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Poultry farming is big business in 
Alabama — a low-margin, brutally 
competitive $2.4 billion business. 

But the competition is all at the bottom 
of the market, among thousands of small 
farmers pitted against one another.

At the top are an ever consolidating 
few, vertically integrated agribusiness 
giants that process the meat and sell it to 
consumers.  

The “integrators” — Koch Foods, 
Tyson Foods, Purdue Farms and Pilgrim’s 
Pride are the top integrators operating 
in Alabama — own the chickens from 
start to finish, and they control the feed, 
the medicine, the genetics and all other 
“inputs” that go into the business. And 

they tell the growers when they need to 
invest in new equipment and build new 
chicken houses. 

What the growers own are the chicken 
houses and the debt that goes with them. 
That and the waste, which they are 
responsible for getting rid of.

There are about 4,000 chicken 
farmers in Alabama who grow the state’s 
top livestock crop. And to hear them 
tell it — at a recent workshop led by 
the U.S. Attorney General — they have 
become the equivalent of sharecroppers or 
indentured servants.

Contract chicken growers from 
around the Southeast explained their 
concerns about the effects of dwindling 

competition in the poultry industry to 
Attorney General Eric Holder, U.S. 
Department of Agriculture Secretary 
Tom Vilsack and U.S. Department of 
Justice Assistant Attorney General for 
Antitrust Christine Varney at a May 
workshop at Alabama A&M University, 
north of Huntsville.

The workshop was the second of five 
that are being held around the country, 
aimed at examining unfair practices in 
the nation’s food industry — an industry 
increasingly dominated by a handful of 
agribusiness giants. The fact-finding 
meetings are jointly organized by the 
USDA and the Department of Justice. 

“In 1963, the top four firms controlled 

A recent workshop on the poultry industry — hosted by the U.S. 
Attorney General and the Secretary of Agriculture — provided a 
window onto the abuses of a $21.5 billion industry that grinds family 
farmers into corporate serfs.
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Brute Forces

Poultry growers from around the country 
met in Alabama in May to give top 

government officials growers’ views of the 
poultry industry, from the bottom up. 
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14 percent of the chickens brought to 
slaughter,” said Vilsack, a former governor 
of Iowa. “Today it’s probably 57 percent, 
and now it’s not uncommon for a grower 
to have to do business with only one 
company in their area.”

No representatives from the 
integrators were on the panel with 
Holder. The point of the workshops is 
to hear farmers’ “real world experiences,” 
Varney explained. “I can assure you that 
the companies (integrators) have had no 
problem talking to me, and they are well 
represented in the halls of Washington.”

Garry Staples, vice president of the 
Alabama Contract Poultry Growers 
Association, speaking outside the 
workshop the day before it started, 
said, “My biggest fear is: It sounds so 
unrealistic, that it ’s happening in the 
United States, that they won’t take it 
seriously. I hope they do.” 

Companies can terminate contracts 
at any time if a grower refuses to pay for 

upgrades or ends up low on their ranking 
system, while the farmers are stuck with 
decades of debt no matter what, Staples 
and other farmers told the panel.

“They don’t have anything to lose,” 
Staples said of the integrators. “Granted, 
they have the investment (of the chicks and 
feed), but they don’t have the individual 
investment. Their CEO isn’t invested like 
I am. If you build that $350,000 house, 
you know the only thing you can do with 
that house? Grow chickens.”

Staples explained to the workshop 
panel that is why he agreed to a 60-day, 
or flock-to-flock, contract with Pilgrim’s 
Pride. “I personally borrowed a million-
and-a-half dollars, and everything I got is 
mortgaged so I could be a poultry grower. 
I had no choice but to sign that flock-to-
flock contract.”

