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1 Introduction

It has been seven years between editions. The Real Cos%‘ of CZegp food
first appeared in 2011, on the heels of the Great Re,cessmn an y :mpgla
time of near-record food prices according to the FAO s.(Food aln grlc.uci
ture Organization) food price index (see Ta.ble.l.l). This wezlsfa S(:ja'l perlol_
of record gas prices. Shortly before its pubh.catlon, the fame‘ 00 102115;18)
ist and frequent New York Times contrlbgtor, M”ark Blttman1 ( th,
declared, “The era of cheap, abundant food is over. Tyvo df:ysh athr,d e;
venerable magazine The Atlantic published.an ar.tlcle titled “The En Z
Cheap Food?” (Fromson 2010). Headlines like this led a cqlleague to ask,
just before the first edition came out, if the book was published ten years
; .
tOol—iéiir'ifi'sight is 20/20. In the years since the first edition, the 1ssu<}31§ cove}rled
in The Real Cost of Cheap Food have not gone away. If'anytl‘mg,ltl ey
have become more pertinent as globali;atlgn and neoliberalism have
strengthened the hand of transnational agribusiness. _—
What do I mean by cheap food? And why am I against it apa o
To begin, cheap food means exactly what you would think }t nzilg t—.
rock-bottom retail-priced food. I can hear proponents of cheap (1)1([)) .no'vx.
“What’s wrong with that? Cheap food, in this sense, enhances wellbeing!

Does it?

I have actually done considerable research on the subject of Fhe lé:lé::t‘l)(l:‘l[;
ships between conventional (cheap) food pphcy and prusPentH Jan a
2013), The findings do not fit the narratives we are bemg. ed lu e
subject. Here is a taste of whzlalr I dilscovered—you 1l have to read bey

i if you want the full meal. .
thlfl";};all—jlfgpl}ff}ll’lanet Index (HPI) is a prosper.ity metric that .takes 1ptfo i(')nr;
sideration a country’s life expectancy at birth, general life satisfac 1to
score, and ecological footprint. A high. HPI.score thus reﬂec;s a c<1)1;2 Ort)_f
with high life expectancy, high life satisfaction, and low ecologica o
print. Figure 1.1 plots the relationship between HPI and averlagle pve(;;:eare
age of disposable household income spent on food (see Box 1.1).




2 Introduction

Table 1.1 FAO Food Price Index, 1961-2014

Year

Nominal Pri i
mal Price Index (non adjusted) Real Price Index (adjusted for inflation)

(2002-2004 = 100)
1961 33.2
131.7

1962 32.8
1963 34.6 128.0
1964 36.3 137.4
1965 36.5 1422
1966 37.0 141.5
1967 366 138.2
1968 35.0 1357
1969 36.6 130.8
1970 38.4 129.9
1972 443 130.1
1973 60.0 128.8
1974 86.2 150.5
1975 92.0 177.4
1976 79.5 170.
1977 79.0 145.5
1978 87.9 133.9
1979 98.0 128.2
1980 109.1 128.1
1981 106.6 129.7
1982 93.8 126.5
1983 89.1 114.8
1984 91.9 111.9
1985 83.1 118.1
1986 82.4 107.8
1987 85.0 93.0
1988 95.9 87.6
1989 101.1 92.8

1990 107.2 98.4

1991 105.0 100.4
1992 109.2 98.7
1993 105.5 101.1
1994 110.3 97.1

1995 1253 101.3
1996 131.1 105.3
1997 120.3 113.7
1998 108.6 111.3
1999 935 105.6
2000 91.1 92.6

2001 94.6 92.4

2002 89.6 101.0
2003 97.7 96.2

2004 112.7 98.1

2005 118.0 105.0
2006 127.2 106.8
2007 161.4 112.7
2008 2014 134.6
2009 160.3 155.7
2010 188.0 132.8
2011 229.9 150.7
2012 2133 169.1

2013 209.8 158.8
2014 201.8 158.5
2015 164.0 152.0
2016 160.6 %%gg

Source: FAQ 2017,
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Figure 1.1 Relationship between HPI and average percentage of disposable house-
hold income spent on food.

