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Increasing Food Costs for Consumers and Food

Programs Straining Pocketbooks
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‘Food prices putting squeeze
on families” blared one
headline (1), “Rise in food

osts highest since 1990” (2) was re-
orted by the Bloomberg News Ser-
ice, and The Wall Street Journal said
Higher food costs start to pinch con-
umers” (3). This flurry of media in-
erest was sparked by the greatest
ncrease in food prices in almost 20
ears.

VERALL FOOD COSTS INCREASING
ood costs increased more in 2007
han in the past 17 years. The Con-
umer Price Index (CPI), the measure
f change in consumer prices mea-
ured by the US Bureau of Labor Sta-
istics, increased 4% for food in 2007
ompared to 2.4% in both 2006 and
005 (4). This was the greatest in-
rease in food prices since 1990.

But looking solely at cost increase
y the CPI does not tell the whole
tory. For example, despite the in-
rease in the CPI, percent of dispos-
ble personal income spent on food by
amilies and individuals continues to
emain steady at almost 10% (5).
owever, this varies by income level

Figure 1), with the lowest income
racket spending 5% more on food
han the highest income bracket (6).

RICE INCREASES NOT CONSISTENT
CROSS FOOD GROUPS
nother perspective to consider is

hat food price increases are not equal
cross the different food groups. Eggs
aw the greatest increase in 2007—
8%—well above all other foods.
airy products saw price increases of
ver 7%, and many other food catego-

This article was written by Jen-
nifer A. Weber, MPH, RD, man-
ager of National Nutrition Policy,
in ADA’s Washington, DC, office.
o
doi: 10.1016/j.jada.2008.02.010

2008 by the American Dietetic Associat
ies experienced over 4% price
rowth, including beef and veal, poul-
ry, fish and seafood, fresh fruits, ce-
eals and bakery products, and non-
lcoholic beverages. Only pork and
ats and oils had growth of less than
% (7).
Recent research looking at the price

hanges in low- and high-calorie foods
lso indicate that food price increases
ary by food category. Low-calorie
oods (primarily fruits and vegeta-
les) cost 20% more in 2006 compared
o 2004, while calorie-dense foods in-
luding potato chips, cookies, and
andy bars cost 2% less over the same
-year time span (8).
This trend is expected to continue

hroughout 2008, with the CPI for
ood projected to increase 3% to 4%.
resh fruits and vegetables, cereals,
nd dairy products will continue to
ave greater than average price in-
reases, joined by fats and oil (7).

OOD PRICES AND FEDERAL FOOD
ROGRAMS
f you are feeling a pinch from in-
reased dairy prices, imagine the im-
act of a program serving 30 million
chool meals a day—with each meal
ncluding 8 oz of milk on the tray.

The largest portion of the US De-
artment of Agriculture (USDA) bud-
et (59% in 2008) goes to food and
utrition programs (9). These pro-
rams, which serve nearly one in five
mericans over the course of the
ear, provide food and nutrition edu-
ation for those that meet certain el-
gibility requirements. Since 2001,
unding for USDA food and nutrition
ssistance has increased by more
han 70%, to $59 billion (10).

UPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION PROGRAM
OR WOMEN, INFANTS, AND CHILDREN
WIC): A CASE STUDY
o consider the impact of food prices

n nutrition policy, let’s take a closer c

ion Journa
ook at WIC. This program provides
upplemental foods, nutrition educa-
ion, and health care referrals for low-
ncome, pregnant, postpartum, and
reastfeeding women and infants and
hildren up to age 5 years who are at
utritional risk.
There are two reasons that WIC

rovides an interesting snapshot of
he impact of increased food prices on
utrition policy:

WIC is a discretionary program,
meaning that all eligible are not au-
tomatically covered to participate
in the program. Funding is deter-
mined by Congress on an annual
basis. Changes in funding levels or
program costs have an impact on
the number of people that can be
served by the program.
WIC includes select foods as part of
the food package, allowing tracking
of food costs over time for the same
food packages. Benefits provided in
the food packages have been basi-
cally unchanged for years, but food
costs per person are steadily in-
creasing (Figure 2).