Jonathan Buttram, president of the 
Alabama Growers Association, told the 
workshop the past few years were the 
worst he’s seen in 32 years in the business, 

largely because of soaring expenses. “In 
the last couple of years, our propane costs 
doubled and tripled,” Buttram said, “and 
our power went up 40 percent; water, the 
same. And we haven’t had a pay raise. 
It’s eating up all their profits. I have six 
families that live off of my farm — it’s 
a family farm. But, if this next winter, if 
propane is as high as I hear it’s going to 
be, I’m going to have to close the doors. 
There’s going to be six families that are 
going to have to be looking for something 
else to make a living, plus my hired hands. 
It’s tough.”

Poultry grower Donald Wilks, of 
Chancellor, Ala., said he’s had two small 
increases in pay since 1999. “One was 
one-tenth of a penny per pound, and the 
second was 16-hundreths of a penny per 
pound. In that same time frame, my core 
expenses have doubled.”

A grower’s pay is based on a 
complicated fee structure and ranking 
system, set up by the integrators, hinged 

are the top abuses by 
integrators:

· Forced upgrades. To get a contract, 
integrators require growers to 
invest from $50,000 to $100,000 to 
upgrade equipment. The leverage is 
the contract and placing birds back 
in the facility (chicken house). Some 

contracts are for just one flock, five 
to seven weeks. The integrators don’t 
have to renew, and if the grower 
doesn’t upgrade his facility, he 
doesn’t get a new flock of chickens. 

· Stranded investments. Growers are 
terminated without cause and left 
with a stranded investment.

· Unfair, uncompetitive pay. Growers 
are paid on productivity, which 
is determined by inputs that the 
company controls. It appears to be 
competitive, because growers are 
ranked against one another, but what 
largely determines how much they 
are paid are the inputs: the quality of 
the birds, feed and medication.

W H AT  T H E  G R O W E R S  S AY…

U.S. Attorney General Eric Holder and U.S. 
Department of Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsac

Garry Staples, vice president of the Alabama 
Contract Poultry Growers Association

Processing plant workers organized by the Retail, 
Wholesale and Department Store Union
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on the ratio of feed-to-meat, plus other factors.
Staples told the panel that when a farmer initially 

signs a contract, it appears there will be a guaranteed 
rate per pound produced but “what they won’t tell him 
is he’s going to be ranked against 35 other growers.” 
Under the ranking system, farmers can all make 
different price per pound based on factors beyond 
their control, Staples said. “They (the integrator he 
contracts with) decide what chickens they bring me, 
what age the hens are; they decide what amount of 
feed and what kind of feed I get.”

A retired Special Forces company commander 
and major in the Army Reserves, Staples, who farms 
in Steele, Ala., said he felt he had the right to speak 
out, but added there were many other farmers who 
attended the workshop but were afraid to even be seen.

“Although I came here on my own today, it’s not 
without a lot of worry when I leave that I’ll have 
some retaliation,” Staples said. He choked up when 
he wrapped up by saying he hoped the officials there 
could help.

“Mr. Staples, let me say, I fully expect you will not 
experience retaliation,” Varney said. “But, if you do, 
call me at this number,” she added, passing him a slip 
of paper.

• Alabama’s 1.002 billion 
broilers ranked #3 in 
number produced in 2009, 
behind #1 Georgia (1.322 
billion) and #2 Arkansas 
(1.051 billion).

• Alabama accounts for 11.7 
percent of the total 8.55 
billion broilers produced in 
the U.S.

• Broilers are the state’s 
largest livestock crop. 

• Alabama is one of 17 states 
accounting for 91 percent 
of the U.S. total broiler 
production — all but four of 
those are in the Southeast 
or Texas and Oklahoma. 

• $2.4 billion was the total 
farm receipts in Alabama 
for broilers in 2007, the 
latest year reported by 

the Economic Research 
Service of the USDA. Total 
U.S. receipts for 2007 were 
$21.5 billion.

• Around 20 million broilers 
are produced each week in 
Alabama.

• The Alabama poultry 
industry and allied 
industries account for 
around 80,000 jobs.