Source: Adapted from Carolan 2013,

told that countries whose citizens spend the smallest share of their incomes
on food also have the highest levels of prosperity, which I would expect to
mean that they would have envious HPI scores. In fact, countries with the
cheapest food report some of the lowest HPI numbers. There’s nothing to
be envious of in that.

Let us pull on this thread a little longer and see what else from the conven-

tional food narrative comes apart. As you will read in further detail in later
chapters, conventional agrifood policy largely does not discriminate between
calories. So: more is almost always better. To investigate the wisdom of this
practice empirically, I plotted the relationship between a country’s daily
average per capita consumption of oils, fats, and sugars and life satisfaction—
Figure 1.2. (As we will discuss later, oils, fats, and sugars are exactly the foods
that conventional practices and policies are best at making “cheap.”) As the
image illustrates, the consumption of oils, fats, and sugars is positively corre-
lated to life satisfaction in the left half of the figure. It is hard to feel well-off if
you are starved, even from foods deemed “unhealthy,” though you do need
some level of these elements to survive. However, at levels greater than
roughly 900 calories per capita there is no positive bearing on life satisfaction.
In fact, beyond this point the relationship turns slightly negative.

Now let us look at the relationship between daily average per capita
consumption of oils, fats, and sugars and average percentage of disposable
household income spent on food. We are doing this to help us better
understand what we saw in Figure 1.1, where we are shown that really
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Box 1.1 Percent of disposable annual income spent on food—a
figure worth celebrating?

Those of us in affluent nations spend less of our annual incomes today on
food than any previous generation. The percentage of disposable income
spent on food within the US has steadily decreased since 1947, Since 1970,
the percentage of disposable income spent on all food in the US dropped
from 13.9 to below 10 percent—the recent figure ranges anywhere between
6.7 and 9.9 percent, depending on who calculates it (see e.g., Barclay 201S5;
USDA 2016a). This decrease is even more remarkable given that more than
half (50.1 percent) of what US consumers spend on food is spent eating away
from home—30 years ago that figure was 34 percent and 50 years ago it was
25 percent (USDA 2016b). Let’s not forget, however, that this is an aggregate
figure. The less you make, the bigger your food spending will be relative to
your income. In 2013, the lowest income bracket in the US spent roughly
$3,655 annually on food, or 36 percent of total income. Meanwhile, those in
the highest income bracket were spending approximately $11,000 annually
on food—only 8 percent of their earnings,

For some points of international comparison: residents of the Philippines
and Guatemala spend about 40 percent of their disposable income on food,
whereas the French and Japanese spend about 14 percent (Barclay 2015). To
quote a USDA agriculture economist, after having presented this data to a
reporter during an interview: “Food is still a good bargain for the American
consumer” (ibid.).

We are not just consumers, however. We are also citizens, who have to
live with, and pay for—sometimes even with our lives—the costs of cheap
food. To quote Diep Tran | 2017), a journalist and somcone who cones from
a family of restaurant owners, riling against cheap food lists that food critics

like to pull together, especially those involving food from Immigrant
restaurateurs:

This view of people of color as sources of “cheap” labor bleeds into our
restaurant culture: Immigrant food is often expected to be cheap,
because, implicitly, the labor that produces it is expected to be cheap,
because that labor has historically been cheap, And so pulling together a
“cheap cats” list rather than, say, an “affordable eats” list both invokes

that history and reinforces it by prioritizing price at the expense of
labor.

