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C. C. WEBBER

Mr. Webber deeply regrets his inability to deliver this
address in person. It was to have been his supreme appeal
on behalf of a prostrate agriculture and depressed business
for the speedy completion of our waterways to aid in
reviving trade and commerce throughout the Nation. The
completion of our national inland waterways system, includ-
ing the upper Mississippi nine-foot channel project, for
which Mr. Webber has labored so earnestly and for many
years and which in part has caused his recent serious illness,
awaits a sound governmental financial program, In this
economic crisis Mr. Webber believes that the Northwest
should know what it and the Nation have at stake in this
great internal improvement program. Therefore he has
asked that his appeal be read in his name.

A. C. Wirrup, General Counsel,
Upper Mississippi Barge Line Co.



PROGRESS OR STAGNATION

An Address by
C. C. WEBBER

My attention was called the other day to a sign done in red, white and blue colors, which
read, “I am sold on America, I won’t talk depression!” For this patriotic paradox, if we must
have a slogan, I suggest this less ostrich-like if lengthier expression:

“] believe in America, her Government and her institutions; to insure their
perpetuation I will seek the reasons for existing conditions, study proposed reme-
dies and advocate sound policies for recovery with all the energy I possess; thus
will I be a true American.”

The prostration of agriculture, the dislocation of industry, unemployment and consequent
diminished purchasing power—these are not conditions to be remedied by the slow working
of time. They represent issues which face those of us now active in commercial and public
affairs. It would be a strange procedure to leave to future generations the solution of prob-
lems which put our present business and investments to the hazard of loss or annihilation.

A National Crisis

As a Nation we are committed to a social order resting upon the right of private prop-
erty, but at the present time we are facing a crisis which threatens the very foundation of
our social fabric. We have a surplus of substantially everything grown, produced or manu-
factured in this country, the Nation’s coffers are bulging with gold, our people are willing to
work; yet we have widespread destitution, hunger and cold, and increasing unemployment.
I propose to discuss the relation of transportation to these conditions, especially to farming
and business conditions in the Midwest and the Northwest.

Two impelling considerations stand out in bold relief against the maze of problems which
beset our Nation today, first, that the turning of the tide of depression must begin with the
farmer and that the income and purchasing power of the great mass of the people must be
restored before we can hope for any improvement over present conditions, These considera-
tions are inescapable and those who, because of preconceived notions or considerations of
expediency, oppose measures that will aid our basic agricultural industry or which will
employ our idle people will cause worse conditions than now exist to sweep over our country.

The Controlling Factor

Transportation is so closely interwoven in the modern processes of production and dis-
tribution that it affects every article of commerce. In fact, under modern conditions transpor-
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tation performs a public service because it controls the exchange of products between
various sections of the country and the world. Rates measure and circumscribe the trading
area—the market of the producer. Any barrier or obstruction placed in the channels of trans-
portation, such as excessively high freight rates, must to that extent limit or destroy the
opportunities for an exchange of commodities between producer and consumer and corre-
spondingly lower the purchasing power of the masses and the prevailing standard of living.
And since one section cannot continue to prosper while others in the same commonwealth
are in distress and deprived of an income, these unbalanced conditions must sooner or later
become general and result in under-consumption, with its corollary—over-production. That
is the condition which prevails today. The task of restoring the equilibrium between pro-
duction and consumption and of removing the inequalities that forced them apart, belongs
primarily to transportation. Therefore, the economic life of our Nation, and especially of
those sections that are handicapped by great distances from the centers of consumption,
depends on the practical development of every form of transportation upon the basis of the
cost and value of the service capable of being performed by each.

Landlocked

From the flagpole on the Agricultural College campus at Fargo, it is over 1,500 miles
to the Atlantic Ocean, to the Pacific Ocean, to Hudson Bay, and to the Gulf of Mexico. We
are in a landlocked area, far from the seaboard. Our products, to be of any value, must reach
the consumer, and the centers of consumption are on the seacoast or in foreign lands.