• Alabama has more than 
13,000 poultry houses on 
nearly 4,000 farms.

* “Broiler” is what the USDA 
calls a chicken produced 
for meat consumption 
rather than egg laying 
and does not refer to the 
manner of preparation, 
whether broiled, fried, 
stewed or barbecued.

THE BIG BUSINESS OF BROILERS
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grounded in real world experiences are 
not necessarily the best ones.”

Outside the workshop, following the 
panel discussion with Holder, an industry 
spokesman took his turn. Richard Lobb 
of the National Chicken Council, a 
trade association for chicken industry 
integrators, told reporters that the farmers’ 
complaints represented a discontented 
minority. Required upgrades to growing 
houses improve conditions and benefit 
farmers, too, because they can lead to 
healthier and heavier birds and create “a 
more controllable, manageable system,” 
he said. The idea that an integrator would 
discriminate against growers by supplying 
them with inferior chicks or feed, he said, 
is “ridiculous.” Distribution comes from 
large regional feed mills and hatcheries, 
he said.

“It’s a good and balanced system, and 
I’m sorry that not everyone likes it,” Lobb 
said.

“A good grower can make free cash 

flow of about $18,000 a year. It is not a 
full-time employment,” Lobb said. “You 
cannot make a living off of two chicken 
houses. So, it is typically to (supplement) 
other income, or other farm income.”

Just such a market — in which farmers 
can’t make a living farming — was the core 
issue that Agriculture Secretary Vilsack 
highlighted in his panel presentation. 
Farmers are endangered throughout 
the country, Vilsack said, because most 
only get 9 percent of their income from 
farming. The rest comes from other jobs 
or spouses’ jobs off the farm.

Staples, the farmer and part-time 
Army Reservist from Steele, laughed at 
Lobb’s comment that it’s a part-time job. 
Chicken farming might have been a part-
time job in the past, he said, “but it’s not 
anymore. If you’ve got a million-and-a-
half dollars (debt/investment), you’re not 
going to be a part-time manager. You’re 
going to take care of that just like a 
business.”

Speaking out at a meeting like this 
one has long been a sure way to get put 
out of business, said Buttram, president 
of the growers association. Filing a 
complaint with the government also leads 
to retaliation, he said, and keeps growers 
from joining associations. 

The 600 members of the Alabama 
group make it the largest growers 
association in the country, Buttram said, 
but they are not necessarily vocal. Most 
join to get cheaper propane gas from the 
association co-op. An earlier incarnation 
of the Alabama group was busted by 
retaliation in the 1980s, he said. 

The bureaucracy is perfectly set up to 
bait growers into being retaliated against 
if they complain, Buttram said. Although 
there are USDA rules that prohibit unfair 
practices, a complaint to the USDA has 
to be passed over to the Department of 
Justice for enforcement.  

If Justice ever acts, it is often too late.
“We would like Congress to fix the 

problem,” said Becky Ceartas, program 
director for the Rural Advancement 
Foundation International, an agriculture 
advocacy group. “The USDA doesn’t 
have enforcement authority in the poultry 
industry as they have over red meat. We’d 
like Congress to give them the same 
administrative authority as in the red meat 
sector.”

Action by Congress in the 2008 Farm 
Bill took a step in that direction, Ceartas 
said, directing the USDA’s Office of 
Grain Inspection, Packers and Stockyards 
(GIPSA) to write new rules to restore 
some fairness in the marketplace. 

Attorney General Holder, in his 
address at the workshop, acknowledged 
the current system hasn’t worked as well as 
it should.  “I don’t think the Department 
of Justice, quite frankly, has been nearly as 
active as it needs to be,” he said, adding 
that was changing. “Everybody should 
understand there is no hesitancy on the 
part of this Department of Justice to take 
action where needed.”

Policy changes will be shaped by 
what officials hear in all the workshops, 
Holder said. “Washington can sometimes 
be an isolating place. Policies that are not 
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