That is what this book is about: all those costs we ignore when in search of
cheap eats,

cheap food is actually negatively associated with wellbeing. As Figure 1.3
illustrates, as oils, fats, and sugars become cheaper—the very calories that

become cheapest as food systems “modernize”—we tend to consume them
at greater levels.
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6 Introduction

A recently published analysis supports this point that conventional food
policy really only makes certain foods cheap. Looking at ten different
countries, the authors concluded that healthy food in all sites studied cost
more than less healthy foods. In the authors® words, “This meta-analysis
provides the best evidence until today of price differences of healthier vs.
less healthy foods/diet patterns, highlighting the challenges and opportun-
ities for reducing financial barriers to healthy eating” (Rao et al. 2013),
Most of our metrics used to identify which countries have the “cheapest”
food are actually measuring cheap calories, We ought to know better, as
cheap calories do not make for a healthy, sustainable, well-off, and happy
foodscape.

Cheap is not the same as inexpensive. This leads me to the book’s thesis:
we cannot afford cheap food. Cheapness is part of the problem, rather
than something to be praised and replicated around the world—an unsus-
tainable example of market and social failures of the first order, We need
inexpensive food, food we can afford, and food that affords us certain cap-
abilities (see Box 1.2). Changing the debate over food from being about
cheapness to about affordability allows us to seriously ask questions such
as “Can we afford cheap food?” and “What exactly does cheap food
afford us?”

Cheap food also refers to the de-contextualization of whar we eat. The
fact that cheap food costs us dearly, and yet those costs are not clear to us,
speaks to just how invisible our foodscapes remain to all of us, At one
level, then, we can think about cheap food as a euphemism for myopic
economic accounting practices, exemplified by the thinking that the price
of a food item at the grocery store reflects its full cost. This is the most
obvious angle from which to critique cheap food. Critical food scholars,
food and environmental activists, and ecological economists have been
arguing for decades about how our practices of food production and con-
sumption rest upon the market (and us) turning a blind eye to many of its
costs (see, for example, Carolan 2013; Tegtmeier and Duffy 2004).

Yet the marker does not a world make. To say that cheap food is only
the result of externalizing costs, minimizes—dare | say, cheapens—our
understanding of the world. It assumes that there is a marker solution to
the problems that compel me to write this book. It assumes that if only we
could assign the right price to those things currently externalized, we will
solve the problem of cheap food. To call a cost “externalized” also hides,
through mystifying econometric language, the fact that certain people are
paying for those costs now. And what, precisely, are these costs external
to? I worry we become less interested in costs when tagged with this
adjunctive. That is typically how we react to things said to be external. We
build homes to protect ourselves from the elements, and to make sure that
they remain, outside. The goal: to create a safe place to live, eat, and sleep,

When it comes to food, we are paying those costs now. All of us, though
some are certainly paying more dearly than others.

Introduction 7

Box 1.2 Do people have a right to food?

Olivier De Schutter served as the United Nations Special Rapporteur 1n tﬁe
right to food from 2008 to 2014, (For those whg do not speak French, the
term rapporteur is a French-derived word for an investigator who repoiits ltlo
a deliberative body.) In that role, De Schutter helped governments an1 t s
United Nations General Assembly identify how to best address 1ssue:iire a;e
to food insecurity. He was (and still is) a vocal proponent of the idea t at
humans have a fundamental right to food. The following is a short except
from an interview with The Nation where he speaks on the subject.

Question: Why hasn’t the concept of the right to food gained more trac-
i in the United States?

moré)lllie\fieermDe Schutter: It’s extremely difficult to get the concept o.f thi
right to food across in the United States bec%ius:, of your constitutiona

tradition that sees human rights as “negative rlghts—nghm against
government—not “positive” rights that can be used to oblige ggve;r.l-
ment to take action to secure people’s livelihoods. So F:mbedded is this
in your constitutional culture that the concept that s.oc1a1 and ec.or;l(zsmtlg
rights are real rights is generally not accepted. While hu(;nan rig "o
health, education, social security or.food are guaranteedtoda}cl:e 0
extent through legislation, they are still seen as suspef:t.'ln ez , the pf -
tective role of government is denounced as pgterpallstlc and (;,lven, old
lowing Hayek, as paving the way for totalitarianism: such rights cou

empower courts against the executive in ways perceived as

undemocratic. . o
I disagree. Real freedom can be achieved only when individuals are

shielded against the most serious exclusions catlu.sed by the bmgrkft.
Rights have been invented precisely because majorities can act abusively,

inoriti ivileged.
ili t the needs of minorities and the underprivileg
feling o espec Source: Adopted from Lappe 2011.

