Food Made in the USA
By U.S. Senator Tim Johnson (D-SD), primary author of a law enacted in 2002 requiring many food items sold in supermarkets to contain labels indicating the product’s country of origin.

Consumers of virtually every industrialized nation in the world know the origin of the food they consume – except in the U.S. 

Most Americans assume their groceries are “Made in the USA.” That’s exactly what large food processors want us to believe. After all, clothes, auto parts, and practically everything else we buy has a label indicating the product’s country of origin.

However, most meat and produce sold in your local supermarket is not labeled.  American consumers currently have no idea whether the steak they feed their families came from Mexico, the United Kingdom or Timbuktu.

But that should soon change.  A new law enacted last year will require retailers to indicate the country of origin of most meat, fruits, vegetables, peanuts, and fish.  

Consumer groups and farm organizations throughout the U.S. applauded enactment of my labeling legislation.  Finally, American shoppers will know which T-bones and tomatoes were really “Made in the USA.”

Now, it’s up to the U.S. Department of Agriculture to implement the new law.  They have until late 2004 to develop common-sense guidelines that minimize costs and regulations associated with the law.
Soon, the Agriculture Department will hold a listening session in your city about the labeling law.  I encourage you to attend and speak in favor of the labeling requirement. 

Why is this listening session such a big deal?  After all, labeling food by its country of origin isn’t rocket science.  Consumer surveys indicate Americans really want to purchase food that was “Made in the USA,” and are even willing to pay a premium for food bearing a U.S. label. 

Nevertheless, influential food processors are spending millions of dollars trying to overturn the law.  They hope to use this listening session to scare the public and confuse the media.  They will claim the new law costs too much and might complicate our trading relationships with other countries.  Both arguments are just smokescreens.
Opponents of labeling include some of the most powerful food processors in the world.  They profit by importing meat or vegetables and letting consumers assume it came from the U.S.  Even worse, they sometimes intentionally mislead consumers into believing foreign food was produced here.  

These companies have financial incentives to oppose labeling: they don’t want to buy domestic livestock or commodities, because they may have to pay more for the superior goods produced by American farmers and ranchers.

It’s probably true that these companies will have some compliance costs; however, the benefits of the new law far outweigh the cost.  Moreover, smart companies will soon realize they’ll be able to profit from marketing U.S. products, as opposed to greedy companies trying to disguise inferior foreign food as American products.

In fact, a new legal and economic analysis to come out of the University of Florida indicates that the benefits of country of origin labeling substantially outweigh the costs and that the likely cost estimate is in a range between $70 million and $200 million – not the $2 billion cost estimate suggested by the USDA.  The study goes on to report that consumer willingness-to-pay for country of origin labeling appears to be significant.  

As for their arguments that labeling might complicate trade, that’s pure nonsense.  No trade pact forbids a labeling requirement. In fact, many of our trading partners, such as nations in the European Union, already have labeling laws.  The U.S. has never filed a complaint against foreign countries that label our food.

Japan also has a country of origin labeling law, yet it remains the most important export destination for U.S. beef.  The excellent quality of American beef makes it tremendously popular in Japan.

Japanese consumers know a good product when they see it.  Someday soon, American consumers may also be able to choose American products.

Please attend the upcoming listening session in your community.  If our T-shirts are labeled, why shouldn’t we know where our T-bones came from?