Federal and state agencies have be-
un taking various steps to control
IC program costs, including limit-

ng food package benefits, rationing
enefits, and capping services. In De-
ember 2007, Utah began implement-
ng additional restriction on their
ood packages by requiring beans in-
tead of peanut butter, and Montana
ut back on the amount of milk and
ggs some participants received (11).
tah and California were preparing

o ration WIC benefits by limiting el-
gibility in anticipation of budget
hortfalls in 2008.
To account for increased program

osts, the Office of Management and
udget has proposed capping nutri-

ion services funds at 25% in the last
everal federal budget proposals. This
ap would limit the nutrition services

onsidered so vital to the successful

l of the AMERICAN DIETETIC ASSOCIATION 615
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6

utcomes of the program and has
een rejected by Congress.
WIC advocates are concerned that

ncreasing food prices and budgetary
oncerns will slow implementation of
he new food packages released in De-
ember 2007. These new food pack-
ges, which add fruits, vegetables,
nd whole-grain options while de-
reasing dairy and juices, were de-
igned to be the same cost as the cur-
ent food packages.

WIC is not the only example. Other
ederal food assistance programs are
lso feeling the pinch of increasing
ood prices.

chool Meals
ccording to the School Nutrition As-
ociation, over 86% of school nutrition
irectors reported an increase in their
rograms’ food costs for the 2006/
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omen, Infants, and Children participant. Ad

utrition Service Programs (www.fns.usda.gov/pd

16 April 2008 Volume 108 Number 4
007 school year. Over 60% of school
utrition directors reported that the
ederal National School Lunch Pro-
ram reimbursement was not suffi-
ient to cover the cost of producing a
eal (12).

ood Stamps
he Food Stamp Program provides
onthly benefits to low-income fami-

ies to purchase foods, not food itself.
et food costs also impact this pro-
ram and its participants. Food
tamp benefits are based on the cost
f a USDA market basket of food,
nown as the Thrifty Food Plan (Fig-
re 3). Benefits are indexed to infla-
ion so increasing food costs increase
rogram costs. However, in this pro-
ram, much of the burden of in-
reased food prices also falls to the
rogram participants. The $10 mini-

le Quintile
3

Quintile
4

Quintile
5

 of income before taxes

decreases as income increases. Adapted from

FY 2005 FY 2006 FY 2007

iscal Year (FY)

er Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
ed from the Annual Summary of Food and
C/annual.htm).
um benefit has not been adjusted
or inflation in 30 years. As a result,
any elderly individuals, couples,

nd people with disabilities can pur-
hase only one third as much food as
hey could when the minimum benefit
ent into effect.

he Emergency Food Assistance Program
he funding available for commodity
urchases for The Emergency Food As-
istance Program does not increase
ith inflation, so that food banks and

heir supported emergency feeding
ites receive fewer resources as food
rices increase. Food banks nationwide
eport that inventory is rapidly dwin-
ling as federal food support declines.
trong agricultural markets (ie, food
rices) have led to drastic reductions in
ood purchased and distributed by the
ederal government (13).

MPACT OF INCREASING COSTS ON
OOD PROGRAMS
s food costs increase, administrators
t the federal, state, and local level
re facing tough decisions. As with
he WIC example, options for ad-
ressing budgetary concerns include
imiting food options, rationing bene-
ts, or reducing administrative and
ducation services.
Another option is to look for money

rom other programs. In most cases
his comes from within existing food
nd nutrition programs. For example,
t the federal level, the WIC program
s competing for the same pool of
unds as food safety and labeling pro-
rams at the Food and Drug Admin-
stration and USDA-funded food and
utrition research.

HE CHALLENGE AHEAD
ncreased food costs are requiring
onsumers and governments to prior-
tize spending. Agencies face tough
ecisions about reducing benefits,
imiting participation, and changing
ligibility requirements to accommo-
ate increased food costs within the
urrent budget.
Increased food costs have a ripple

ffect beyond food assistance pro-
rams. Research programs and food
afety activities are competing with
ome of the federal feeding programs
or the same pool of money—putting
nti
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merican Dietetic Association in the
ifficult position of prioritizing be-
ween necessary and foundational
utrition research, vital food safety
ctivities, and food and nutrition ser-
ices for needy women and children.
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