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From the airlines we fly to the food we eat, how a tiny group of corporations have come to
dominate every aspect of our lives—by one of our most intrepid and accomplished journalists"If
you're looking for a book . . . that will get your heart pumping and your blood boiling and that will
remind you why we're in these fights—add this one to your list." —Senator Elizabeth Warren on
David Dayen's Chain of TitleOver the last forty years our choices have narrowed, our
opportunities have shrunk, and our lives have become governed by a handful of very large and
very powerful corporations. Today, practically everything we buy, everywhere we shop, and every
service we secure comes from a heavily concentrated market.This is a world where four major
banks control most of our money, four airlines shuttle most of us around the country, and four
major cell phone providers connect most of our communications. If you are sick you can go to
one of three main pharmacies to fill your prescription, and if you end up in a hospital almost
every accessory to heal you comes from one of a handful of large medical suppliers.Dayen, the
editor of the American Prospect and author of the acclaimed Chain of Title, provides a riveting
account of what it means to live in this new age of monopoly and how we might resist this
corporate hegemony.Through vignettes and vivid case studies Dayen shows how these
monopolies have transformed us, inverted us, and truly changed our lives, at the same time
providing readers with the raw material to make monopoly a consequential issue in American life
and revive a long-dormant antitrust movement.
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SourcesIndexMONOPOLIZEDINTRODUCTIONOn April 15, 2019, announced a $300 million
deal to buy .I’ll back up if you’re confused.There’s this company called Salesforce that makes
“customer relationship management” software. It tracks current sales and projects future sales. It
sounds to me like a shared spreadsheet, but I’m reliably informed that it’s a transformative
product. Anyway, at one point, Salesforce spun off an independent philanthropic arm,
unimaginatively called , which offers the software to nonprofits and educational groups for little
or no money. As people like cheap things, that business took off. So much so that Salesforce
decided to buy it.In its announcement, Salesforce boasted that it would enjoy a $200 million
revenue boost from the deal. would still supply to nonprofits; it would just become a business line
of Salesforce. Of course, if you give away the core product to some customers at a discount,
profit margins fall. That’s probably why got spun off to begin with. On a conference call,
Salesforce chief financial officer Mark Hawkins reassured analysts that will “be on a pathway
and convergence over time to our overall Salesforce operating margin.” That’s a deliberately
convoluted way of saying that will either jack up the price to nonprofits or “streamline areas of
operational duplication,” another deliberately convoluted way of saying it would make job
cuts.The larger point is this: Salesforce, which has made sixty acquisitions since 2006,
according to deal tracker Crunchbase, has become either so starved for growth or so eager to



please Wall Street that it has begun to buy itself. And I wouldn’t bring that up, except that it feels
like a trend. Within a week of the Salesforce/Salesforce acquisition, Expedia Group bought
Liberty Expedia Holdings. This reconfigured a deal from the 1990s that created separate
stockholder groups for Barry Diller and John Malone, two wealthy industrialists with their own
empires and separate claims on Expedia, an online travel site that has spent the past couple of
decades scooping up adversaries. Expedia was once part of Microsoft, then Diller’s corporation
owned it, and then it became its own company but Diller still had a hand in it. Now it was
purchasing itself. To make things simpler.We’re living in an age where companies buying
themselves offers the only respite from companies buying each other. It sounds absurd, but our
era is absurd.The capitalist economic system, whether you value it or not, relies on competition.
At its best, competition keeps companies honest, narrows costs, expands the job base, sows
innovation, distributes the fruits of productivity widely, and gives every member of society a
chance to use their talents to earn a living. Competition protects economies, affords possibility,
and allows democracy to flourish, as no one firm becomes big enough to control the corridors of
power. That’s the theory, at least, and historical evidence bears it out. America’s best moments
of shared prosperity line up favorably with eras of robust competition, when government-
appointed guardians attacked efforts to corner markets.Those attacks have been kept in
abeyance for over forty years; government has abandoned its post as the guardian of
competition. As a result, we toil in this age of monopoly, this age of plutocrats, this age of soaring
inequality and broken democracy, this age of middle-class despair and sawed-off ladders to
prosperity. The fact that fewer and fewer companies control most economic sectors today helps
to explain virtually all the challenges America faces.This book means to explain that connection.
But we must also address the dissenters, the still-dominant faction of antitrust scholars,
academics, and policymakers, who look at the world and see no concentration problem worth
their attention. I’ve been to their conferences, I’ve heard them speak, I’ve read their papers. And
I’ve read the academic rebuttals. Researchers in 2018 found increases in concentration in 75
percent of all industries over the past two decades; the Obama White House’s Council of
Economic Advisers found similar systematic increases in 2016.My main advice to the naysayers
is to go outside. It’s not hard to identify the collections of monopolies encircling our every move
through life.(Just a note here: I’m using the term “monopolies” to refer to companies with
significant market shares in highly concentrated industries. I could refer to “oligopolies” or “large
companies,” but “monopolies” will suffice, for ease of use.)Some monopolies are obvious to
everyone. There are four major airlines, four major commercial banks, four major companies that
deliver phone, wireless, cable, and internet services. One company controls most web search;
one company controls most social media; one company controls about half of all e-commerce.
Handfuls of firms dominate virtually every aspect of food and agricultural production, media,
military equipment, medical supply, and regional hospital management. Phrases like “Big
Pharma” and “Big Oil” are ubiquitous in political discussion. In nearly all states, the top three
health insurance companies take upward of 80 percent of the market.For other monopolies, you



need a decoder ring of sorts; I think of it like the sunglasses worn in John Carpenter’s 1988
schlock sci-fi classic They Live. Carpenter himself has called the film an allegory about
unrestrained capitalism in the Reagan years. When people put on the sunglasses, they see the
world in its true ugliness. Political and business elites are actually skinless, bulging-eyed aliens,
and advertising includes bold subliminal lettering demanding that subjects obey, consume, and
submit. It’s also amazing for a random, six-minute-long fight scene between Rowdy Roddy Piper
and Keith David, but that’s not important right now.Put on the sunglasses, crack the code, and
you uncover monopolies, ridiculous monopolies, throughout American life. There appear to be
lots of dating apps out there, appealing to some cross section of the eligible bachelor and
bachelorette pool. They’re almost all owned by the same company, Match Group, which includes
in its portfolio Tinder, OkCupid, , Hinge, and forty other sites. Match Group itself is part of a
conglomerate called InterActiveCorp, owned by the aforementioned Barry Diller. The only big
dating site outside of Match Group, Bumble, got bought in November 2019 by the world’s
biggest private equity firm, Blackstone. Maybe you like to ski in far-flung locales across the
country. It turns out most of the big ones are owned by the same two companies, Alterra (a
division of private equity firm KSL) and Vail, catering to 18 million skiers across North America
every year. You unquestionably don’t think much about plastic hangers, but the industry has
been a monopoly for over twenty years, first under a division of Tyco International, and then after
a 2006 acquisition through an Italian firm named Mainetti.Enter a multiplex and see all the
genres and styles of films, yet Disney in 2019 earned around 40 percent of all dollars spent at
the box office, with control of Marvel, Lucasfilm, and 21st Century Fox properties, along with its
existing empire. Harvey Weinstein finally was exposed as a sexual predator because his power
(he cornered the market on Oscar-winning films in the late 1990s, when his company Miramax
was part of Disney) started to wane, making it safer to go after him. The horrors that today’s
consolidated entertainment business has enabled are as yet unknown.Walk into a supermarket
and witness the glories of capitalism at work, aisles upon aisles of different products for different
tastes. They’re mostly the handiwork of a few giant companies, from Nestlé to Unilever to
PepsiCo. Here’s a fun game: pick an aisle at random at your local supermarket and check the
back of every product in succession. I’ve done this at my neighborhood Ralphs (a division of
Kroger, which also runs Fred Meyer, Dillons, Food 4 Less, Mariano’s, Harris Teeter, and others).
Maybe you see a lot of peanut butter brands but they’re almost all from three companies. Maybe
you see a lot of jelly but they’re all from … three companies. All that toothpaste? Two companies,
Procter & Gamble and Colgate-Palmolive. All those disruptive, healthier brands taking on the
stodgy incumbents? Well, Naked Juice comes from PepsiCo, Larabar comes from General Mills,
Kashi is part of Kellogg’s, Seventh Generation is part of Unilever (so is Ben & Jerry’s ice cream),
and Blue Bottle coffee is a Nestlé product. This has brought the incumbents back to life. One
article headline from 2018 sums up the situation: “Yogurt Is Cool, So Deal Talk Is Heating Up.”
Whatever people want, large companies respond by turning their cash cannon on the upstarts
and buying them out.Put on your sunglasses and you can finally see, with clear vision, the



monopoly in sunglasses. Practically every lens and frame outlet in America—Pearle Vision,
Sunglass Hut, Target, LensCrafters—has as its owner an Italian firm named Luxottica, which
also makes frames for brands like Ray-Ban, Vogue, Prada, Chanel, Coach, and dozens more. In
2018, Essilor, a French lens maker that controls half the global market, merged with Luxottica,
creating a monster supplying more than a billion lenses and frames per year. In 2019,
EssilorLuxottica bought GrandVision, a Dutch company that owns For Eyes, among other
retailers. It’s a global glasses monopoly.I could fill the rest of this book by just naming hidden
monopolies, though my publisher would recommend against it. There’s an office supply
wholesaler monopoly, after Staples and Essendant, the main two national suppliers, merged.
There’s a sanitary napkin monopoly, as three companies absorb about 92 percent of market
share. There’s a font monopoly, after a private equity firm bought the company that owns popular
typefaces Times New Roman and Helvetica. There’s a matzo monopoly, after the merger of
Manischewitz with a conglomerate that supplies a bunch of kosher foods.The current media
fascination with monopoly is incredibly focused on Big Tech, which is indeed a menace, invading
our privacy, distorting our attention, serving as conduits for misinformation, and destroying
startups. Entire books have been written about the tech behemoths, from Jonathan Taplin’s
Move Fast and Break Things to Franklin Foer’s World Without Mind. They’re good and you
should read them. I’ll have more on Big Tech later. But believe me when I say this: if you broke up
Facebook, Google, Apple, and Ebook Tops tomorrow, we would still have a grave monopoly
problem in America. The structure of modern capitalism now favors monopoly, in the absence of
government action to prevent it. Early Facebook investor and PayPal co-founder Peter Thiel, one
of our foremost monopolists, supplied the words that sum up an era: “Competition is for
losers.”America has habitually drifted from a country of shared abundance to a country teeming
with predatory monopolists. Citizens under British rule in New England reacted to the Tea Act of
1773, which gave the East India Company unfettered control over the sale of the sought-after
leaves to the colonies by tossing chests of the stuff into Boston Harbor. The Boston Tea Party, in
other words, was an antimonopoly riot. And we have seen other rumblings, reactions to
consolidation and control over our lives, throughout American history. Monopoly in transport of
goods sparked the farmer-led Granger movement; monopoly in industrial factory work sparked
the labor movement; trusts throughout the economy sparked the Progressive Era and produced
the government’s tools to combat market power. The push and pull of monopoly and resistance
exists on the periphery of our most critical debates and conversations.We’re currently on a
particularly precarious edge of that swing, a side of the pendulum rarely reached in the nation’s
240-odd years, a second Gilded Age. And if you had to find one man to thank for that, he was
the same guy looking down at me, smiling, on November 9, 2016, the day after the presidential
election that installed Donald Trump in the White House.I was at Yale Law School, Hillary
Clinton’s alma mater, scheduled to speak to a foreclosure litigation class about my previous
book, Chain of Title, and then address the local chapter of the American Constitution Society
over lunch. The classroom discussion was fine, but Yale Law students were too grieved by the



results of the election to trifle with me. The lunchtime sandwiches were still sitting there, so my
contact and I went down to eat in this huge, empty lecture hall where the speech was to be held.
As I looked up, a bit demoralized, I saw the massive portrait of one of Yale Law’s legendary
professors, sitting in front of a yellow drape and a shelf of imposing law tomes, sporting vaguely
Amish-looking facial hair. His name was Robert Bork.To the extent the popular consciousness
remembers Bork at all, it’s as a failed Supreme Court nominee. In reality, Robert Bork achieved
far more off the bench than he might have in a lifetime of rulings. He forced an entire area of the
law into surrender without firing a shot.The ideas Bork assembled for his 1978 treatise The
Antitrust Paradox existed for a couple of decades, through his writings and those of a group of
scholars at the University of Chicago (these concepts are often described as the Chicago
School of economics). But Bork released his work at the right moment, when Democrats were
abandoning the New Deal framework and Republicans were coalescing around corporate
conservatism. Within a couple of years of publication, Ronald Reagan would win election and
put Bork’s theories into practice. And the rest was history.The Antitrust Paradox reinterpreted the
Sherman Antitrust Act, the main law used to confront monopolies. Instead of an enforcement
mechanism to fight market power, Bork argued, the Sherman Act constituted nothing more than
a safeguard for “consumer welfare.” To Bork, consumer welfare effectively meant lower prices.
Therefore, if a merger made the combined business more efficient, able to earn profits while
dropping prices, that merger should be approved. And to Bork, larger scale generally enhanced
efficiency. The argument was completely circular. As for concerns about monopoly, Bork had an
even simpler theory: whenever a dominant incumbent abused its power (by raising prices, since
Bork’s frame couldn’t imagine any abuse beyond that), rivals would naturally arise to compete
away the damage. The “paradox” of Bork’s title was that antitrust enforcement made consumers
worse off. So it’s not just that concentration posed no problems for America; it’s that
concentration afforded massive benefits. You still see this attitude among defenders of the status
quo today, the ones who cite the availability of a ten-pack of socks at Walmart for eight bucks
and proclaim the best of all possible worlds. Monopoly is good, competition is for losers. Robert
Bork, everyone.None of this holds up even within Bork’s narrow definitions. There’s no real
evidence that mergers make companies more productive, which would be the “efficient” part of
efficiency. John Kwoka, an economics professor at Northeastern University, had the novel idea
in 2015 to look back at approved mergers and do the math. Of the forty-six he studied, thirty-
eight resulted in higher prices, about 7.29 percent on average. “Someone described my work as
driving a stake into the heart of the argument,” Kwoka told me. “It takes on the Chicago School
on its own terms and describes that theory as false.” A 2018 paper from researchers Jan de
Loecker, Jan Eeckhout, and Gabriel Unger found a similar trend: a rise in markups (another word
for profits) that began to build around 1980, just two years after The Antitrust Paradox was
published.The timing fits, because in 1982, a year after Reagan entered the White House, his
antitrust enforcement chief, Bill Baxter, rewrote the Justice Department guidelines used to
analyze mergers, contouring them to Chicago School theories. Baxter narrowed the type of



