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In 2008, when organic was the fastest growing sector of the UK food market, I co-wrote the
Great Britain section for a European Organic Retail Report. Reviewing the trends and
looking forward to 2010, I talked about the danger of lower income groups becoming
excluded from the organic food market and the need to “see a wider spread of spending
…on organic food, rather than a concentration in the ABC1 households”.[1] What I
didn’t know then was the impact that the credit crunch and the incipient recession would
have. Six years on, although UK sales of organic food are slowly returning to growth, sixty-
six percent of all organic purchases are still made by ABC1s[2] and when non-buyers are
asked why they don’t buy organic food, over half say that price is the main barrier.

This shouldn’t surprise us. Across Europe and in all western societies, social divisions have
been increasing and social justice declining. We see top incomes surging forward and
inequality rising with no sign of it peaking.[3] Much of the discussion of the effects of
income inequality has concentrated on the impact of low incomes on child poverty and the
consequences for health and education. There has been much less discussion of the impact
of low incomes on food and health, but now even politicians are waking up to what the
Feeding Britain report describes as, “the erosion of an effective national minimum
that has led to the existence of hunger and the rise of the food bank movement in its
wake.”[4]

Feeding Britain estimates that up to one quarter of people relying on food banks are in low
paid work and the report acknowledges that the National Minimum Wage is too low to
provide a failsafe system against hunger. (p.33)

How did it get this bad? Feeding Britain points to the increase in the proportion of
household incomes spent on the rising costs of housing, utility bills and food during a period
when disposable incomes among the poorest have been decreasing. This is true, but it’s a
description of what’s been happening rather than an explanation.

In the traditional narrative, the drivers of inequality and the reasons for low pay are changes
in the labour market such as the need for IT skills which have disadvantaged those with little
or no further education or training; and, second, globalization which has seen low-skilled
workers moving from developing countries into the global labour market adding to
downward pressures on wage levels.

Some economists have pointed to other trends however, such as the rise of predatory
behavior which has coincided with an increasingly deregulated financial system. They cite
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predatory lending and abusive credit card practices as prime examples that have transferred
resources from lower and middle class groups to the rich and the very rich.[5]

There are no shortages of suggestions on how income inequality could be reduced. The
arguments for more progressive taxation have gathered force following the publication of
French economist Thomas Piketty’s, Capital in the 21st Century[6]; but others other like
Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, authors of The Spirit Level: Why Equality is better
for everyone [7], argue that a better way is to increase social enterprises. They agree with
those who argue that redistribution of wealth needs to happen before taxation[8].

While the political and policy arguments go on, there are shorter-term practical measures
taking shape. Particularly for those on low incomes, the need for food can’t wait until
politicians agree.

Many schemes have sprung up in the UK to assist those in need such as Food Banks, Food
Assemblies and Social Supermarkets. Most of these shorten food supply chains by linking
consumers directly with producers or distribute food that would otherwise be wasted to
those who need it. Some of these schemes find it difficult or impossible to deal with fresh
produce and (apart from direct sales like Farmers Markets and Box schemes) few or maybe
none deal with organic food. For organic food schemes we need to look further afield.

In the spring of 2014, I visited my daughter who lives in in Neukölln, an area of Berlin
popular with people who get by on very low incomes. Here, a store run by a collective had
recently opened. Inside a sign explained their philosophy, saying that they want to make it
possible for a larger number of people to buy organic food and so they have two price
options: the solidarity price and the reduced price. Their sign says, “By paying the Soliprice
you make it possible for people with less money to come to our shop. Some pay more,
others pay less. If you want to choose the reduced price just tell us before paying or add one
of the dark green cards to your shopping which you‘ll find at the counter.” [9]

I soon discovered that this store was unique only because it was run by a collective. There
are at least two other stores in the neighbourhood running similar two-price schemes, one of
which is a high–end organic retail chain with stores elsewhere in the city. Since then I’ve
been collecting evidence of where organic groups are embedding social enterprise ethics into
business. In one Swiss example, a box scheme provides employment to the long-term
unemployed who undertake the deliveries[10]. In another Swiss example a shop and box
scheme is run as a cooperative. Here there are no cash transactions. Members put cash or
work credits into an account which is debited when they shop. All produce is sold at cost
price so members benefit financially despite a monthly membership fee[11]. Schemes such
as these expand the market for organic fresh produce by reducing the price barrier for low-
income consumers and provide additional benefits such as employment.

When I suggested the ‘two-price option’ at an Organic Centre Wales ‘Food Values’
Event[12], some people argued that price isn’t the real issue. One argument was that organic
food isn’t more expensive; it’s just perceived to be so. There’s some truth here. If people
change to a seasonal vegetable based diet, their weekly shopping is no dearer than non-
organic. It’s once dairy, meat and imported produce go into the shopping bag that the higher
price of organic becomes noticeable. Another argument was that organic food isn’t



expensive it’s rather that there are external costs in the production of non-organic food
(borne by the environment, factory-farmed livestock and future generations) that should be
priced - the ‘polluter-pays’ idea. This is valid but doesn’t address the current situation – what
can be done now to assist those who can’t afford organic food?

In the UK we know that organic consumers are prepared to pay more for organic food[13]
we know that the main reason they buy organic food is self-interest - because it’s good for
you (fewer pesticides, more natural, healthier, tastes better, safer to eat, no GM) whereas
altruistic reasons (better for the environment, better animal welfare, more ethical) come
lower down the list t[14].. The two-price system offers the better off the opportunity to pay a
little more for their food order to help the less well off.

Given the extent of inequality, this may seem a small step but it’s a practical expression of
egalitarian values which are becoming lost in consumer society.

David Frost

Versions of this paper have appeared as blogs at:

https://foodvaluesblog.wordpress.com/2015/01/12/organic-food-can-we-reduce-the-price-
barrier/ Jan 12 2015

http://organicfoodandfarming.org.uk/organic-food-can-we-reduce-the-price-barrier/ Dec
16, 2014
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