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Todd was a farmer from Iowa who had been farming for over 25 years. He grew corn and soybeans, and fed most of his crop to livestock, which he was passionate about. He farmed about 1,000 acres, with fields scattered over a 10 mile radius of his home farm. In 2001 at a seed trade meeting, Todd was socializing with other members of the organization in the evening after the daily sessions. As the conversation died down and people started leaving to go back to their rooms, eventually Todd and one other person, Gary, were left talking. Gary owned a seed distribution company in Texas and worked with corn, soybean, sorghum, and a variety of small grain seed. Todd started talking about the increase in prices for seed and prices for farm inputs in general. Gary stepped forward with an idea that would help out both himself and Todd. Gary had a supply of Starlink corn seed in one of his warehouses that he had gotten for free after the Starlink food supply issue. Starlink was one of the early corn varieties that had a protein fatal to European corn borers. The FDA and USDA had approved Starlink corn for livestock feed, but had yet to approve it for human consumption due to the fact that some research had indicated that it could cause allergic reactions in humans. 


Gary offered to sell this supply of seed to Todd at the nice price of $40/bag, compared to the usual price of $180/bag. Gary said he would deliver it to Todd’s farm for a set rate standard for hauling across the Midwest, and Todd was to produce the grain to use for his livestock feed. After selling this Starlink corn, Gary would no longer have any supply of it in his warehouse, so he was excited at the potential to get rid of it. Todd was excited to have to potential to produce corn with a pretty low input cost, and have a feed supply for his livestock that would be sufficient without cutting into corn that he would produce for market. 

-Should Gary still have possession of this seed, knowing it wasn’t approved for market?

-What are the implications for Gary if anything comes back to him?

-Should Todd buy this seed and grow the corn from it to feed his livestock, knowing the potential hazards if it entered the marketplace? Todd would have to monitor the grain produced and keep it separate in storage and only use it for feed. 

-Should he grow the Starlink corn knowing that it could cross-pollinate neighbors fields, even if he could use all of the corn produced on his own acres for his livestock?

-Should Todd grow this corn to begin with, knowing that it shouldn’t have access to a market?


Now imagine that he did purchase the Starlink corn and grow it. Partway through the production season, grain prices skyrocketed resulting in plummeting livestock prices. Todd had to sell off his livestock operation because he was unable to make profits with the expensive grains he had to buy, after running out of feed the year before. At harvest, grain prices are tremendously high, offering a very good profit for Todd and the potential ability for him to restart his livestock operation if he sold the Starlink corn into the traditional market. Todd would be unable to guarantee his product wouldn’t reach the food market, but it would potentially be so blended and diluted with other corn that the affects to humans would be very minimal, if even noticeable. Todd could also sell the corn at a below-market price to other livestock producers, minimizing his profit but guaranteeing that it wouldn’t enter the human food supply and temporarily helping out a local producer or two by providing a low cost feed supply. 

-What does he do?  

-If he does sell the grain to livestock producers, how does he explain to them why he wants to sell the grain when he could get a better price from the traditional market?

-What if Todd’s farm faces foreclosure, and selling the Starlink corn at the high market price was the only way to get enough money to save the farm that had been in the family for years?

-Prepare a statement of facts that will allow you to draw an ethical decision for both Todd and Gary’s situations.  