mergers that would invite official scrutiny, and made sure that efficiency was among the key
subjects studied to determine if a scrutinized merger could be cleared. It wasn’t the only reason
concentration ran amok—the influence of Bork and the Chicago School reached the judiciary as
well, as court rulings started to quote The Antitrust Paradox directly—but altering the antitrust
guidelines transformed official policy without changing a comma of the Sherman Act. As Barry
Lynn of the Open Markets Institute, one of the foremost chroniclers of the age of monopoly, told
me, “America could not be more different economically than it was in 1978. There’s been a
complete revolution.”Antitrust law was now understood solely through the inexact science of
economics, and well-heeled corporations could always find someone with a chart to assert
massive efficiencies from any merger. An industry grew up to tell companies what they wanted
to hear: that bigger was better, that mergers would make them rich, that growth through
acquisition represented a shortcut to success. We turned over protection of the public interest
from democratically elected governments to self-interested economists, bankers, and
consultants, using theories disconnected from everyday Americans. And over four decades,
corporate power flourished. There are a few good books about this history as well, from Matt
Stoller’s Goliath to Tim Wu’s The Curse of Bigness. (As an alternative, you can keep reading the
book you conveniently have in your hands right now.)Bork and his acolytes shrewdly confined
the question of monopoly to consumer welfare, and confined “consumer welfare” even more to
prices. It’s easier to sing the praises of monopoly when you conveniently omit so many of the
dangers it unleashes upon the world:Monopoly steals wages. When companies talk about
“efficiencies” in mergers, they typically mean that the merged company’s combined operations
require fewer workers to make it run. Efficiencies, in other words, equals layoffs.But a new wave
of research, previously pushed to the back burner of economic analysis, helps solve the more
difficult puzzle of how we could have stagnant wages with such low unemployment rates.
There’s no single explanation for this, and the decline of labor unions certainly played a big role.
But the technical term for part of the answer is “monopsony.” In a monopoly, many buyers are
faced with one seller; in a monopsony, there are many sellers and one buyer. That buyer can
purchase labor or manufacturing materials. When an industry concentrates, workers in that
industry have fewer places to sell their labor. And that means that companies can offer less
without worrying about losing employees to a competitor.Harvard’s Nathan Wilmers estimates
that buyer power accounts for at least 10 percent of wage stagnation since the 1970s. Simcha
Barkai, a PhD candidate at the University of Chicago, found a 10 percent decline in the labor
share of income (that is, the amount of each dollar generated in the economy going to labor)
over the last thirty years, almost all of which was transferred into profits. It comes out to about
$14,000 per worker per year. Researchers José Azar, Ioana Elena Marinescu, and Marshall
Steinbaum discovered a 17 percent decline in wages in highly concentrated industries. Another
group led by MIT’s David Autor identified “superstar firms” and monopoly power translating into a
lower labor share, as did the Obama White House, with sharper declines correlated with higher
levels of concentration. Corporate profits are up and wages haven’t kept pace, because when



you’re a star, they let you do that.Working under monopoly means that the boss sets the rules,
and not in your favor. Millions are classified as independent contractors, losing benefits and hard-
earned rights. To depress wages, oligopolists collude with rivals on no-poaching agreements,
vowing not to hire away competitors’ workers or even workers at its own franchises; the guy at
the McDonald’s in Dallas can’t work at another McDonald’s in Dallas. Job classes as diverse as
summer camp counselors, doggy day-care minders, and janitors must sign noncompete
agreements, preventing them from seeking the same position somewhere else. If you think
businesses must stop janitors from taking their lucrative cleaning trade secrets to a competitor,
you have a future as an expert witness for the janitorial industry. And if workers want to complain
about this, they should check their employment contract, as they’re probably bound to a
mandatory arbitration agreement, which blocks access to courts and instead shuttles disputes
to secret tribunals where the employer has the advantage.Monopoly weakens economies.
Contrary to assumptions that everyone in America has invented a website or an app, startup
activity has plummeted since the late 1970s, as fewer new businesses open. The share of
workers employed by younger firms has been cut in half. This has robbed the nation of a key
engine of good-paying jobs. Many new companies’ dreams extend only to getting bought out,
which beats the alternative of getting crushed. High-tech startups operate in a “kill zone,” fearful
of being either copied or throttled by incumbents. When an entrepreneur with a great idea looks
at the brick wall monopolists construct around their businesses and just gives up, we all lose.
Mergers typically lead to lower innovation as well, because a monopolist doesn’t have to
outcompete nonexistent competition.Your everyday capitalist likes higher profits, and for
centuries capitalists achieved them through investing, whether to increase sales and productivity
or to access new markets. You’ve got to spend money to make money, as they say. Except these
days you don’t. Today you sit on the market and either buy out alternatives or prevent them from
reaching customers, and the profits roll in. Why invest when you can do what the landlord does:
collect rent?Indeed, pretax profits have been at historical highs, while investment remains
relatively low. The incumbents don’t invest because they don’t have to, and would-be
competitors don’t invest because they’re afraid to. Investors are actually stumped about where to
put their money, despite enormous social and economic problems around the world. A sclerotic,
low-investment economy doesn’t grow as quickly; indeed, economic growth in the twenty-first
century has flattened out. A monopolistic economy, in short, means a worse economy.Monopoly
degrades quality. If I sell widgets and nobody else competes with me on widget sales, what
incentive do I have to make the widgets any good? You know the answer if you’ve ever called the
customer service line of a cable company. Without choice in cable service, there’s little need to
invest in customer care specialists. The monopolist can tell the complainant that a technician will
be at their house between 6:00 a.m. and 11:00 p.m., because what choice do the lowly
customers have?Declining quality is a feature of the age of monopoly. Air travel triggers feelings
of revulsion matched only by trying to figure out what insurance your hospital takes. Boeing
builds planes that fall out of the sky, and military suppliers don’t do much better. Mass-produced



fruits and vegetables have engineered out flavor as an optional extravagance. Technological
devices wire in either planned obsolescence or deliberate degradation to force repurchases.
Ebook Tops happily ships a flood of counterfeit goods. If you’re wondering why things fall apart
so easily, why you seem to get less for your dollar, thank your local monopoly
business.Monopoly heightens disasters. One factor supercharging monopoly in the modern age
is logistics, the ability to manufacture goods halfway across the world and bring them to a
customer’s doorstep just in time. Advanced logistics has created a path to centralizing
production, and it renders our economy fragile, just as surely as every major financial institution
piling into narrow bets on the subprime housing market created a tinderbox. Interdependent
markets magnify problems.When Ebook Tops Web Services assumed its role as the backbone
of a large proportion of the internet, random outages among its servers paralyzed users
everywhere. When goods or raw materials can be accessed in only one location, disasters
natural and unnatural ripple around the world. Barry Lynn traces his interest in monopoly back to
an earthquake in Jiji, Taiwan, in September 1999, which disabled one industrial park from which
a large amount of technology component parts emanated. A decade later, the Japanese
earthquake that rocked the Fukushima nuclear reactor also damaged a Sony factory that made
videotape, triggering desperation in the entertainment industry. We’ve seen supply shocks in flu
vaccines and cancer drugs; we see them in gasoline all the time. And as you’ll read, we saw it
recently with a solution of salt and water—two of the most abundant commodities on the
planet.Monopoly supercharges inequality. To fewer victors go greater spoils. We have plenty of
data now about the rise of inequality in wealth and income in the United States, and monopoly
plays a role. Though CEO pay, now up 940 percent since 1978 while the typical worker’s wages
have risen just 12 percent, is completely out of control, a 2016 paper from a quintet of
researchers shows that most of the variance in incomes happens between firms. Monopolized
companies earn more, and this filters down to compensation.The profit-extracting forces behind
monopoly don’t benefit workers; they shower cash on executives and shareholders, leaking out
dividends in the completion of a cycle that values short-term valuations—and the economic
moats that secure them—over reliable and durable products. Gifted with incredible riches, elites
earn money from having money, deploying capital, and collecting rent on real estate or interest
on debt. The top 1 percent holds the greatest share of overall wealth in recorded history. Jeff
Bezos, the world’s richest man, said in 2018 of his $131 billion personal fortune, “The only way
that I can see to deploy this much financial resource is by converting my Ebook Tops winnings
into space travel.” Our overlords literally shoot money into space while millions around them
suffer.Monopoly hollows out communities. Inequality has a regional component as well, as this
book will demonstrate. We have superstar firms clustered in superstar cities, abandoning the
rest of the country. The top twenty-five metropolitan areas are responsible for half the economic
growth. This trend started around the early 1980s, a familiar date that tracks with the release of
The Antitrust Paradox and the rise of Reagan. It has created a “geography of discontent” within
America, pitting a dejected and resentful left-behind class against their more prosperous



brethren, as political opportunists use immigrants and foreigners as scapegoats to explain away
the inequity. This bounces off our national walls, reverberating with social and political unrest,
right-wing populism and xenophobia, and a disconnection hardwired into American life. The
country cannot come together because monopoly has separated us, and thrown us from
power.Monopoly screws up politics. Regional inequality mapped onto a presidential election
system that dispenses electoral votes state by state creates situations like Donald Trump
winning the presidency with nearly 3 million fewer popular votes than his opponent. But more
than that, economic power readily converts into political power. Monopolists can more easily buy
politicians, bend lawmakers and regulators to their will, get away with abuses, and obtain special
favors that entrench their position and enrich their pocketbooks. When you hear from a politician
that certain policies aren’t “practical” or couldn’t “survive” a special-interest onslaught, they are
telling you that they aren’t in charge of the government. It’s an articulation of corruption, of a
captured polity that operates on a level few can access, handing out favors to the well connected
and leaving everyone else to rot.All economies contain regulations, in the sense of rules that
citizens are obligated to follow. “Deregulation” is kind of a misnomer. When we deregulate, we
simply transfer authority from elected democratic representatives to corporate boardrooms and
investors. And by choosing to allow consolidation, successive governments, Democratic and
Republican, have kicked regulation upstairs to the C-suites. Laws already on the books can stop
everything you will read in this book. Indifferent enforcers of those laws cannot. And a
democracy run by plutocrats, for plutocrats, bears no resemblance to democracy at all.This is
the world Robert Bork and his fellow academics envisioned. This is the air we now breathe. And
yet we don’t always look at it this way. We don’t boil down America’s challenges to the influence
of monopoly. We come up with other rationales, we make other excuses, we look to other
causes. We treat concentrated corporate power as a secondary factor, rather than a primary
force frustrating progress.Do you want to protect elections from foreign interference? Facebook
and Google control 99 percent of all new advertising in America and increasingly dictate what
news people receive, how they communicate, and what messages they hear. Do you consider
student loans a problem? The two largest private companies that manage student debt, Great
Lakes and Nelnet, merged in 2018 and control a majority of all accounts, despite constantly and
illegally denying borrowers options to reduce payments. Do you think the country remains
consumed with race? Monopolies have over the past forty years destroyed black-owned
businesses, black farmers, and black entrepreneurship, denying self-sufficiency to a
downtrodden class.How about immigration? Private companies, mainly CoreCivic and GEO
Group, provide over 60 percent of federal immigration detention beds, and the entire apparatus
could not exist without assistance from a collection of monopoly support services. Climate
change? If you can find a way to reduce greenhouse gas emissions that meets the favor of
Exxon-Mobil, Koch Industries, and Duke Energy, let me know. The opioid crisis, the worst drug
epidemic in American history? Monopoly pharmaceutical companies, distributors, pharmacy
benefit managers, and pharmacies counted their money, while millions of pills got shipped and



