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Eating More Beef: Market Structure and Firm
Behavior in the Paci®c Basin Beefpacking Industry
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Summary. Ð New GATT/WTO regulations have enhanced the power of competitive strategies
implemented by the transnational corporations which now dominate the production and
distribution of packaged beef in the Paci®c Basin. The political actions that have facilitated these
economic changes are illustrative of a wider globalization project sponsored by the US and
transnational capital. Here I explain the replacement of ``national beef sectors'' in Australia, New
Zealand and the United States with a new industry structure focused on exports to East Asia that
features key attributes of the emergent third (global) food regime (after McMichael, 1995). Ó 2000
Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The cattle grazing regions of the European
settler lands in the Paci®c BasinÐthe Americas,
Australia and New ZealandÐhold a special
place in the social imaginary, symbolizing freedom and machismo adventure. These pop
culture images (now often American) serve to
reinforce the place of beef in the diet of the
auent world (see Fiddes, 1991). But the world
beef industry could also be illustrated with
images drawn from colonial conquest, the
brutal imposition of new social and economic
social relations and the devastation of the
physical environment (Friedmann, 1991, 1995;
Rifkin, 1992; Ufkes, 1995). Today, industry
advocates and government ocials from key
export industries (Australia and the United
States) frame recent market restructuring with a
historically innocent de®nition of comparative
advantage, claiming that ``ecient'' beefpackers
in Australia and the Americas are best placed to
harness natural endowments to satisfy growing
demand for beef in East Asia. 1 Such assertions
of comparative advantage come amidst the
recent intensi®cation of bilateral and multilateral political campaigns to increase access to
East Asian markets for US and Australian food
producers. This paper disputes simple claims of
``natural'' advantage by situating the Paci®c
Basin beefpacking industry within long-term
structural changes in the Australian and US
industries and as part of an emerging interna531

tional food regime, ``...the political organization
of food production and distribution on a world
scale [which] connects producers and consumers
across the world in a stable trading arrangement'' (McMichael, 1996, p. 58).
This paper sets out to explain the conversion
of national beef industries within the Paci®c
Basin into a geographically coherent industry.
In so doing, the paper aims to contribute to the
understanding of an emerging third food
regime by analyzing corporate strategies and
how they structure industrial and consumer
markets. The behavior of beefpacking ®rms
and national state actors illustrates crucial
aspects of the globalization project associated
with successive food regimes (McMichael,
1996). While this paper argues that a global
beefpacking industry in the Paci®c Basin has
emerged, national markets for beef persist.
These markets re¯ect the cultural variation of
consumer preferences, the complex of related
structural factors such as dominant methods
for wholesaling, distribution and retailing, and
the political decisions that bring national
markets into beingÐincluding the roles
assigned to local production and imported
product (for example treating beef as a luxury
import, but still preserving the highest status to
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culturally speci®c local production such as
Waygu beef in Japan).
Although the notion that markets are only
brought into being through a large number of
political actions is readily accepted in social
science, such a claim still clashes with much
mainstream neoclassical literature. As a way of
encountering this and the market fetishism of
much neoliberal ideology this paper argues for
understanding markets as social constructsÐ
not as some ``natural'' entity which exists prior
to the model or investigation (see Mirowski,
1994; McCloskey, 1989, 1994). The US and
Australian governments have exerted considerable negotiating power on behalf of the
beefpacking industry to ``open'' markets in
East Asia. Ironically such actions simply redirect ``managed trade''Ða derisory term often
applied by US trade negotiators to describe the
role of East Asian national governments. For
their part the governments of Japan, South
Korea and Taiwan have protected small
indigenous beef industries and subsidized the
importation of feed to maintain these culturally
important and politically powerful industries.
At the same time large Japanese keiretsu with
trading houses, domestic distribution businesses and diverse agribusiness holdings
throughout the Paci®c Basin (e.g., Mitsubishi,
Nippon Meats) have become signi®cant
importers of Australian and US-grown beef
(Bolling, 1991; Morison, 1993; Francis, 1997).
These businesses also exert signi®cant in¯uence
on the decision±making processes of the Japanese state, ultimately eecting the structure of
the whole Paci®c Basin industry. Meanwhile
US corporations such as IBP, ConAgra and
Cargill have extracted a wide range of tax
concessions and other bene®ts from the state
and federal governments of Australia, Argentina, Brazil and the United States, in¯uencing
business plans and the space economy of the
industry.
Firm strategy has a long-term eect on
industry structure and has the most immediate
in¯uence on labor conditions within the
industry and the manner in which beef is
consumed. In a further disruption of mainstream neoclassical economics analytical categories I adopt methodologies from industrial
organization theory and related industrial
geography literature to analyze ®rm-level
behavior in this period of globalization. My
purpose is to reveal how ideological and political factors cannot be readily separated from
the actions of ®rms as economic agents.

A further justi®cation for concentrating on
®rms as economic agents is the need to better
understand how the relentless pursuit of scale
economies is one of the most signi®cant forces
shaping the structure of the industry. Indeed it
is this attribute that compels ®rms to ®nd new
markets or increase demand for beef products
in existing markets. The realization of increasing returns to scale also helps explain the
periodic crises of overcapacity (idle plant), the
constant striving for technological innovations
(improving eciency) and the repressive
approaches to worker unionization eorts
(``labor management''). On a day-to-day basis
it is these issues that aect workers, farmers and
consumers most directly and ensure that a
handful of ®rms enjoy high levels of market
power. Indeed it is this structural attribute that
beefpacking shares with other manufacturing
industries and why consumers are urged to eat
more beef.
2. FOOD REGIME THEORY AND THE
PACIFIC BASIN BEEFPACKING
INDUSTRY
Australia, New Zealand and the United
States are the largest exporters in the Paci®c
Basin beef industry, accounting for over 90% of
total beef traded. The United States, Canada,
Japan, South Korea and Taiwan are the major
beef importers in the region (Reynolds et al.,
1994). Adherence to international livestock
health conventions, prevailing trade agreements
and the eect of transport costs helps explain
why the world trade in beef can be understood
as two largely independent circuits: the Paci®c
Basin and the European-based Atlantic circuit.
A de®ning characteristic of beef trade within the
Paci®c Basin is the regulatory criteria that each
national industry be free of endemic foot and
mouth diseaseÐa threat to the viability of the
Paci®c Basin beef industries rather than public
health. By international convention, countries
where the disease is endemic are not permitted
to export fresh (uncooked) beef to countries free
of foot and mouth. The EU has some industries
eected by foot-and-mouth disease, as does
South America. These industries tend to trade
small volumes among each other, although beef
production has exceeded demand within the EU
since the early 1980s (Reynolds et al., 1994).
Paci®c Basin beef importers obtain less than 5%
of their beef from non-Paci®c Basin industries,
transport costs outside the region are relatively

