provides important lessons on new 
ways to balance farmers’ needs for stability at prices that 
are fair to both farmers and consumers. Coupled with new 
efforts to rein in corporate power in the food system, those 
experiences could point the way to a new kind of farm 
program in the U.S., one that ensures parity, sustainability 
and equity, all central goals outlined in the original Crisis 
by Design.
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