sold as pain relief instead of a gateway to addiction. A broken health care system? Yes, thanks to
concentrated corporate power gouging patients, creating the highest-cost care in the
industrialized world.I’ve already mentioned several authors, thinkers, and journalists who have
analyzed this problem. We are living in an antimonopoly moment that could become an
antimonopoly movement. Sometimes it’s called the New Brandeis movement, in honor of
Supreme Court justice Louis Brandeis, America’s most determined antagonist of corporate
power. Monopoly has been wrestled with outside these pages as comprehensively as I could
ever hope. But beyond the intellectual arguments, the explainers, the history, the careful plotting
of the Herfindahl-Hirschman index (it’s a metric for measuring market concentration, and it’s the
last time you’ll hear about it in this book), I noticed something missing: how monopoly affects
people in their daily lives.How does it affect the patient in the hospital, the sales agent on the
road, the renter, the farmer, the woman in New York City or rural Tennessee? How does it affect
workers on the way up, and executives seemingly already at the top? How does it affect the
citizen activist, inspired by injustice to right wrongs? How does it affect the small entrepreneur
wanting to contribute to the American pageant? What is monopoly actually doing to this country?
I wanted to travel around, talk to people, and find out. And because Robert Bork defined
monopoly entirely on the basis of consumer prices, I wanted to do precisely the opposite. I didn’t
want to parcel out whether people paid 2¢ more or 2¢ less for a soda or an air-conditioning unit. I
don’t think that’s the sum total of America. We are more than our Ebook Tops Prime accounts. I
wanted to know about monopoly’s distortion of contemporary life, what it does to our families,
our jobs, and our psyche. Only by surveying these real-world impacts of monopoly can we
understand what to do next.This book tells that story.In 2019 I came into possession of a hard
copy of the Berkshire Hathaway annual report and voting form. (Thanks to the person who sent it
to me; you know who you are.) Berkshire is the holding company of Warren Buffett, America’s
cuddliest investor, and while you can get his chairman’s letters online, holding the entire report in
your hands is a different experience. That’s especially true because, while I’ve examined a fair
bit of shareholder disclosures in my time, this was the first I’ve seen that contained ads.“It
doesn’t take a genius to see that switching to GEICO is a bright idea,” the copy read, above a
picture of the famed GEICO gecko next to a lightbulb. (Get it?) The ad encouraged shareholders
to obtain a free auto insurance quote and, while they’re at it, protection for their motorcycle, RV,
boat, business, home, or umbrella coverage for all of the above. GEICO is the nation’s second-
largest auto insurer. A second glossy ad advised shareholders visiting the annual Berkshire
Hathaway meeting in Omaha that their credential entitled them to savings at the Nebraska
Furniture Mart throughout the week. Nebraska Furniture Mart has two-thirds of the local furniture
market in Omaha.The annual meeting has been described as “Woodstock for capitalists.” Forty
thousand disciples pack into a giant arena, complete with an exhibit hall of dozens of Berkshire
Hathaway products. There are also branded events sponsored by Berkshire businesses: a
Nebraska Furniture Mart picnic, a Brooks Sports 5K run, a cocktail reception brought to you by
Borsheims, a local jewelry store. A pair of two-carat diamond stud earrings from Borsheims on



sale at the event will cost you $8,950.Who does this? Why would any self-respecting billionaire,
let alone one of the richest in the world, be such a shameless carnival barker in front of his own
investors? Well, a monopolist would do this. A monopolist knows when his audience is captive
and when to exploit that advantage. A monopolist sees every waking moment as a rent-seeking
opportunity. And Warren Buffett, more than anything else, is this country’s premier
monopolist.Buffett’s gambit wouldn’t work for other corporations. A Disney shareholder knows
what most of the Disney products are; a GM shareholder knows how to support the cause by
buying a Chevy or Cadillac. But nobody really understands the breadth of Berkshire Hathaway’s
business. Buffett is more renowned as an investor: he’s the guy with big stakes in Apple and
Coca-Cola, the guy who put $5 billion into Goldman Sachs during the financial crisis, the
hoarder of blue-chip company stock.But as a company, Berkshire is an old-school
conglomerate, owning dozens of seemingly random businesses, the way you used to see in the
1960s with companies like ITT Corporation, Ling-Temco-Vought, or Gulf + Western. Berkshire
subsidiary businesses include Borsheims, Nebraska Furniture Mart, and GEICO. Berkshire also
owns eleven other insurance concerns, Benjamin Moore paints, Duracell batteries, Justin boots,
NetJets private planes, Dairy Queen ice cream shops, See’s Candies, Acme bricks, the BNSF
railroad, fourteen separate energy companies, a global industrial manufacturer called Marmon
Holdings that houses over one hundred separate businesses, and Fruit of the Loom. In all,
Berkshire holds sixty-three different main businesses and hundreds of sub-businesses. It’s the
largest non-technology company in the United States by market value.The insurance
businesses make everything else run. Insurance premiums don’t get immediately paid out in
claims; while the cash sits, Buffett can deploy it in capital markets. This is known as “float,” and
Berkshire Hathaway’s share has grown from $39 million in 1970 to an astronomical $100 billion
today. This is equivalent to the world’s largest interest-free loan; Buffett has built an empire with
other people’s money.He uses that money, as he’s repeatedly stated, to build moats, a cute
euphemism for monopolies. “We think in terms of that moat and the ability to keep its width and
its impossibility of being crossed,” Buffett told the annual Berkshire Hathaway meeting in 2000.
“We tell our managers we want the moat widened every year.” There are other virtues of great
companies; Buffett chooses to invest and buy monopolies, because government inaction
presents no risk for that strategy.Buffett likes to cheerlead for capitalism, but he doesn’t mean it.
Nothing in his history shows respect for what’s supposed to make capitalism virtuous:
competition, innovation, meritocracy. Instead of all that, Buffett believes in unearthing companies
with market power and demanding that they employ it aggressively. He has driven this spectacle
in corporate America of low investment and high corporate profits, a feat that would be
impossible without moats. Because he is an investing icon, his preference for monopoly is
constantly imitated. Morningstar offers an “economic moat” index fund of the twenty companies
with the highest walls around their businesses; another money manager created a tracking fund
with the stock ticker symbol MOAT. He’s not a passive bystander of the monopoly trend; he’s
leading it.He’s also the kind of guy who hocks insurance to his investors so he can use their



money twice. A true American icon.You might see Buffett pop up once or twice in this book. It
would be impossible to write a book about monopoly without him.CHAPTER 1Monopolies Are
Why People Keep Contracting Deep Vein Thrombosis on Long-Haul FlightsOn December 29,
2006, Kate Hanni, her husband, Tim, and her two children boarded American Airlines Flight
1348 in San Francisco, en route to Dallas. Kate, a forty-seven-year-old real estate agent from the
Napa Valley wine region, occasionally moonlighted in an R&B band called the Toasted Heads.
(Tim played guitar.) Six months earlier, she told me, she had been violently assaulted inside one
of her home listings, and spent the next several months working through the incident in therapy.
That Christmas week, Tim set up a trip to a resort in Point Clear, Alabama, giving Kate a chance
to de-stress before going back to work.It was the first flight out, so the family got up at three-
thirty in the morning to hoof it down to San Francisco. After a forty-five-minute mechanical delay,
they took off. But Flight 1348 never reached Dallas; thunderstorms forced a landing in Austin.
The plane was sent to the maintenance ramp and rolled to a stop. Out the window, Kate could
see some of the thirteen other jets on various parts of the tarmac. This would be her home for
the next nine hours and seventeen minutes.Nobody was allowed off, not even several travelers
who lived in Austin. The American Airlines ground crew never serviced the plane; in fact, they
were sent home for the day. The plane was never restocked with food or water. There was some
alcohol in first class, which economy-class passengers raided. But although Tim Hanni was a
certified Master of Wine, the highest honorific of professional knowledge, he was also a
recovering alcoholic, so drinking was out of the question. Kate saw a woman fashioning a diaper
for her toddler out of a seat pocket barf bag. Others used their bags for more traditional
purposes, as the smell of overflowing toilets wafted across the cramped cabin.At about the four-
hour mark, Kate reached her mental and physical breaking point. “I was having the worst
reaction,” she told me. “I was sweating, thinking, ‘Why is this happening?’” Others were growing
crazed as well: a claustrophobic passenger (whom Kate still keeps in touch with) used his phone
to flash an SOS signal out the window, hoping for a rescue.The operations manager at the
Austin airport adamantly refused to allow any planes into the gates, regardless of the pleading
from pilots about sick people needing to disembark. Kate would later find out that thirteen
thousand American Airlines passengers were stranded that day on 138 separate flights across
twenty-four airports, stuck in airplane-shaped prisons on tarmacs. “We couldn’t get off because
the airline was committed to not refund a portion of the ticket,” Kate said. “They know if they let
you off it may cost them money.” American’s policy, it seemed to her, was to prevent liberated
passengers from escaping its grip.Finally, at 9:30 p.m., Flight 1348 rolled into a gate. As she
emerged from the jetway, Kate saw the last restaurant in the airport rolling down its door for the
night. “It was like Chariots of Fire—I’m running toward that door, I’m trying to fly under it,” she
said. “I say to them, ‘We’ve been out there for nine hours, none of us had anything to eat, the
kids are starving.’ They said it was too late, they’re closing.” All the family could access were the
vending machines by baggage claim.American didn’t relinquish any bags. The family found a
cheap hotel for the night, returned the next morning, and went on to Dallas. Continued bad



weather and the cascade of delays tangled service at the American hub. At the gate for their
connecting flight, the Hannis were told they couldn’t board, even though their bags had already
been loaded onto the plane. “The pilot was sitting there,” Kate recalled. “We both had blue eyes. I
locked onto his and I said, ‘Do you understand what we’ve been through in the last twenty-four
hours?’ He said, ‘I don’t care if you’re the Queen of England, you are not getting on this
plane.’”The family muddled through the rest of their truncated vacation, and upon returning to
Napa, they found dozens of voicemail messages. That first night in Austin, Kate had jumped in
front of a news camera to express her anger at the tarmac incarceration. Her performance skills
and winning smile got the attention of news bookers, who were now calling to request interviews.
That was the beginning of the next six years of Kate’s life. Though she never wanted to become
a consumer advocate, she was determined that nobody ever again would be subjected to what
her family experienced.It was going to be an uphill climb. As many as two hundred thousand
travelers suffered extreme tarmac delays every year. After a similar, weather-caused pileup in
Detroit in January 1999, activists demanded that the Federal Aviation Administration put in place
a “passengers’ bill of rights” to end the practice. But the U.S. Chamber of Commerce sank efforts
to set a three-hour time limit for tarmac delays, and the post-9/11 kid gloves that regulators
donned for the airlines subsequently took prominence over any rule making.Kate wasn’t
deterred, putting the real estate business and singing gigs on hold and devoting her life to the
mission. She appeared on dozens of news shows. She started a blog and an online petition that
garnered twenty thousand signatures. She set up a hotline for other passengers to tell their
stories. She founded a nonprofit organization called , which within a few years became one of
the largest consumer groups in the country. She appealed to her congressman, Mike
Thompson, and testified at seven different hearings on Capitol Hill. In September 2007 she led a
“strand-in” on the National Mall in Washington, where she set up tents like an airplane cabin so
people could feel the sensation of a long tarmac delay (even the smell; she had portable toilets
brought in). She used her musical chops to rework an old Animals hit, serving up a rendition of
“We Gotta Get out of This Plane.”“I had to hire someone to be my full-time assistant just to
manage the media,” Kate said. “We got everyone’s story out there.”But despite all this momentum
—a telegenic leader, thousands of fired-up volunteers, outrageous scenes of passengers being
put through hell, an easy-to-understand and obvious solution—meaningful regulation took
another three years. The airlines successfully sued to block state-level efforts, arguing that only
the Department of Transportation (DOT) had jurisdiction to regulate. The DOT then
commissioned a task force stacked with airline executives, who spent a year coming up with
vague conclusions. Weeks before Barack Obama took over the White House from George W.
Bush, DOT finally proposed a tarmac rule, with no maximum time limit for stranding passengers.
It was a naked attempt to preempt the new regime, and it took another year before Obama’s
DOT issued the final rule on December 30, 2009, which included the three-hour limit, and
requirements for provisions of food, water, ventilation, and working toilets.The rule successfully
ended airplane imprisonment—well, mostly. Five years after the rule’s implementation, DOT



fined Southwest Airlines $1.6 million for sixteen illegal tarmac delays. And research indicated
that airlines responded to the rule by rapidly canceling flights to avoid the fines, increasing rather
than decreasing overall passenger delays. But even on its own terms, the road to the tarmac rule
is instructive. From the original 1999 disaster, it took Washington nearly eleven years to agree to
the modest proposition that airlines shouldn’t keep passengers cooped up for any longer than
the average NFL football game. And that’s at least an abuse regulators were willing to address.
Powerful airlines have fended off slam-dunk reforms time and again, while customers were
abused and humiliated.Airlines would only get more powerful after Kate Hanni’s disastrous night
in Austin, combining and merging until there were only a handful left—and, for many travelers
around the country, really only one. Forty years after deregulation transformed the nature of the
commercial air market, airlines have mostly been freed from worrying about competition, to the
delight of investors and executives. These days, imposing suffering on travelers is not just an
unavoidable annoyance; it’s a business strategy.In the First Gilded Age, the transcontinental
railroad shrank America by connecting East and West, allowing people to visit friends and family
and allowing farmers and manufacturers to sell products nationwide. It didn’t make financial
sense for railroads to lay down competing lines of track, and consequently the business quickly
trended toward monopoly. Robber-baron railroad owners understood their inherent leverage.
They fixed prices and gouged customers, not to mention slaughtering workers, breaking strikes,
bribing politicians, fleecing investors, and neglecting safety measures.America’s grassroots
antimonopoly coalition of the nineteenth century was the Granger movement, a collection of
farmers incensed by exorbitant railroad storage and transport prices for grain. The Grangers won
action at the state level to cap shipping rates. Antimonopoly sentiment grew in the Progressive
Era, and the federal government would create the Interstate Commerce Commission to police
rail company abuses. During Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency, lawmakers expanded the ICC’s
authority to break railroad monopoly power, ensuring broad access nationwide while granting a
reasonable profit for the private companies that managed the rails.After the Wright brothers
realized the genius of flight and entrepreneurs commoditized the invention, the United States
adapted the railroad public utility model to air travel. In 1938 the fledgling industry came under
the control of the Civil Aeronautics Board (CAB). Franklin Roosevelt’s administration designated
air travel a “public convenience and necessity” that every community deserved. CAB guaranteed
airlines a 12 percent profit on a flight that was 55 percent full; prices could vary if fuel or other
fixed costs fluctuated. More important, airlines had to serve the entire nation, with more popular
routes subsidizing the less popular ones. Much like the way the postal service broadly shared
access to communication, government would give Americans equal-opportunity access to the
social and economic benefits of air travel.The CAB’s control was strict; airlines had to get
permission to alter routes and fares, or even change uniform colors. This may have angered
airline executives, but the CAB presided over a thriving commercial aviation industry for
businesses and passengers. There’s a myth that before deregulation, flights were restricted to a
privileged few. In actuality, while only 33 percent of Americans over eighteen had taken a plane



