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The weather is a topic about which
nearly everyone readily comments
or has an opinion. Today another
topic has emerged to rival it for
people’s attention. That topic is
food costs, Both the weather and
food are items which affect every-
one, 5o it should not be surprising
that these two subjects share the
Histinction of being the concern of
everyone,

Since most people understand little
more about the ingredients affect-
ing food costs than they do about
thase affecting the weather, it
should he worthwhile to analvze
brieflv the factors that determine
food costs. I propose to highlight
onlv a few major factors often
overlooked by people who com-
plain about rising food costs.

First, tor a number of vears agri-
cultural science administrators, in
justifving the continuing invest-
ment of public funds for research
activities, have emphasized the rel-
atively small part of total family
income that U.8. citizens spend for
food, This been justifiably
attributed  in  large part to  the
adoption by our food producers of
ideas and practices resulting from
agricultural research. People acous-
tomed to hearing this hoast now
cenerally believe that food shounld
be clicap.
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There’s No Such Thing as a Free Lunch

Second, as recently as about 75
years ago, nearly 90 pereent of our
population lived in rural communi-
ties or on farms, where they either
produced food for themselves and
a fow others or were close to where
food was produced. Today only
about 3 percent of our people still
participate in the production of
food, and most of the other 95
pereent live far away from food
producing areas.

Thired, food has today become an
important item ol international
trade and commerce for the U.S. Tt
brings income into the U.S. and is
one of the few items of internation-
al trade which compete favorably
with other nations” products in the
world market.

Fourth, with so few people needed
to produce the abundant U.S. sup-
plv of food, many labor-saving
devices and practices are essential
ingredients in the agricultural sys-
tem,

What has all of this to do with food
costs? Quite a bit!

As tewer people are engaged in
producing food and more peaple
have moved further awayv from its
sonrce, more people have by ne-
cessity become involved in prepar-
ing and delivering that farm prod-
uct to the table of the consumer, At
the same time, fewer farmers are
now required to produce more food
to neet the demand. This change
has been possible  through  in-
creased size of farming units, in-
creased use of energy, machinery
urkl chemicals, and the develop-
ment of higher vielding plants and
animals.

The increased use of labor-saving
devices aned practices, particularly
those involving chemicals and
mass production techniques, have
raised gnestions in the minds of
many about what we are doing to
the state and beauty of our re-
sources. As a result of these ques-
tions, numerous environmental
cquality and food safety regulations

now e¢nacted have curtailed  or
banned the uvse of these aids to
food production. In many cases

substitutes are not vet available or
even conceived, so either produc-
tion will be reduced, or more
expensive labor-intensive practices
will be required,

The major point T wish to make is
that today many more people are
handling the food product hetween
the farmer and the consumer than
was the case only a few decades
ago. This is necessary in the type
of society that exists in the U.S,
taday. No one denies the right for
every person to expect a living
wage for his or her endeavors, and
the mujor part of today’s tood costs
are the wages of people who han-
dle the farm product after it is
produced. We should not be sur-
prised then to find food costs
rising as the level of income of the
wage earner increases. Other im-
portant cost factors in foad produc-
tion are the rising costs of energy,
machinery, transportation, and ris-
ing interest rates. Food will still
remain a low-cost itemn compared
with other items that Americans
purchase for necessity, comfort,
and recreation, due in large part to
the continuing concern by agricul-
tural research scientists about prob-
tems which hinder our food pro-
duction. However, “there ix no
such thing as a free lunch!”
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