Transportation Costs Crushing Agriculture

In the United States, and more particularly in the Midwest, agriculture is the principal
industry, the basic industry, and upon its welfare largely hinges the prosperity of the other
groups. The farmer, as a class, is the biggest shipper in the world, and pays freight on his
products for a longer distance than any other shipper. As a rule, he has no control over his
selling price, cither foreign or domestic; that is fixed in the world’s markets. The farmer is
now concededly operating at a loss, and is therefore vitally interested, not only in the relative
level of freight rates, but in the primary cost of every form of transportation which is
deducted from his selling price or added to his costs. Industry and commerce, particularly
in the agricultural states, are to a large extent dependent for their markets on the net income
or purchasing power of the farmer. They are, therefore, equally interested in the reduction of
the farmer’s costs and in the restoration of his income.

To illustrate the crushing weight of present transportation costs on the Middle West
and Northwestern farmer, let us take the case of the farmer at Shelby, Montana. On Feb-
ruary 24th, last, the price of rye at the Minneapolis terminal market was 4234 cents. The
farmer at Shelby, Montana, paid 23.24 cents freight and 3.55 cents intermediate handling
charges, which netted him 16 cents per bushel at the elevator at Shelby. From this local
price of 16 cents he must deduct the cost of plowing, seeding, harvesting, twine, threshing °
and hauling to market. The transportation rate on wheat from Shelby to Minneapolis is
slightly higher, 24.90 cents per bushel. It is apparent that the cost of transportation is the
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greatest single factor affecting the farmer’s income. Disaster has only been averted in the
past by the utilizatio'. of the cheaper water transportation available between the farm and
the terminal marke.. At recent hearings before the Interstate Commerce Commission it was
shown that a bushel of wheat or durum, carried from the farm in Montana on its way to
Liverpool, pays 32.20 cents to the railroads for a haul of 1,394 miles, while the inland water
and ocean lines, privately owned and operated, carry the same bushel a distance.of 4,041
miles farther to its destination at a cost of 9.52 cents, including all transfer and terminal
charges. The revenue accruing to the railroads participating in this movement is, therefore,
7.69 mills per ton-mile and the revenue to the water lines is 0.78 mills per ton-mile, or
approximately one-tenth of the rail cost. The material savings due to the low cost of water
transportation have enabled the railroads to handle this tonnage in spite of their higher rates.
In other words, without the aid of this cheap water transportation, the farm products of the
Midwest and Northwest could not move in foreign commerce and rail tonnage and revenue

would be correspondingly reduced.

The Special Board of Engineers, in their report upon which Congress adopted the Upper
Mississippi nine-foot channel project, estimated that 4,500,000 tons of grain will move
annually upon an improved upper Mississippi River, at a saving of $4,000,000 in transporta-
tion costs. Then they make this significant statement:

“The situation in the upper Mississippi Valley is peculiar. This great inland
domain, as large as the European nations of Germany, France, Italy, and Great
Britain combined, is distinctly agricultural. The postwar increase in rail rates has
forced this area, which annually produces over a billion bushels of grain and exports
nearly 100,000,000 bushels, to do its marketing almost entirely through one market.
In this monopolization the grain producer has had little choice but to sell at one
price to the one market. There exists no actual competition between the great grain
markets of Minneapolis and Duluth, for the transportation rates of overland rail
routes compared to rates on the lakes prevent such competition. Without this com-
petition the full benefits of low transportation costs on the lakes are not reflected
in an increased return to the producer.”

Therefore, the completion of the nine-foot channel project to the Twin Cities, now author-
ized by Congress and under construction, will give to northwest agriculture the choice of
the lake market at Duluth or the river market at the Twin Cities. And the price at both of
these markets is controlled by the transportation costs to Liverpool, the world market. With-
out these cheap water outlets, grain farming in the Northwest will soon become impossible
because of the great distance of these grain fields from the world markets which fix the
price to be paid for grain at the farm.

What About Industry?

We speak feelingly of “building up industry in the midst of agriculture,” but nothing
could be more remote from the practical effects of present railroad rate-making tendencies.
Take steel and coal, which are of course commodities essential to any industrial community.
Practically all iron and steel used in the Northwest is bought on the Chicago base price plus
the freight from Chicago. In 1908 the carload rate on iron and steel from Chicago to the
Twin Cities was 14 cents per 100 pounds. Successive advances have brought this rate to 41
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