trip in 1962, by 1977 that number had climbed to 63 percent.The demise of the CAB coincided
with the 1973 oil embargo and subsequent economic malaise. There was always an exemption
to fare regulation for oil costs, but enemies of the CAB could blame ticket price increases on
regulators rather than on the fuel that planes required. Then-prominent consumer advocate
Ralph Nader charged that airline executives had captured the CAB. But the real antagonist was
Ted Kennedy. Preparing to run for president, he went searching for a populist issue to champion.
His top staff aide, future Supreme Court justice Stephen Breyer, convinced him that taking on
the CAB would render him a populist hero.Market-oriented liberal economists longed to ditch the
CAB and other central planning mechanisms. Alfred Kahn, then a professor at Cornell, was a
leading voice, promising that deregulation would benefit everyone by making airlines more
efficient. As Paul Stephen Dempsey, now a law professor at McGill University, wrote in a 1990
chronicle of deregulation for the Economic Policy Institute called Flying Blind, economists
believed entry and pricing restrictions led to “excessive service” for passengers, while airlines
were denied “adequate profits.” In other words, the fliers were too comfortable and the
corporations too poor. Somehow this was depicted as a pro-consumer sentiment.“The public
was being misled,” Dempsey told me. “Watergate really turned the left against Washington. By
the end of that, the left and right converged on a common path, viewing government control as
the enemy.”Kennedy found an ally for his deregulatory aims in the newly elected Democratic
president, who would later become his rival. Jimmy Carter appointed Kahn, an avowed enemy of
the Civil Aeronautics Board, to run it. In October 1978 Carter signed the Airline Deregulation Act,
after near-unanimous passage through Congress. “When I announced my own support of airline
deregulation soon after taking office, this bill had few friends,” Carter said at the signing, “I’m
happy to say that today it appears to have few enemies.”But there was at least one opponent. At
one of the hearings, a “mean-looking fellow with pointed teeth and slicked-back hair”
approached a Kennedy staffer and told him, “You [bleeping] academic eggheads! You’re going
to wreck this industry!” That man was Bob Crandall, then American Airlines’ head of marketing
and later its CEO. “And I think they have wrecked it,” Crandall, now retired, said to me in an
interview forty years later. “They didn’t take into account the ubiquity of the system. And there’s
simply no competition. Trading all that off against cheap fares is a crock of shit.”*The stated
purpose of airline deregulation was to bring competing carriers into the market, driving prices
down and convenience up. Competitors did rush in: People Express, Air Florida, even a small
airline that served New York, Boston, and Washington called Trump Shuttle. Fares did drop,
mostly thanks to a conveniently timed crash in oil markets that cut fuel prices by more than half
from 1980 to 1986. Thanks to technological advances, fares were actually dropping faster before
1978, once you adjusted for the oil spike. At the time of deregulation, America already had the
world’s lowest airfares. This didn’t stop deregulation’s defenders from taking initial credit for price
declines.Before long, the burst of competition fizzled, as airlines engaged in price wars they
couldn’t manage. During the 1980s, two hundred airlines went bankrupt, including majors like
Eastern and Braniff. The Airline Deregulation Act specifically directed the government to guard



against “unreasonable industry concentration” and “excessive market domination.” But between
1979 and 1988, fifty-one airlines merged; the Department of Transportation never challenged a
single one, eventually giving up merger oversight authority to the Justice Department. David
Morris, an author and former newspaper columnist, was a student of Kahn’s at Cornell. He once
sent his former teacher a letter detailing problematic airline consolidation after deregulation. “His
response was he overlooked the possibility of monopoly,” Morris said. “It’s quite something if you
think about it.”Two critical bend points shaped the industry, each coinciding with economic
catastrophe. First there was 9/11, which fundamentally transformed air travel and the companies
that provide it. As demand plummeted and security measures increased, practically every major
airline declared bankruptcy in the 2000s, primarily to shed “legacy costs,” or what workers call
wages and benefits.About one-quarter of full-time airline jobs were eliminated between 2001
and 2005. Other jobs were kept nonunion, with airlines determined to keep it that way; an
infamous flyer released in 2019 showed Delta advising flight attendants and ramp service
workers that they could spend their union dues money on a sweet new video game system.
Janitorial and catering staff remains outsourced, mostly to another duopoly (LSG SkyChefs and
GateGourmet) that has so antagonized workers that they threatened strikes throughout summer
2019. Maintenance was outsourced as well, to low-cost operations in El Salvador, Mexico, and
China. The head of Southwest’s pilot union claimed in 2019 that 80 percent of its aircraft are
maintained by nonunion mechanics. This has coincided with operational emergencies at
Southwest, like a 2018 incident where a woman was sucked out of the cabin when an engine fan
blade dislodged and crashed through a window.Keeping other airline employees off the payroll
and making them somebody else’s problem has been a key innovation. If you ever noticed that
your United or Delta connecting flight is “operated” by Mesa Airlines or SkyWest or Republic
Airways, you’re flying on a separate regional airline, outfitted with the logo, uniforms, in-flight
magazines, and peanut wrappers of United or Delta. This saves the major carriers a boatload,
because they’re using the equivalent of low-cost temps for the final leg of passenger journeys,
absolving themselves of responsibility for salaries and benefits.Workers left at the majors
suffered across-the-board wage cuts of 30 to 40 percent, according to Sara Nelson, president of
the Association of Flight Attendants, the largest flight attendant union. Starting salaries for pilots,
particularly at the regional airlines, can be as low as $15,000 a year. “The pay is not for a middle-
class income anymore,” Nelson told me. Reduced options due to industry consolidation left most
employees with no choice.The main targets for airline bankruptcies were pensions, with carriers
shifting to 401(k) plans. United used a grueling, thirty-eight-month bankruptcy to terminate
pension obligations for four plans affecting 126,000 workers in 2005. Attorney James
Sprayregen, who handled the bankruptcy for United, admitted to PBS’s Frontline that the
company deliberately dragged out the process, imposing concessions gradually to prevent labor
unrest. “It really affects workers close to retirement, five to ten years away, who are not able to
retire,” said Sara Nelson.The second bend point—the financial crisis of 2008—represented the
final transformation of the industry, with four key mergers. Bill Clinton’s Department of Justice



(DOJ) imposed such stringent conditions on a proposed USAir/United deal in 2000 that the
parties scrapped it. But when Northwest and Delta petitioned to merge in 2008, George W.
Bush’s DOJ waved it through without conditions. That encouraged the rest of the industry to
follow suit. “D.C. finally threw its hands up and said let the airlines consolidate,” said Paul
Stephen Dempsey.Under President Obama, United/Continental and Southwest/AirTran deals
followed, the latter notable because it removed a low-cost carrier that was aggressively forcing
prices downward and just starting to expand. Finally, American and US Airways announced their
intention to combine in 2013. Obama’s Justice Department initially filed suit to block the merger,
arguing that “increasing consolidation among large airlines has hurt passengers”—even though
they played a major role in that by allowing the United and Southwest deals. But within three
months, DOJ changed course, stunning staff attorneys working on the case. Intense lobbying
from former Obama administration officials, including former chief of staff Rahm Emanuel, who
signed a letter written by an airline lobbyist encouraging the deal, may have played a defining
role. The airlines spent $13 million on Democratic-friendly lobbyists, in some cases personal
friends of Justice Department officials. Instead of suing to block the merger, DOJ merely forced
the divestiture of some gate slots at airports in Washington and New York.Today we’re down to
four major carriers: United, American, Delta, and Southwest. They collectively control over 80
percent of all U.S. routes. Zooming in makes this look even worse: in ninety-three of the largest
one hundred airports, either one or two airlines control a majority of all seats. You know how you
can’t find a nonstop flight to bunches of midsized cities, and instead you’re constantly making
connections through Chicago or Atlanta or Dallas? That’s an intentional by-product of
deregulation, which freed airlines from covering the country with direct flights. Instead they
created “hubs,” points of transfer for hundreds of connections. The airlines like this because it
centralizes operations and saves money on personnel and equipment, but residents of hub
cities often have no choices for air travel. American controls 90 percent of all flights out of
Charlotte, with prices 21 percent above the national average. The industry has a term for really
concentrated airports, where they’ve bought up all the gate slots: “fortress hubs.” For
competitors, it’s as hard to penetrate the fortress as it is a medieval castle.Fortress hubs aren’t
entirely beneficial to hub locations: most passengers just travel in and out of the airport rather
than experiencing the city. The hubs add congestion at individual bottlenecks, making the
system more vulnerable to delays. The environment also suffers from extra takeoffs and
landings, as well as out-of-the-way detours to hub cities. But cities blessed with hubs at least
enjoy reliable service, and much like with railroads, that’s a potent economic development tool.
You can’t call yourself a major-league city and attract business investment without a vibrant
international airport.When airlines merged, they consolidated or eliminated hubs. Public officials
once ensured universal access, but now corporate executives picked winners and losers among
the nation’s urban metros. Cities were kind of stuck; they wanted airports to bring in more
competition to lower prices, but they didn’t want to trigger the dominant carrier to pull away the
hub.Hub consolidation altered the fortunes of cities like Pittsburgh, Memphis, and St. Louis in



the flash of a press release. Delta cut back hub operations at Cincinnati/Northern Kentucky
International Airport in 2010, and passenger flights there have fallen by 75 percent since 2005,
and now there is only one direct international flight, to Paris. The airport managed to survive by
reinventing itself as a logistics and freight destination. But that does little for the business traveler
who simply can’t get to meetings in Cincinnati without a connection, if at all. Fortune 1000
company Chiquita Banana left Cincinnati for Charlotte, the American Airlines hub. Caterpillar
moved its headquarters from Peoria, Illinois, to Chicago for the same reason: lack of access to
flights. Other cities lost conventions and business conferences. It just isn’t workable to have a
multinational headquartered in a city with second-class air travel.“I used to be from Ohio,” said
Paul Hudson, an aviation attorney who joined Kate Hanni at consumer advocacy group ,
eventually taking over the organization. “At one time we had three hubs: Cleveland, Columbus,
and Cincinnati. Now there are zero. Say you live in Cleveland; sometimes you have to drive to
Pittsburgh to get a flight. It’s a big negative for the economy.”For smaller cities that never had a
hub, the lack of a service guarantee proved an immediate hardship. Prices rose across the
board, as flights shifted to lucrative population centers and the economics of supply and
demand did its work. Some cities were simply cut off: a hundred cities fell off the commercial
aviation map in the first two years of deregulation. By the 1980s, the only way to fly into state
capitals like Dover, Delaware, or Salem, Oregon, was by private plane. The carnage has
continued, with another thirty-two regional airports losing service between 2015 and 2018. The
federal Essential Air Service subsidizes small community airports, but it hasn’t stopped the
bleeding. Inaccessibility has isolated large swaths of the country.Kate Hanni and her husband,
Tim, moved to Bend, Oregon, four years ago. Because of his wine business, Tim must travel to
Canada and Asia. It can be a chore. “Almost everywhere he needs to go is an extra flight out of
Redmond,” Kate said, referring to a municipal airport about twenty miles away. What’s interesting
is that Bend is not much smaller than Napa, where the Hannis previously lived. But Napa was
near enough to San Francisco that mobility was never a problem. These days, Kate notes, “it
sometimes gets in the way being off the grid.”Postmerger problems cropped up almost
immediately, starting on the ground. Hub-and-spoke setups inevitably lead to delays if a hub
experiences bad weather or some other tie-up. The vast majority of all flight delays can be
traced back to a handful of large airports—mostly in New York and Chicago—where giant
amounts of air traffic flow. The subsequent delays affect travelers nearly everywhere.Some
airlines don’t value getting their planes off the ground on time. “We don’t necessarily believe that
it’s cost-effective to end up in the top quartile for on-time performance,” Frontier Airlines senior
vice president Daniel Schurz told Bloomberg in 2017. They simply don’t want to spend the
money honoring the arrival time stamped on your ticket. Many flights only reach destinations “on
time” by padding the schedules to give a false impression of promptness to regulators. Planes
today may be faster, but the flights are slower.For the major carriers, scarcely a few months go
by without hearing about a “technical glitch” (for some reason always that exact phrase)
grounding thousands of flights. United suffered system-wide crashes in 2015 and 2017; such