Since T am on the topic of defining my terms, here is another onfz f(ilcijr
scape. This is a change from the first edition, whf?re tlllle more fzrrgiliar
food system was used. I have mov;d away from using the rg?redsca .
“food system” in recent years, opting instead for the te.rrrz1 }?O \ leir.l
The former, I believe, is too narrow for what I have in min VZ[ hen }? i _g
about the subject, often reducing the lif.e of food to a commoF 1tydc. aa -
producers, processors, distributors, retallgrs, and consumersl. 00 ellsation_
more complex than that, involving questions of power, cu”tur? fi g
ships, feelings, citizenship, politics, and more. .A —sczpe tre, i(:,irls i
fluid, irregular, and contested networks, practices, adn I'nilge;o) il
that help give meaning and shape to our worlq (Appadurai 0). e
about foodscapes means applying this expansive gaze to questi%ris7
to what and how we eat and why we eat what we do (Carolan ).
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It is not easy to think about food in this way, especially given how we
have been socialized to see food narrowly. We tend to reduce “it"—that’s
another problem, we think about food as an it—to something like its calo-
ries or ounces per dollar, Nutrition Facts, or fat content. (Who cares about
whether a food affords capabilities, does it have trans-fats?) To nudge stu-
dents in another direction, I will ask them the nebulous question, “ Whesn is
food?” The question plays on something Yrj6 Engestrom (1990) asked
almost 30 years ago. In a paper entitled “When is a tool?,” Engestrém
illustrates how a tool is not a thing with fixed attributes, but an artifact
that becomes a tool in practice. A tool, therefore, emerges in situ; it is an
effect of practice, cultural conventions, and embodied knowledge and sen-
timents (Carolan 2011). Asking, “What is food?,” assumes too much,
viewing food as a thing, 2 noun—an it. But as Harris (1986: 13) reminds
us, “We can eat and digest everything from rancid mammary gland secre-
tions to fungi to rocks (or cheese, mushrooms, and salt if you prefer euphe-
misms).” The question “When js food?” situates food as part of, rather
than apart from, this ever-fluid, always-contested context—a —scape.

And another term: affordability. T am thinking here of the term’s ori-
ginal meaning, which originates from the Old English word geforthian: o
carry out. Affordability, following this usage, speaks to an artifact’s
enabling ability. Just like the sun affords plants the energy to grow, | want
a foodscape that affords people and nations the capabilities to develop and
enhance their overall wellbeing. Thinking of food in this manner, as some-
thing that affords society and individuals certain (in-) capabilities, allows
for a more honest discussion to take place about what we want from food
and whether the current system can achieve those ends. Rather than afford-

ing those most in need of greater food security and sovereignty, cheap food
has had just the opposite effect,

Cheap food disables. We need food that enables.

The audience

When you write you always need to think about your audience, When
putting together this book—now for the second time—I had in mind an
international audience. For this reason, I tried not to limit its focus to any
one country in order to increase its appeal to, and impact upon, the global
community. That said, certain chapters do take a long hard look at the Us,
in terms of its policies and practices. This simply cannot be avoided given
its pivotal role in the world system. Thus, when focus is on the US, the
intent is not to make the discussion only about the food policies and prac-
tices of this country, but to shine light on why today’s food systemn looks
like it does in terms of creating global winners and losers, The reader can
be assured that the trip ahead will take them around the world,

