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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION.  The media has recently been filled with reports on food costs. These reports have been sparked by the greatest increase in food prices in almost 20 years. Limited resource individuals and families and government food programs feel the rise in food prices the most.
Overall Food Costs Increasing
Food costs increased more in 2007 than in the past 17 years. The Consumer Price Index (CPI), the measure of change in consumer prices measured by the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, increased 4% for food in 2007 compared to 2.4% in both 2006 and 2005. This was the greatest increase in food prices since 1990.

Just looking at cost increase by the CPI is not the whole story. Despite the increase in the CPI, the percent of disposable personal income spent on food by individuals and families remained steady at almost 10%. However, this varied by income level, with the lowest income levels spending 5% more on food than the highest income levels.

Price Increases Not Consistent Across Food Groups 

Food prices are not increasing equally across different food groups. Eggs saw the greatest increase in 2007 with a 28% increase, well above all other foods. Dairy products saw a price increase of over 7%, and many other food had over 4% price growth, including beef and veal, poultry, fish and seafood, fresh fruits, cereals and bakery products, and nonalcoholic beverages. Only pork and fats and oils had growth of less than 3%.

Recent research also found changes in food prices varied between low- and high-calorie foods. Low-calorie foods (primarily fruits and vegetables) cost 20% more in 2006 compared to 2004, whereas high-calorie foods including potato chips, cookies, and candy bars cost 2% less over the same 2-year time span. This trend is expected to continue throughout 2008, while the CPI for food is projected to increase 3% to 4%. Fresh fruits and vegetables, cereals, and dairy products will continue to have greater than average price increases, joined by fats and oil.

The Challenge Ahead

Increasing food costs are requiring consumers and government food programs to prioritize spending. Agencies are facing tough decisions in terms of reducing benefits, limiting participation, and changing eligibility requirements to accommodate increased food costs within the current budget.

Increased food costs are also having effects beyond food assistance programs. Research programs and food safety activities are competing with some of the federal food programs for the same pool of money. This is putting Congress in the difficult position of prioritizing between necessary nutrition research, vital food safety activities, and food and nutrition services.