issues affected Southwest in 2016, Delta in 2016, 2017, and 2018, and American in 2018. In a
reflection of the industry’s commitment to innovation, on April Fools’ Day 2019, United,
Southwest, Delta, and American all experienced a technical glitch at the same time.With so few
major carriers, individual airlines service more flights, so glitches cascade through the system,
causing stranded planes, missed connections, and an inability for crews to keep on schedule.
This has been exacerbated by another change. Previously, passengers could take a ticket for a
delayed flight to another airline, which was obligated to honor it. Now the “reciprocity rule” is
voluntary. And because large carriers have so much power, they’ve refused to rebook customers
from competitors, fearing losses on their open seats.The classic example of the fragility of our
concentrated travel system is the July 2015 United computer crash. The same day, the New York
Stock Exchange also suffered from one of those pesky technical glitches. But because there
were numerous competing exchanges, others picked up the trading slack, so stock volume went
virtually unchanged. With United, the glitch grounded thousands of flights nationwide and
caused bottlenecks for days. There were no redundancies to keep traffic moving.As Delta’s CEO
has admitted, airlines do not typically upgrade their information technology (IT) after mergers,
instead piling one legacy system of reservations and flight departures and crew schedules on
top of another. With multiple mergers going back decades, this means that computer networks
have patches lurking in them from the 1990s. A report from Diana Moss of the American
Antitrust Institute has demonstrated how computer meltdowns become more prevalent after
mergers. “A behemoth airline with a behemoth IT system does not work well,” Moss said.
Amazingly, all these mergers were sold on creating “efficiencies,” specifically from integrating the
computer systems that chronically glitch. Of course, in merger-speak, “efficiencies” just means
saving money. As long as passengers have nowhere else to go, there’s no incentive to fix a
perpetually broken system.Since few can vote with their wallet for an alternative, airlines don’t
have to care about customer well-being. But they have discovered that every passenger has a
breaking point—and a price. There’s a distinct link between how miserable airlines can make
their passengers and how profitable their enterprise has become.The hardship begins by
making planes more crowded. From 55 percent targets in the 1970s, planes were 83 percent full
on average in 2018, and that doesn’t count crew members shuttling to catch their next flight.
Airline executives want to keep it that way; at industry conferences, they explicitly talk of
maintaining “capacity discipline” on flight schedules. That’s code for putting fewer seats in the
air; planes using staff and jet fuel cost money, and grounding more of them makes the remaining
flights more crowded and more profitable, even if inconvenient schedules anger
passengers.Everything, from modern innovations to basic necessities guaranteed in any prison
camp, is fairly terrible at thirty thousand feet. The seats are narrower and the distance between
other passengers compressed (more on this later). Delta announced in April 2019 that they
would reduce how far back seats recline by two inches—to make it easier for passengers in the
next row to use laptops, they say. Passenger headroom has also been shrinking. The future
could be standing “seats” that look something like tools the Spanish Inquisition had at its



disposal. Airplane Wi-Fi is abominable, mainly because Gogo, the dominant in-flight internet
provider, locked up long-term contracts and prevented better services from entry. Restrooms
have shrunk in size by up to seven inches, freeing up room for more rows. Passengers have
despaired of the contortions necessary just to get through the lavatory door. The one
“improvement” inside the plane? Privacy-sapping cameras stationed just under seat-back
monitors that can spy on passengers and distribute data back to the airline; these have drawn
the ire of frequent-flying politicians of both parties.The gouging and cramping and
inconveniencing were bound to manifest in cabin rage, with underpaid, inadequate flight crews
on the front lines. “All domestic flights are at FAA minimum staffing,” said flight attendant union
leader Sara Nelson. “There’s less of us to respond to passengers who are disgruntled over
being squeezed into a seat and squeezed in close to other people.” Flight attendants are taught
to de-escalate conflicts, but frustrations have boiled over. An International Air Transport
Association report showed one air-rage incident for every 1,035 flights in 2017, up 35 percent
from the year before. Over a quarter of these involve passenger intoxication, and the drinking is
somewhat understandable as a way to dull the now-routine pain in air travel.The most notorious
air-rage episode happened on April 9, 2017, on United Flight 3411 from Chicago to Louisville.
Cell phone cameras filmed airline police brutally pulling a screaming, bloodied Dr. David Dao
down the aisle after he refused to be bumped from the flight to make room for crew members
who needed to be in Louisville the next day. United randomly selected Dao for ejection after not
enough passengers took an $800 incentive for rebooking. The incident went viral, amid calls for
boycotts and mass outrage. It revealed that even if you have a paid ticket and an assigned seat,
you’re not safe from airline prerogatives.Dr. Dao ended up settling out of court for an undisclosed
figure; the DOT didn’t even bother to fine United. A year later, the standard practice of
overbooking flights had at least slowed down. But Dao’s lawyer, Thomas Demetrio, told the
Washington Post that little had changed in the industry. “The passenger is basically expected to
sit down and shut up,” explained Paul Stephen Dempsey. “If you don’t like it, what are you going
to do about it?”Union leader Nelson stresses that passengers and flight crews get exploited
simultaneously by the same corporate behemoths, and the results reflect a kind of societal trend
in miniature. “As Elizabeth Warren would say, the game is rigged,” she said. “The great American
experiment is happening on our plane with the door closed, hurtling through the air, and with no
way to call for help.”If you want a way out, a safety valve to earn sweet relief, the airlines have
trained passengers to pony up for it, the way laboratory mice learn how to press a button to get a
food pellet. Practically everything you used to get for free on a plane now costs you: a hot meal,
a comfortable seat, checked baggage, changing flights. And most carriers put the merchandise
on display—in this case, basic human comfort—when you board a flight. “You should always
load a plane back to front,” said Kate Hanni. “That would save money and time. But they really
want you to take that perp walk through first class. They want everyone to see how good it is up
there.”A first class seat will cost you dearly: three times as much for around 45 percent more
space, by one calculation. But worsening economy-class experiences have expanded demand



for first class. Moreover, ancillary fees have become a growing profit center, allowing the airlines
to boast that they consistently drop fares, which don’t account for any of the extras. Fees and
other charges represented a little over one-tenth of all revenue in 1995; today it’s over one-
quarter. The top ten airlines hauled in $29.7 billion in ancillary fees in 2017 alone.According to
industry consultant Mark Gerchick’s book Full Upright and Locked Position, the ancillary fee
gurus at IdeaWorks once ran a weekend “ancillary revenue training camp” to brainstorm
additional revenue streams. We’re now seeing the fruits of those bull sessions. Airlines have
been known to add fuel surcharges and keep them on even after oil prices drop. In 2011 they
famously raised base fares when Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) authorization lapsed and
federal taxes could not be collected temporarily, pocketing the difference without passengers’
knowledge. Increased revenues from loyalty credit card fees, which typically entitle cardholders
exemptions from checked-bag fees or other burdens, has outpaced overall sales growth (this is
why flights have become one long advertisement for credit cards). Some airlines impose a new
“gate service” fee, in case passengers can’t find room for a bag in the cabin and have to leave it
at the top of the jetway. Others have passengers bid against one other for prime seat
assignments: it’s like eBay, only for what you thought your ticket entitled you to. Still others,
according to a UK government study, use algorithms to deliberately split up families traveling
together, so they have to pay to change seats. Airline lobbyists call it “giving customers more
choice,” but for passengers it amounts to a stickup: give us your money or suffer the
consequences.The combination of drudgery in the cabin and ancillary fees play on travelers’
behavioral responses. For instance, checked-bag fees give passengers incentives to bring roller
bags on board. That makes getting on first to find space in the overhead bin a priority. So airlines
started charging for pre-boarding. Plus, if everyone’s their own baggage handler on the plane,
that means fewer baggage handlers to pay on the ground. Eliminating meals in the main cabin
enabled airlines to reduce the size of the galley, opening more space for seats. The personal
entertainment device on the seat back seems like a new amenity, until you realize it allows
airlines to isolate and charge for viewing in ways they couldn’t with a communal screen.Fee
structures like this work only if there’s no competition to lure passengers away from being nickel
and dimed. Virtually all airlines uncannily follow one another, like with increased baggage fees in
fall 2018. If anything, the low-cost carriers like Spirit Airlines are worse, charging for seat
assignments, online booking, blankets, a soda, and any carry-on larger than a purse. Sending
Spirit a text on WhatsApp will set you back $25. An incredible 46.6 percent of Spirit’s revenue
comes from ancillary fees. United and its legacy colleagues have taken their cues from Spirit
with “basic economy” fares, which entitle you to little more than a seat belt. For now.In 2014, Jet
Blue decided it would zig while the industry zagged. CEO David Barger declared that his
company would be the quality airline, with roomy, comfortable seating, free checked bags, and
fast Wi-Fi. For Barger, the announcement aligned JetBlue with its founding principles: he had
been there from the beginning, helping design the company’s “service-oriented” culture. “I think
you can be profitable without gouging the traveling public,” Barger told a local paper.But stock



analysts hated the idea. They beat up Barger for being “overly concerned” with customers rather
than shareholder returns. And they eventually ran him out of town. Two months after Barger
stepped down, JetBlue rolled back the legroom and raised fees on baggage and Wi-Fi. Analysts
parceled out the “improvements” to the penny. Charging a baggage check fee would add 26¢ a
share; charging for Wi-Fi would add another 9¢. Springing fees on customers “might hurt JetBlue
in the media,” wrote Cowen and Co. analyst Helane Becker in a research note, but “the revenue
benefit to the company would probably trump any customer push back.”The episode reflects
how, after government deregulation, Wall Street has taken control of the airline industry and
demanded oligopolistic conformity. Airlines were once seen as financial poison. The world’s
premier investor, Warren Buffett, joked in a 2007 investor letter: “If a farsighted capitalist had
been present at Kitty Hawk, he would have done his successors a huge favor by shooting Orville
[Wright] down.” By the end of 2018, Buffett held roughly 44 million shares in American Airlines,
65.5 million in Delta, 55 million in Southwest, and 22 million in United, for a total investment of
over $10 billion.Buffett’s bet is not predicated on any single airline prospering. As America’s
proudest monopolist, he’s confident that a concentrated air travel market is permanently
lucrative, and Wall Street joins him in that faith. In a 2014 research note, Goldman Sachs
highlighted airlines as part of its “dreams of oligopoly,” counseling investors to “look for
opportunities created by disruptive consolidation” that generates “greater … pricing power with
customers due to reduced choice … stronger leverage over suppliers, and higher barriers to
new entrants all at once.” Translation: customers, suppliers, workers, and rivals will feel a pinch,
but executives and investors will be overwhelmed with sacks of money.Institutional investors
have piled into airline stocks. Buffett, asset management firms BlackRock, State Street, and
Vanguard, and hedge fund PAR Capital Management are all among the top ten investors in the
four major airlines. BlackRock, Vanguard, and PAR also hold large shares in the next two biggest
airlines, JetBlue and Alaska. Even the normally pliant business press has raised concerns about
this. “If you’re building up such a significant stake in all the major players, is that anything that’s,
like, monopolistic behavior?” CNBC’s Becky Quick asked Buffett in February 2017. “Is there any
concern to think that you would say something to the airlines to make them make sure that
they’re not competing on prices?” Buffett responded that he’s just a passive investor with no say
in management.But a growing body of research suggests that common ownership from large
investors may make a difference. Martin Schmalz, José Azar, and Isabel Tecu wrote a research
paper in 2017 showing that airfares on the average route are 3 to 7 percent higher among
companies with common ownership than they would be under separate ownership. There’s
some logic to this; if a few “passive” firms own the whole market, what’s the motivation for
alleged rivals with the same owner to compete? “Buffett has explicitly said he likes investing in
oligopolistic industries,” said Schmalz, an associate professor at Oxford University’s Saïd
Business School. “It’s not crazy to think that the CEO of Delta has figured out that Buffett doesn’t
like it all that much for him to compete with United.”Investors aren’t even particularly quiet about
their intentions. Public earnings calls are filled with laborious discussions of specific routes.



Schmalz, Azar, and Tecu’s paper cites one portfolio manager criticizing “growth initiatives out of
LA [and] Seattle” and warning that “adding capacity into other airlines’ hubs diminishes your
shareholders’ confidence and jeopardizes [your stock price].” Another investment manager is
quoted as saying, “I’d like to see [Southwest Airlines] boost their fares but also cut capacity.”
Stock analysts write reports longing for airlines to “rein in supply growth.” They complain when
airlines manage to reserve a few pennies for employees. “This is frustrating. Labor is being paid
first again. Shareholders get leftovers,” groused Citi analyst Kevin Crissey when American
announced some modest raises in 2017. Not only did American’s stock price tank, so did that of
every other major airline, as investors punished the whole industry because one of its leaders
dared to side with employees.Airlines have an entire high-tech system designed to prevent them
from competing. The Airline Tariff Publishing Company (ATPCO), owned outright by the
companies, delivers real-time information on every published fare across the United States.
Large teams of airline number crunchers monitor ATPCO daily for fare changes and copy the
competition’s movements. A sort of nonaggression pact can emerge, where one airline agrees to
not pressure another’s main sources of revenue.The Justice Department sued the airline
industry over ATPCO in 1992; the case settled with few restrictions, and use of ATPCO went on.
More recently DOJ opened an investigation into airlines colluding to reduce flight schedules,
crowd cabins, and raise fares, backed with plenty of evidence from the lawsuit against the
merger of American and US Airways. But the investigation quietly closed in 2017 with no action
taken.The battle over the measurement of passenger legroom, known as “seat pitch,” further
demonstrates the economic and political power of the modern airline industry. Before
deregulation, seats were on average 18 inches wide, with 35 inches between rows. By 2016 the
width had dropped to 16½ inches and the seat pitch to 31 inches. On Spirit Airlines, ever the
innovator, seat pitch is 28 inches. Thanks to the uniquely American regimen of diet and exercise,
travelers squeezing into these smaller seats get bigger every year. This discomfort has become
a primary source of tension in the air, as knees are wrecked when seats recline.For the airlines,
the formula is simple. Every inch removed between rows equals more rows of seats that can be
added to the back of the plane, and six or more potential fares. Less padding makes the plane
lighter, saving on fuel costs. Plus, the uncomfortable quarters lead many to cry uncle and pay for
“preferred” seats, which mostly have the same seat pitch that was standard ten or twenty years
ago. “If you don’t want to give yourself deep vein thrombosis, we’re going to make you pay,” said
Kate Hanni.The public health aspect is legitimate. In addition to tiny seats exacerbating arthritis
and back injuries, deep vein thrombosis (a blood clot) affects one in six thousand passengers on
flights over four hours, according to the UN World Health Organization. Hanni notes that medical
professionals have a nickname for it. “In the ERs they call it ‘economy class syndrome.’ That’s
the first thing they ask: ‘Did you have a long-haul flight?’” Studies show that potential for
dangerous blood clots grows for frequent fliers. “The majority of people feel the effect and it goes
away,” said Paul Hudson, now the president of Flyers Rights. “In a minority of people, it stops the
transfer of oxygen to the blood supply. There are cases where people walk off the plane and