[ also imagined my students as well as the thousands of people who I
either formally interview or informally speak to annually about food. The
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writing style, the content covered, and .the examples given ha};f; all bzfir_l
informed by my years studying and talking aboqt fo'odscapes. is expe
e es from time in the classroom to laboring in the field conducting
e ral?g advising policymakers and politicians, and while out on ‘the
e ,ircuit talking to people about how, what, and why they eat. Since
le?l;; Call students in some way, I hope thé end product resonates both
w
insi i demy.
msidaels?)n}ilo(;leltt:lllii ;1}11; 3g:abul;,ry, by framing the argument around the cosz:s
and affordability of our food system, is something that prop(élneq:iscsi ;occ[lla:; s
conventional foodscapes can relate_to. I know proponefr;ts :liln clrll S th};
food all share an interest in makmg peop!e be.:tter off, t Qlﬁg a A
question of how benefits gets distrlbuFed is tricky and without co?geti to.
When writing this book, I have tried to imagine how sorr}epnﬁ sympatt eti g :
more conventional foodscapes might be persuaded to revisit their con(;nctr ;15_
Those already critical of how food is produced, traded, processeto, feeai -
ported, and consumed will find in Fhls bqok plenty mo}ie flealzoni ek
they do. I am also deeply interested in talkmg to those who '(;1 ) B thle)m or
the dominant foodscape, warts and all. This book, I hope, wi }clau e
re-evaluate their mental models that cqrrently lead themltq t etc
that cheap is synonymous with inexpgnswe. It most certainly is Ecl) . _——
The dominant food system socializes many of its costs, while si e
eously privatizing the majority of its bepeﬁts. It perpetuates 1a Zirllfs? -
socialism, actually—cost socialism. Thlls is not only egregious ytha t] e
makes for bad policy when the goa'l is to mgke foodscapes
people, households, and entire countries the ability to prosper.

Chapter overview

Chapter 2 focuses upon the idea that affordable food is food that afflords
people the capabilities to pull themselves out of poverty and devc.alop ahong
trajectories of their own choosing. Specifically, the chapter exarlmnesfcf:1 ea;z
food through the lens of international development. In many less-a ute?rl
countries, poverty is concentrated in rural areas. A popular argumen N
some development circles is that rural poverty in poorer nat}oriis caE ¢
alleviated by increasing the productivity—alw?ys with glgh—Prlceostteza; #
i ’ ll-scale farmers. This is m
logy and inputs—of the world’s sma : : s oSt iEaR
i ing ri having their land absorbed by larg
achieved by getting rid of them and ' o
lberg 2008; Pinstrup-Anderse
l oducers (see, for example, Paar : '
;C()aOfZ:-F;hang 20135). ’This strategy has been a disaster on néul}tllple lgyeltss,
’ ’ in affluent countries. Other subjec
for the world’s poor but also for those in a subj
di;cussed in this chapter include the WTO (\X/oIrlc(ljl .Tracc:l}c;.OrgamdzaSti)ouri)ﬁ
i i ina, an
ise and impact of BRICS (Brazil, Russia, In ia, 3, a '
E’l:ferizzlisew}?o havle)t collectively had some success exerting their Wlll f'llg(atht
the W",FO) food dependency as a geopolitical strategy for countries like the
d .
US, and the politics of food aid.
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Chapter 3 examines cheap food’s links, as both a cause and consequence
of, conflict. If you were to overlay the map created by the United Nations
that marks the world’s hunger hot spots and its map marking extreme con-
flict and violence around the world they are close to an identical match
(Gustafson 2015). Disruption also begets more disruption ... and more
hunger. Millions of people, many of whom are children, become refugees
in those situations when hunger and violence hotspots converge. Without
aid and support, whether by domestic agencies or international bodies, a
refugee crisis can lead to further instability, hunger, and violence in the
region—that said, food aid is not a panacea either, as [ discuss. Finally,
terrorism: cheap food has links to that too. When a parent’s children are
starving they may do things for food they would never dream of doing
otherwise. Knowing this, terrorist groups have exploited these needs in
their recruitment tactics (Adebayo et al. 2016). This gives new meaning to
the slogan “food not bombs,” The relationship between food security and
national security is only beginning ro be explored, though we have known
of this link for quite some time—after all, the theme of the 1999 World
Food Prize was “Food, agriculture, and national security in a globalized
world.” The chapter concludes by looking at what has come to be known
as the global land grab: what js it?, why is it happening?, and who wins