drop dead.” Tennis great Serena Williams was treated for a pulmonary embolism, the medical
term for a blood clot that reaches the lungs, in 2017. It’s unclear whether Williams’s schedule of
frequent travel led to the embolism, but NBC News correspondent David Bloom did die from this
condition in 2003, right after traveling overseas to embed with troops in Iraq.After years of
warnings, in 2015 formally petitioned the FAA to create a minimum requirement for width and
seat pitch, making the case on the grounds of health, comfort, and safety. The FAA rejected the
first two out of hand, claiming no jurisdiction on health grounds and no responsibility to ensure
comfort. But the agency had to account for safety; that was its core mission. Based on a previous
regulatory order, all passengers had to be able to evacuate a plane in the event of an emergency
within ninety seconds. maintained that the evacuation rule, which went into effect in 1990, was
now impossible with the newer, narrower seats.The FAA rejected ’s request, claiming that
industry-run tests showed that the public would be able to evacuate in time. When asked for the
tests, officials refused to release them. took the agency to court. And in July 2017, the DC Circuit
Court of Appeals ordered the FAA to reconsider taking action. “This is the case of the incredible
shrinking airline seat,” wrote Judge Patricia Millett. It was a vindication of years of work for
Hudson, who got into aviation safety after his daughter died on Pan Am Flight 103, which was
blown up over Lockerbie, Scotland, in 1988.Judge Millett’s ruling, however, only committed the
FAA to reconsider the matter. Airlines for America, the industry trade group, saw “no need for the
government to interfere” with corporate decision making on seat pitch, a signal to the FAA to
back off. And the regulators listened. A year later, the FAA informed that there was “no evidence
that there is an immediate safety issue” with tighter seat pitch that would affect evacuations. It
denied that passengers climbing out of the diminutive seats would be a factor at all.The FAA
unveiled several video tests to prove its case. “You can see these tests, the people are fairly
physically fit,” Hudson said. I checked out the videos, made by each of the major airplane
manufacturers: Embraer, Airbus, and Boeing. There weren’t any professional athletes among the
evacuees, but everyone seemed to be in their thirties, nobody looked particularly obese, and not
a single passenger had any trouble sprinting down the aisle. In the Boeing video, I saw one
woman holding what looked like an infant-shaped doll; no children were involved in the
simulation. It wasn’t exactly a representative sample of the populations I’ve seen on flights.The
fact that the manufacturers run the test without FAA input is a bit of a giveaway. “The
manufacturers never fail anything. I’ve been on committees involved in this since 1993,” Hudson
said, adding that he believed the tests were rehearsed numerous times. “If you have rats in a
maze, if you give them twenty times, they will find their way through.” Nevertheless, ’s attempt to
appeal the FAA’s decision failed.Congressional reauthorization of the FAA did include a
requirement for seat regulations. But airline consultants consider it unlikely that the new
regulations will lead to more legroom, and they actually could lead to less. Nothing in Congress’s
order stops regulators from making a 28-inch seat pitch, already approved for travel on Spirit
Airlines, the de facto minimum. That same FAA authorization bill initially included stronger
oversight of ticket change fees, with regulators empowered to determine which are considered



reasonable. “It is our top priority to ensure that this … does not become law,” said an Airlines for
America lobbyist. And it didn’t; the provision magically disappeared. Thirty-five other
congressional mandates have simply gone unanswered. Even extreme tarmac delays, the one
thing regulators seemed to get right, are having a renaissance, more than doubling in frequency
between 2016 and 2017, while enforcement fines have nearly stopped.When I talked to Paul
Hudson, he told me about one of the worst new planes in the U.S. fleet. It included thinner
padding and lower seat pitch than the planes that most major carriers purchased. Originally it
was all the way down to 29 inches until public outcry pushed it back up to 30. It had only three
bathrooms for over 150 passengers. The aisle was so narrow “a larger person has to walk
sideways,” Hudson alleged.The plane was known as the Boeing 737 Max, and by March 2019
the whole world knew its name, after 346 people died in two fatal crashes less than five months
apart, revealing serious deficiencies with the aircraft’s automated flight-control software. The jets
that failed, in Ethiopia and Indonesia, lacked two warning indicators that Boeing sold as optional
extras. (After the crashes, Boeing decided to make one of them standard.) It was later revealed
that Boeing outsourced some software engineering to fresh-faced temp coders from India
earning as little as $9 an hour.As Max planes were grounded worldwide, people started
wondering how they were ever approved for commercial use. It turned out that Boeing approved
them. FAA managers delegated most of the safety assessments directly to the manufacturer, to
help meet tight production schedules. This has been the norm for decades: a 1993 government
report shows that the FAA delegated 95 percent of the safety certification to Boeing for its 747
jumbo jet. In the case of the Max, the assessments came back flawed, particularly for the flight
automation system, the catalyst of the crashes. The FAA waved them through anyway; the office
“defaulted” to Boeing, according to former officials. Lower-level employees lived in fear of calling
out Boeing for errors and being dressed down by superiors; several of them called an FAA
hotline to confidentially report issues with the 737 Max. Still nothing happened.Pressed for
answers, acting FAA administrator Daniel Elwell told the Senate that it would take $1.8 billion in
federal funds and ten thousand new employees for the government to certify aircraft. In other
words, outsourcing safety determinations to monopoly corporations—Boeing is the only major
manufacturer of commercial aircraft in the United States, making it in many respects too big to
fail for America—is a budget-saving feature, not a courting-disaster bug.As the government
investigated the breakdown, Boeing assigned its general counsel J. Michael Luttig as its point
person. Luttig, once a federal judge, personally hired dozens of law students as clerks who are
now seeded throughout the government, including Christopher Wray, the FBI director.
Meanwhile, Attorney General William Barr worked for Boeing’s longtime law firm Kirkland & Ellis,
as did the deputy attorney general and the head of the DOJ’s criminal division. The web of
connections is borderline obscene.“The airline industry is an abusive industry,” Hudson said.
“They’re exempt from all consumer protection regulations; they’ve essentially bought off
Congress with special privileges that don’t apply to anyone else. There’s a point where you say
this should not continue.”Kate Hanni never did reach her ultimate goal as a consumer advocate.



“I was going to be the mother of airline reregulation,” she said. “I wanted to take on every issue.
But we almost lost our house.” As an unpaid volunteer for , Hanni traveled dozens of times to
Washington, DC, and elsewhere on her own dime. It was unsustainable. “I couldn’t afford to
continue being an advocate. Eventually, my family said, ‘It’s either Flyers Rights or us.’” She
handed over the reins to Paul Hudson in 2013. Today she works at a nonprofit music school as a
development director.Never in the history of corporate America has a lobbyist grown concerned
that she wouldn’t be able to survive financially doing advocacy work. Never has a lobbyist
needed to hit up friends for cash to get to Washington to speak to a senator about how to boost
United’s profits. Airlines for America and individual corporations in the aviation sector spend over
$85 million a year on lobbying. There’s a severe imbalance between those who defend
monopolies and those who defend the public’s rights. The former thrive on the latter’s inability to
fund their own advocacy.“Reregulation” is almost a misnomer, however. Regulation still exists in
the airline industry: it’s just been put in the hands of a handful of CEOs and Wall Street investors.
We merely converted regulation by and for the public into regulation by plutocrats, who now rule
the friendly skies in their own interest. “In the nineteenth century, when railroads were the source
of transportation, they had an expression: people were being railroaded,” said Paul Hudson.
“Today with the airlines as the sole source of long-haul transportation, we’re being airlined.”I
reached the check-in counter at Enterprise Rent-A-Car, next to baggage claim in the Des
Moines International Airport. The agent was Iowa nice, and we interacted in the usual way sales
personnel and their customers interact. I initialed the eighteen different places you have to initial,
and I was all set. That’s when the agent said, “Hold on one moment, I’ll see what cars we have.”I
assumed she was headed into the back office until I noticed that, in this small airport, there was
no back office. No, the agent left the Enterprise counter, walked over behind the National Car
Rental counter, rummaged around in a little drawer, and pulled out a set of car keys. Then she
returned and handed them to me.I wondered if it would have been easier on everyone if I’d just
gone to the National counter first. When I found the designated parking spot with my car, the
sign painted on the ground said “National Emerald,” which refers to the company’s loyalty
program. I guess National Emerald Club is so exclusive that it’s Enterprise. At least in Des
Moines.That National and Enterprise keys sit in the same drawer isn’t just a function of a
smallish airport. National and Enterprise are owned by the same corporate parent: Enterprise
Holdings, to be precise. Alamo and Zimride also fit under the Enterprise umbrella. Together,
firms in the Enterprise family control about 27 percent of the total rental car market in the United
States, according to a study from the Open Markets Institute. Another 15 percent goes to Hertz,
which also runs Thrifty and Dollar. And 8 percent more is in the hands of Avis Budget Group,
which is behind the brands Avis and Budget, the car-sharing network Zipcar, and several brands
in South America, Europe, and Australia. If you restricted the snapshot of the market to rental
cars on site at U.S. airports, the concentration numbers would be far higher. For example, in that
Des Moines airport, you have National, Enterprise, Alamo, Avis, Budget, Hertz, Dollar, and
Thrifty. It sounds like a lot of options, but it’s actually just three companies.Few people, even



informed ones, seem to know this. A 2018 article from The Hill contained this lead paragraph:
“Three top car rental companies are ending their discount programs for National Rifle
Association (NRA) members, becoming the latest businesses to cut ties with the gun group.” But
the three companies were National, Enterprise, and Alamo, which all belong to Enterprise
Holdings.If National and Enterprise want to keep their keys in the same drawer, what business is
it of mine? For one thing, National and Enterprise want customers to think they’re different
businesses. According to Enterprise Holdings’ CEO, the brands cater to unique markets.
National is for business travelers, Alamo for vacationers, and Enterprise the affordable choice for
cost-conscious shoppers. But if they’re all using the same pot of cars, intermingled in the same
drawer of keys, how are they distinct in any way? Enterprise Holdings may be slicing up the
market based on which customers they can and cannot overcharge, but that’s just a false
segmentation.To test my assumption that the keys in the same drawer don’t go for the same
price, I ran a search on rental cars in Des Moines. I did this using Kayak, which asked me if I
wanted to compare its results with the prices on Priceline, Hotwire, Expedia, and Orbitz. That
also sounds like a lot of choice, but it’s really two companies. Kayak is owned by the umbrella
group Booking Holdings, which also owns Priceline, , Agoda, , and OpenTable, the restaurant
reservations service. Expedia Group owns all the others, including Hotwire, , Trivago, (not to be
confused with ), home rental companies Vrbo and HomeAway, and Orbitz, which it purchased in
2015. So when Kayak asked me if I wanted to compare its price to those at Priceline, Hotwire,
Expedia, and Orbitz, really it was Priceline asking me to compare its prices to Priceline’s and
Expedia’s.But I’m off track.Anyway, Kayak quoted me a week’s rental of the same Nissan Versa
for $233 on Enterprise and $294 on Alamo. Prices on the other services were similar. So that’s a
$60 difference for the same car from the same company. Interestingly, I couldn’t find a price
quote from National Car Rental. Maybe its entire role at the Des Moines airport is to hold on to
the keys.* It’s hilarious for Crandall to complain about lack of competition. Just four years after
deregulation, he suggested to a rival airline executive in a phone call that they collude to raise
prices by 20 percent.CHAPTER 2Monopolies Are Why a Farmer’s Daughter Is Crying Behind
the Desk of a Best WesternLarge bodies of water in Iowa aren’t entirely out of character for the
upper Midwest—neighboring Minnesota is the “Land of 10,000 Lakes”—but Clear Lake,
sprouting out of the heartland with yellow-sand beaches, boating piers, and resort hotels, did
take me a second to get used to. Clear Lake’s lovely midcentury music hall, the Surf Ballroom,
played host to twenty-two-year-old Buddy Holly’s final song before his plane crashed on the way
out of town. Don McLean called it the day the music died, in that famously endless tune of
his.The population of Clear Lake swells when the marinas fill with tourists, but this was a blustery
night in October, after the vacationers had emptied out. The main street (actually named Main
Avenue) was mostly empty by 6:30, save for a couple of bars and the VFW, which doubles as a
tornado shelter. Clear Lake’s population has been declining since 1990, and as I trudged along
the lakefront, a decision I immediately regretted as the winds picked up, I thought about how I
could have unrolled a sleeping bag and lain down in the road without being disturbed.Clear Lake



at least has a summertime attraction, so it isn’t always this quiet. The rest of northern Iowa
sometimes gives off the sensation that a comet ripped through and vaporized the population.
You don’t see a single animal grazing by the side of the road, a startling absence given that this
is farm country. Mostly you pass corn and soybean fields, and in the distance some silos. The
old towns look like places you pass through on a journey, rather than a destination.The next
morning I headed a few miles south, past a bunch of those corn and soybean fields, to Chris
Petersen’s place. Chris is sixty-five, a third-generation hog farmer of Irish and Danish stock, who
constructed all the barns and sheds on his farm by hand. He answered the door in the classic
farmer’s uniform: a beat-up old trucker’s hat, flannel workshirt, canvas coat, and blue jeans. We
talked at his kitchen table, where prominent senators, governors, and even presidents have sat
over the years. Chris is active in Democratic Party politics, and in Iowa that gives him a certain
access to power, at least once every four years.Chris’s grandparents came through Ellis Island,
traveled west until they reached Iowa, and saved up for a plot of land. His dad farmed ten miles
southeast of Clear Lake; his wife’s family farmed five miles north. “I owned pigs when I was a
junior in high school,” he told me, his eyes narrowing until they almost appeared closed. “All I
wanted to do was farm.”But that tradition is ending. Petersen’s operation these days is small and
a bit niche, and he knows he’s the last in that line. “After how many dozens and dozens if not
hundreds of generations, back in Denmark and Ireland, all farmers, this is it. I’m it. This is the
dead end. You know, it’s sad.” The way of life of the independent family farmer has been
supplanted by mammoth agribusinesses: industrial-sized confinement lots, ruthless livestock
companies and seed merchants, monoculture crops stretching for miles. Our monopolized food
system has made the Chris Petersens of the world obsolete and unsure of how to survive. It has
destroyed communities, both environmentally and socially. It has occasioned a great leakage of
wealth and opportunity out of rural communities and farm states, creating a dynamic of regional
inequality that historically leads to social unrest. It has implications for every farm family, but also
for a profession and a region, and ultimately for our politics and our world.Chris’s voice starts to
crack a bit as he tells me about his daughter, Becky, a farm kid who grew up wanting to carry
forward her father’s legacy. She loved helping out with the pigs and chickens; Chris thought of
her as his right hand. But she ran into the solid wall that agriculture has become for anyone
who’s not an agribusiness executive. Becky moved on; when she was only nineteen, she got a
job managing a Best Western Holiday Lodge in Clear Lake. “She called one day,” Chris said.
“And I could tell something was wrong. I said, ‘What’s up?’ ‘Oh, Dad, what a day. This person
didn’t show up for work, and this food was not prepared right for a wedding. I need to fire this
person, I don’t have the heart to.’ On and on. She started crying. Then the words came out of her
mouth that I’ll never forget.”Chris paused, trying to collect himself, his face reddening. “She said,
‘Dad, I just wish I could come home and farm.’”He wiped his eyes. “Made the old man cry.”The
life of a farmer has forever been precarious, always one bad season or bum crop from ruin. As
agriculture in America moved from subsistence to commodification, new threats emerged.
Railroads gouged farmers on shipping in the nineteenth century, and farmers fought back. Even



before the Great Depression, farm country experienced a depression in the 1920s, due to post–
World War I price collapses and mechanization increasing yields, which reduced the need for so
many farmers. Vertical combination and price manipulation by meatpackers, who also owned
warehouses, stockyards, and wholesalers, also distressed farmers and ranchers. The 1929
stock market crash increased the pain, with financiers pursuing over two hundred thousand farm
foreclosures. As the Depression raged, desperate Great Plains farmers cultivated grasslands
that weren’t appropriate for agriculture, and Dust Bowl drought conditions blew the topsoil clear
away, deadening the land and scattering farmers from the region.When farmers constituted a
larger and more politically influential voting bloc, government periodically intervened. The
Interstate Commerce Commission, strengthened throughout the early twentieth century, placed
restrictions on railroad price predation. Woodrow Wilson’s administration busted up the
meatpacking trusts, and the Packers and Stockyards Act of 1921 sought to prevent market
manipulation. After the Depression, states enacted mortgage relief and moratoria on
foreclosures. New Deal crop production controls, known as “price parity” adjustments,
guaranteed a decent profit from annual harvests. “That saved family-farm agriculture,” said Chris
Petersen. “My grandpa wouldn’t be alive without that.”The next crisis hit in the 1980s, as
overproduction and a grain embargo against the Soviet Union rocked commodity prices
downward. Interest rates soared in the early 1980s as Federal Reserve chairman Paul Volcker
vowed to tame inflation; this directly affected farmers whose land, supplies, seeds, and
machinery are purchased almost entirely on credit. Farm debt doubled from 1978 to 1984 as
farmers dealt with rising input costs, higher interest payments, and bottoming prices. Farm
income reached $92.1 billion in 1973 and fell to just $8.2 billion a decade later. As foreclosures
spiked, the farm credit system sustained its first major losses since the Depression. And under
Reagan, government proved slow or even unwilling to react to the suffering. The 1985 Farm Aid
concert, spearheaded by the likes of Willie Nelson, Kris Kristofferson, and Neil Young, arguably
provided more for family farmers than the government that year. By the time Congress
intervened, it was too late; ghost towns and abandoned farmhouses were already fixtures of the
rural landscape.The 1980s were Chris Petersen’s formative years in farming. Somehow he
survived, working night shifts full-time at manufacturing plants to afford his sows. He rented most
of the land, built pens on the cheap to house the hogs, and used the proceeds from selling them
to buy more. By the mid-1990s Chris was able to quit the night shift; at his peak he owned three
thousand pigs. “We were doing four hundred acres,” he said. “We didn’t have a life. That’s how
committed I was to farming. I had pigs on six different farms. I’d sleep two hours and work all day.
I lived on Coke.” After a couple of years of six-figure incomes, the Petersens started to think big.
“The wife and I talked, and I said, ‘My God, we’re this close. We’re going to be able to send these
kids to college. If they want to farm, we can make it happen. We’re going to be able to start
buying land. This is the dream.’ And within two years—gone.”The tipping point was 1998, when
hog prices dropped from $46 per hundred pounds to $17 within a year. That was around the time
agribusiness pioneered the use of concentrated animal feeding operations, or CAFOs. Big Ag



huddled thousands of hogs in warehouse-sized feedlots, giving the animals no sunlight and
barely enough room to move. Centralizing operations under one roof saved money, but the
increased scale spiked the supply of hogs, sending prices downward. Only the big boys could
prosper. The major catalyst to CAFOs came from ultralow feed prices, a relic of the 1950s, when
Eisenhower stripped out price parity adjustments. Corn was cheap enough to sustain thousands
of pigs, and smaller farmers couldn’t compete. “They were getting under-the-cost-of-production
corn to feed their damn hogs,” said Chris. “If a family farmer wanted to raise livestock and own
the pigs, the corn costs more for him coming off his farm to produce than what the industry is
getting out of the market.”Curiously, prices didn’t drop for pork buyers in 1998 the way they did
for hog farmers, leaving middlemen meatpackers with fat profits, effectively cross-subsidizing
their factory farm operations. But the crisis took Chris out. He lost tens of thousands of dollars in
a matter of weeks, and ultimately entered bankruptcy. Many of his colleagues suffered the same
fate; more than 70 percent of hog farmers have gone out of business since the mid-1990s,
including a 25 percent decline just from 2007 to 2012, according to the U.S. Department of
Agriculture. In 1997 there were over 18,700 hog farms and 27.3 million hogs in Iowa; by 2017
there were only 6,200 farms but 60 million hogs. The CAFOs had taken over.The top four hog
firms now control two-thirds of the market. The largest is Smithfield Foods, which directly and
indirectly raises one-quarter of all U.S. hogs, processing 32 million per year. Smithfield owns hog
farms, slaughterhouses, warehouses, and distribution trucks, the full journey from farm to table.
Independent producers simply cannot compete with vertically integrated rivals.Smithfield and
other agribusinesses either directly own hogs or lock family farmers into ten- to twelve-year
contracts, which dictate the design of the barns and pens, the type of feeders and fans, and the
prices paid. Almost no prices are negotiated on the spot market. The processors locate their
plants far from each other, giving farmers little choice of where to sell their meat. Farmers and
ranchers even pay part of their profits into a government fund called the “checkoff” program for
promotion and advertising, but the money is funneled to industry trade groups, which use it to
fund lobbying campaigns that maximize Big Ag profits. So farmers pay to have their own
interests undermined in Washington and in state capitals.“The system now is no better than the
collective communist farms of the USSR,” Chris said. “There it was run by the government, here
by corporations. They turn the farmer into little workers with hardly any say over their future.”In
2013, Chinese conglomerate WH Group purchased Smithfield from its U.S. owners. At the time it
was the largest-ever Chinese acquisition of an American company. WH Group is now the world’s
largest meatpacker; the company’s chairman earned $291 million in 2017. Price supports, crop
insurance, and other farm subsidies, intended to keep family farmers alive, flow to Smithfield and
others at the top.Donald Trump has funneled $28 billion in two separate bailouts of farmers, after
his trade war with China led to high tariffs on U.S. pork and other agriculture imports. In 2018,
during the first bailout, Smithfield qualified for purchase contracts of its surplus for food banks
and school lunch programs. This would have compensated a Chinese company for Trump’s
intended punishment of China. After initially taking $240,000, Smithfield bowed to public



pressure and rejected the contract. But the second-largest pork company in the United States,
Brazil’s JBS, is also foreign-owned, and it received $78 million in bailout funds, even while it was
under Justice Department investigation for bribery. In all, over half of the farm bailout money
went to the richest 10 percent of farmers, according to a study from the Environmental Working
Group. The top 1 percent of farmers averaged $183,000 in payments; the bottom 80 percent
averaged $5,000. The Trump administration found protecting family farmers challenging in a
factory system dominated by multinational giants.CAFOs also produce disastrous side effects
for farm communities. Typically, CAFOs funnel waste through slatted floors into giant open
lagoons as big as a football field, making nearby areas nearly uninhabitable from the odors and
flies. “You can’t stand to be outside,” Chris Petersen said. “The wife can’t hang clothes on the
clothesline, the inside starts to stink, you get in a car that stinks, you open your suitcase and
smell confinement. It’s an infringement on individual rights.” In election years, Chris likes to take
visiting politicians on factory farm tours, advising them to bring an extra suit, because the CAFO
smell will stick to their clothes. Concentrated farm operations are also vulnerable to disease
outbreaks: a bird flu epidemic in Iowa in 2015 led to the killing of 26 million chickens. The healthy
ones weren’t segregated from the sick; the operations were so vast that it was easier to just kill
them all.Outside of Iowa, the biggest hog state is North Carolina, with 9.7 million hogs and 10
billion gallons of waste per year. In 1999, Hurricane Floyd flooded hog manure pits, running pale
pink slurry into nearby rivers and trapping thousands of pigs atop CAFO roofs. The state
reached agreement with Smithfield to invest millions of dollars into researching and
implementing more environmentally stable alternatives to the lagoons. But changes to the
system were deemed not “economically feasible.” So in 2018, after Hurricane Florence, fifty-
seven more lagoons flooded, breached, or overtopped. That waste contaminated rivers with
excrement, leading to algae blooms and fish die-offs. And the region has a high water table,
putting the waste runoff into contact with drinking water.The major response from the swine
industry during Hurricane Florence was to frantically increase lagoon capacity by spraying waste
in the fields, which got washed into tributaries anyway, and to truck the hogs out of the barns,
avoiding the bad visuals of stranded animals. “They pulled their commodity out of harm’s way,
and left all the waste in the coastal plain,” said Will Hendrick of the Waterkeeper Alliance, an
environmental group in North Carolina. Even still, thousands of pigs and over 3 million chickens
drowned, buried en masse in close proximity to groundwater.CAFOs in North Carolina are
disproportionately located near communities of color, and they create harms even without a
hurricane. Multiple studies have correlated living near CAFOs to public health problems, like
improper lung function, shortness of breath, and trouble with balance. A Duke University study
found higher mortality rates from anemia, kidney disease, tuberculosis, and septicemia.
Prospective home buyers aren’t blind to these concerns, and real estate prices have dropped as
a result, shackling residents to unhealthy homes. After Hurricane Florence, a couple of lawsuits
awarded CAFO neighbors compensation for these hazards. The industry reacted by getting the
North Carolina legislature to limit legal exposure and damage awards for CAFO suits.



Agribusinesses also often use shell companies under different names to hide the identity of
CAFO ownership, making it harder for rural communities to hold them accountable.Life is no
better for those working inside processing plants, who also happen to be mostly people of color,
with nearly a third born outside the United States. Average annual salaries for food processing
workers hover around the poverty level, despite the terrifying risks: sharp knives, wet floors,
hazardous equipment, high assembly-line speeds, and constant pressure to keep moving.
Smithfield had to destroy over fifty thousand pounds of meat in 2018 after a production worker
was filmed urinating at the assembly line. Sixty-five percent of production workers report being
injured on the job, though many fear telling their bosses; worries about deportation work
wonders as catalysts for subjugation.This is almost certain to get worse. In 2019 the U.S.
Department of Agriculture (USDA) lifted most limits on assembly line speeds, while cutting
government inspectors by 40 percent and shifting inspections to plant employees. The same
people afraid to report ailments or take bathroom breaks will probably not stop production if they
find a diseased or infected pig. Even before these changes, pig slaughterhouses were a hygienic
nightmare: inspectors had all of three and a half seconds to verify the health of the carcasses
flying past them. Cutting that time down will not improve the food you eat.On top of all this, the
factory farm process degrades food quality. The hogs are shot through with antibiotics, so
animals fatten up more quickly. Waste and runoff leach higher levels of bacteria into the
surrounding soil, affecting fruits and vegetables. Consumption of this meat could lead to
antibiotic-resistant “superbugs” in humans. “It’s also just shitty meat,” said Austin Frerick, an Iowa
native and former Treasury Department staffer who now works at Yale Law School. “There’s
actual flavor in Chris’s pork chops.”The Petersen farm raises around five hundred Berkshire Gold
hogs, and the high-quality meat fetches a robust price, even in this suppressed market. The farm
also is home to a hundred chickens who lay brown and turquoise eggs (“It’s Easter all year
round,” Chris tells me) and a small home garden with tomatoes, potatoes, watermelon, and
cantaloupe. The hogs live in an open-door pen, with plenty of room for grazing and running
around. “When I wake up, I know if it’s a good or a bad day by listening,” Chris said as we walked
by hogs frolicking in the slop. Usually it’s quiet, unlike at the CAFOs, where noise is only one of
the sundry pollutions. A quiet pig is a happy pig.Chris’s wife sells eggs out of the house; his
daughter raises a handful of broiler chickens. But better taste and humane treatment go only so
far. “You gotta have other income,” he said. “That’s what they’ve done to the family farmer. Thirty,
thirty-five years ago, what was called mainstream agriculture back then, it’s now called
alternative or niche. That’s what they have done.”Hog farmers are hardly the only agricultural
players enduring the consequences of increased concentration. In fact, monopoly power lurks
everywhere you turn in our food production system. It’s the main reason that farmers and
ranchers have lost a significant share of the retail food dollar, from 37¢ down to only 15¢. The
monopolists lap up the excess.The meat industry is more concentrated now than during the time
of Upton Sinclair’s muckraking epic The Jungle. JBS, Tyson Foods, Cargill, and National Beef
control roughly 85 percent of the beef industry. The days of independent cattle ranchers selling