and loses because of it?
Chapter 4 explores the links between cheap food, health, and obesity.
Obesity rates around the world have never been higher. In the US, that
figure is 36.5 percent (CDC 2016). A lot of people assume the US is the
most obese nation—after all, it is the home of such “delicacies” as super-
sized fries, gallon-sized fountain drinks (visit a convenience store in the
Midwest or South if you don’t know what I'm talking about), cheese-
stuffed pizza crust, and the deep-fried Twinkie. It is not. Pacific Island
nations top the list, with approximately four out of five of their citizens
being overweight or obese—American Samoa has an obesity rate of 75
percent! Next on the list are a handful of Middle Eastern countries—
Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Jordan, United Arab Emirates, and Qatar, in
that order. Mexico also has higher obesity rates than whar s found in the
US (e.g., Swanson 2015; WHO 2015). This is not to excuse what is going
on in the US. Residents of this country have seen their life expectancy rate
drop in 2015, in part thanks to cheap food. In 2015, those in the US were
expected to live an average of 78.8 years, down slightly from 78.9 years in
2014. When reading about all these very real costs, one cannot help but
wonder if the “cheapness” of cheap food is not partially a product of cost
shifting from the food sector o the healthcare sector. Beyond the issue of
over-nutrition, this chapter also looks at how we think about issues of
food and nutrition more generally. Cheap food rests on 2 highly reduction-
ist understanding of these phenomena, leading to practices and policies
that center on elemental components such as calories, protein, and vita-
mins—whar has been called the ideology of nutritionism (Scrinis 2013). As
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2 Cheap food, globalization, and

development

Once T went to a house where a farmer took his life by drinking a toxic
chemical because of his uncontrollable debts. I could do nothing but listen
to the howling of his wife. If you were me how would you feel? ... 1 believe
the situation of farmers in many other countries is similar. We have in
common the problems of dumping, import surges, lack of government
budgets ... I have been so worried watching TV and hearing the news that
starvation is prevalent in many less developed countries, although the inter-
national price of grain is so cheap. :
(Cited in Rosset 2006: xiii; emphasis in original)

These words come from a pamphlet, distributed on September 10, 2003 at
the WTO Ministerial Meeting in Cancun, Mexico. Its author, Lee Kyung
Hae—a South Korean farmer, founder of South Korean farmers’ associ-
ation, ardent WTO critic, and inspiration to individuals around the
world—is now dead. He killed himself later that day. A sign bearing the
slogan “WTO Kills Farmers” in one hand, Lee thrust a red penknife into
his chest while standing on top of a police barricade. Within a matter of
days tens of thousands of smallholder farmers from all around the world—
from Bangladesh to Chile, South Africa, and Mexico—marched in memory
of Lee and to protest the dominant foodscape. Heard among their chants
of solidarity was one poignant phrase: “We are Lee™ (Patel 2009: 35).
Some 15 years have passed, and yet the story described in Lee’s pam-
phlet parallels the pain felt hundreds of thousands of times over among
farm families around the world. Nearly 300,000 farmers have committed
suicide in India over the last 20 years, usually by drinking pesticides
(mixing it with grape juice appears a common delivery method) or by
hanging themselves. The Maharashtra Indian state is often in the news as
it has the highest figures—60,000 suicides over the last two decades. (Rural
suicide rates are also much higher in affluent nations, like the US—a point
Pl come back to in Chapter 8.) The suicide rate among Indian farmers is
close to 50 percent higher than the national average. A survey from 2011
estimated that India lost 41 farmers daily from suicide (Umar 2015). Why
this is happening is complicated, as you would expect. Droughts and crop