into competitive feedlot auctions are nearly over. Big packers own most of the feedlots and
slaughterhouses, either directly or indirectly. A proposed 2019 merger between independent
cattle company Iowa Premium and National Beef (like JBS, National Beef is also a Brazilian
company; I guess the “national” in its name refers to the nation of Brazil) would eliminate one of
the only cash markets left in America. When the entry of Walmart as a direct purchaser of cattle
is seen as a ray of hope, you know it’s a heavily concentrated industry. (Walmart is also now
processing its own milk.)Most cattle ranchers work exclusively for a specific packer on what is
called a “forward contract.” If you can sell to only one buyer, and that buyer controls what cattle it
purchases, where it goes to get slaughtered, and how it moves along to retail outlets, the
economics of supply and demand become irrelevant. Like with hogs, beef packers enjoy high
margins that don’t filter down. Independent operators alleged in a 2019 lawsuit that the Big Four
would close slaughterhouses strategically, stop buying live animals, or artificially depress farmer
pay. All of this conspired to make ranchers more desperate to sell cows cheaply. Many find it
impossible to survive; seventeen thousand have tapped out every year since 1980. It’s not great
for shoppers either, with chronic recalls as the big packers cut corners. Twelve million pounds of
ground beef possibly tainted with salmonella in 2018 emanated from one JBS plant that allowed
sickly cows onto the production line. In an age of monopoly, one bad decision has a magnified
impact.If anything, the situation for chicken farmers is even worse. The industry has four giants:
Perdue, Pilgrim’s, Sanderson Farms, and market leader Tyson Foods, which has scooped up
dozens of competitors in the past twenty years. Over 90 percent of the industry involves contract
farming: chicken farmers are given feed and chicks, and are told how to house the chickens,
nourish them, and inject them with medicines to fatten them up. “Farmers are nothing more than
babysitters if you’re a chicken grower,” Frerick told me. They bear all the costs of securing land
and equipment, building chicken houses, performing company-mandated upgrades, and
carrying out the labor, but they don’t own the chickens and cannot ensure a price that covers
expenses.Chicken farmers operate under the tournament system, a particularly grisly novelty of
late capitalism where they compete to supply the major processors and are docked if their
chickens come in too thin. It’s not true competition because the purchasers have rigged the
system: demand rises and falls, but the input prices never change. In 2018, the Small Business
Administration determined that chicken farmers were so indentured to Big Ag that they could no
longer be considered independent businesspeople.A manipulator is a manipulator, and the big
chicken firms treat supermarkets and restaurants accordingly. In 2016 it was revealed that
companies provided inaccurate information that led to an inflated “Georgia Dock” benchmark
price estimate that virtually all retail chicken buyers use. That translated to billions of dollars in ill-
gotten gains for Tyson and friends. In 2019 the Justice Department intervened in a separate
price-fixing case, pursuing a criminal investigation. Other supermarket chains and food
distributors sued as well. Collusion is simple because a subscription service called AgriStats
gives any meat processor instant access to prices throughout the industry. (Fish aren’t exempt
from this either; there’s a price-fixing scandal in the tuna market.) The airline industry has



ATPCO, Big Ag has AgriStats, and the goal is the same: exploiting information advantages.A
2013 Pew report noted that 71 percent of all chicken farmers earn incomes below the poverty
line. Farmers get anywhere between 5¢ and 6¢ a pound for their product. “Those farmers have
not seen an increase in pay for twenty years,” said Joe Maxwell, a Missouri hog farmer who
served as the state’s lieutenant governor from 2000 to 2005. “They’ve spent a million dollars to
raise chickens, have hopes and dreams, and they’re stuck.” When farmers complain about these
practices, the chicken companies retaliate by giving them smaller chicks and lower pay, if the
tournament system doesn’t lead them to bankruptcy first. We’ve gone from 1.6 million
independent chicken farms in the 1950s to just 25,000 today. Even beyond the penury, the
tournament system sows community mistrust. “This is dividing communities, breaking the fabric
of those communities,” Maxwell said. “It should be criminal, in America it’s called good
business.”Dairy farmers are in total crisis in the United States, as prices for milk have plummeted
since 2014, well below the break-even point needed to turn a profit. Around 4,600 dairy farms
close every year, and that number is expected to accelerate. “There’s just nothing in dairy
farming that makes any money right now,” Wisconsin farmer Emily Harris told the Milwaukee
Journal-Sentinel. But some folks are making money: the giants who milk animals on confined
lots, as anyone driving between Los Angeles and San Francisco and encountering the sea of
cows and the smell of manure in Coalinga can testify to. The average number of cows per dairy
farm has doubled since 2004, and factory farming has expanded overall production even as total
farms have decreased. Agriculture secretary Sonny Perdue read the eulogy for family dairy
farmers in 2019, brazenly questioning whether they could survive: “In America, the big get bigger
and the small go out.”The problem, once again, is the purchasers. Dean Foods processes about
a third of all U.S. milk; its bankruptcy filing in November 2019 had farmers worrying who would
buy their goods. Another processor, Grassland, was the sole buyer for hundreds of Wisconsin
dairies, and when it slowed its purchases in 2017, it put farmers out of business. Companies like
Grassland love overproduction because it reduces their costs, but it destroys the family farmer.In
the past, dairy cooperatives owned by the farmers themselves would protect their interests
against consolidated buyers. But modern dairy co-ops include monopoly giants like Dairy
Farmers of America (DFA), which “represents” thirteen thousand farmers producing 30 percent
of the raw milk supply. As a hybrid producer and buyer, DFA can dictate terms to farmers in
areas where there’s no alternative. They also own or partner with milk processors and marketers,
meaning they make more money when prices to co-op members drop. DFA’s profits never get
shared with members. When Dean Foods filed for bankruptcy, it quickly turned to DFA for
“advanced discussions” about a merger, which would create a behemoth that could further
squeeze farmers and fatten profits. Dean Foods and DFA have been accused in the past of
colluding to keep down prices; with a merger, that would be merely an internal business
decision.Other co-ops turned monsters include Land O’Lakes, the butter people, and Ocean
Spray, which has been accused of tanking the independent market for cranberries, while
increasing supplies so much that enormous amounts of cranberries have been either frozen for



storage or buried in the ground. The Capper-Volstead Act of 1922 gives an antitrust exemption
to farm co-ops, which made sense when they weren’t effectively multinational corporations in
their own right. Now it just gives farmers no recourse.A series of mergers in 2017 and 2018 left
four companies in control of over 60 percent of the global seed market: Bayer, which purchased
the notorious Monsanto; Corteva, created from a merger between Dow and DuPont;
ChemChina, which took over Syngenta; and BASF. Bayer now is the world’s largest seed
company for vegetables and cotton, as well as the largest seller of herbicides like Roundup,
which successive jury trials have judged to be cancer causing. Nevertheless, the EPA has
continued to authorize Roundup’s use.In a practice that elicits gasps when explained to the
uninitiated, farmers do not own their own seeds, and it’s often illegal to save seeds and replant
them the next season, as has been done for thousands of years of human history. In some
cases, seeds are bred to not produce progeny after one harvest. This allows big seed
companies to extract money from farmers annually; prices have skyrocketed over threefold since
1995, while yields have not increased at the same rate. The system also makes farmers
dependent on pesticides that pair with the seeds. For instance, Bayer’s Xtend soybean seeds
have been modified so that dicamba, an herbicide, doesn’t kill them. But when dicamba is
sprayed, it blows onto nearby farms, and if those farmers don’t use dicamba-resistant seeds,
their crops wither. So Xtend now holds three-quarters of the market, simply because every farm
in a community has to switch soybean seeds if one of them does. Farmers filed an antitrust
lawsuit over this in 2018, and they may need another: Bayer got approval for a dicamba-resistant
corn seed in 2016 and could roll it out soon.This commodification of seeds, a foundation of life
on earth, has taken variety out of the market. An astonishing 99 percent of iconic Iowa corn won’t
reach your kitchen table, instead rerouted to ethanol (used in gasoline), livestock feed, and even
packaging and fabrics. As with corn, biodiversity has evaporated from wheat, soybeans, and
virtually all other crops. Not only does monoculture eat up tons of available farmland, it makes
farmers vulnerable to one blight wiping out the whole crop. “Farms before had three or four
things growing, so if one didn’t do well, you weren’t screwed,” said Austin Frerick. “Now everyone
gets the same tomato bred in the same part of Baja or California.” And it’s usually a tomato of the
rubber-ball variety, bred to survive long, carbon-intensive trips to all corners of the continent.
Flavor and distinctiveness are secondary concerns.Food safety hazards proliferate with market
concentration. The largest recall of 2018, affecting dozens of grocery chains, hundreds of
products, and 99 million pounds of food, all came out of one plant in California operated by
McCain Foods, which supplies ingredients for frozen food products eaten around the world.
Contaminated romaine lettuce largely came from a single E. coli strain in Yuma, Arizona, that got
distributed nationwide.Wait, there’s more. Two companies, Deere & Co. and Dutch firm CNH
Industrial, sell about half of all tractors and other farm machinery, and they prohibit farmers from
fixing them by restricting access to the embedded software needed to facilitate repairs. This
funnels thousands of dollars in service costs to manufacturers and their authorized agents every
time there’s even a minor breakdown. You could miss a harvest and lose your farm just because



you can’t fix a locked machinery circuit. An entire network of underground hacking and a “right to
repair” movement have emerged to fight the tractor monopoly. The industry has spent millions to
block both, with Deere even asserting that when farmers buy a tractor, they merely own a
“license to operate the vehicle.” (Warren Buffett had a major holding in Deere for years, but he
sold it all in 2017.)
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Ebook Tops Reader, “There’s no way back or is there?. The book looks at about 10industry’s
like:The airlinesBroadbandBig PharmaHospitals,etc., etc., tying together through use of
anecdote and fact and our changed economyby  which Corporations now dominate.”

CJ, “the one issue that scales back to everything else. Absolute must read. Monopoly power is at
the center of every problem in america. This book is essential in waking people up to this
undeniable fact.”

evan o'keeffe, “great book, insightful and eye opening. didn't realize the massive issue we as a
planet have with monopolies. The book goes through everything from farming, food, flights, eye
wear, to military components. 44% of this book is excellent citations that business owners also
need to know!!”

Larry, “Corporate Power. This is an excellent book which describes how large corporations have
used their power to get bigger and bigger while the US government does very little to
counteract.  As Bernie Sanders has said many times, the 1% owns the U.S. Congress”

Jamie, “Very insightful book. Very eye opening and timely material. A must read.”

biz5th, “Important to all Americans. Eye-opening, entertaining, terrifying, energizing -
"Monopolized" is all of those things. Dayen takes us on a detailed tour of concentration in almost
every aspect of our economy, showing how monopolies contribute to much of our inequality,
political corruption, and social dysfunction.He writes about complicated subjects with a light
touch, expressing his outrage without going over the top and without getting bogged down in
jargon or minutiae. The chapters on venture capitalism and banking could easily have become
labyrinthine, but Dayen lays them out as clearly as I've ever seen.The subject matter is of vital
importance to our country's future - I am not being hyperbolic - and I would recommend this
book to any American worker or consumer.”

Ferglekutt, “Why is [X,Y,Z] so broken in the US? Probably because a corporation wants it that
way.. One of the most pervasive lies Americans hear is that [insert important issue] can't be fixed
or improved because it has to be that way, because it's too expensive to fix, or because there's
no better option. The real reason is often because powerful corporations like it that way and are
throwing their weight around in a political system that's very responsive to money to ensure it
doesn't change.David Dayen's book takes a very close look at a number of issues through the
lens of monopolist-investigator and exposes the pathological greed and corruption that lurk
behind many of the bad-faith excuses and misdirections we hear day in and day out about why
things can't be better.Although Dayen writes for a left-leaning publication, his book is pretty



staunchly non-partisan, and he's entirely willing to blow the whistle on both major US parties'
complicity in this corrupt state of affairs. Highly recommended regardless of your political
affiliation, because if one thing's true, it's that most people I know, Democrats, Republicans,
Liberals, Conservatives, Progressives, and just about everyone else seem to have a sense that
money, not people, has all the power in our society and that it doesn't have to be that way, that
there are powerful people out there making it this way on purpose... and they're right.”

Mid-Century Todd, “It's worse than you though. America's love affair with big corporations and
monopolies is more horrifying than you thought it was. The case studies of sociopathic entities
like defense contractors leaves you shaking your head and wondering if there is any way out of
this morass. The political will to fix things isn't strong enough to get it done and you and I end up
paying the high price of monopolization. Ugh. Great book!”

Lorenzo, “L'oligopolio riguarda te semplice consumatore, informati.. Dayen riesce a descrivere in
maniera interessante e originale quali sono gli effetti dell'oligopolio in un punto di vista tangibile
ed apprezzabile anche per il consumatore, non è necessario essere esperti di economia per
apprezzare. Scritto bene. Per chi può consiglio edizione in Inglese.”

The book by David Dayen has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 66 people have provided feedback.
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