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Two Domestic Revolutions 
CHARLES 0. MORTIMER, President, General Foods Corp. 

N THE ANSWER to the questions of how I we eat and what we pay for our food 
lies the story of two sweeping domestic 
revolutions. One of these revolutions is 
taking place in the American kitchen and 
the other on the American farm. Both 
are progressing quietly and both are 
astonishingly far-reaching although they 
have taken place in just the last two to 
three decades. 

The revolution in the kitchen is easy 
for all of us to grasp because nearly 
everybody carries a mental image of his 
mother spending most of her waking 
hours in the kitchen, either preparing the 
next meal or cleaning up from the last. 
Today, the American house\vife spends 
on the average about 80 minutes a day 
in preparing three meals. Her emanci- 
pation is the result of this revolution? and 
shr should get the lion’s share of the 
credit for it. She is the one who re- 
volted, and she got the collaboration of 
the food industry, appliance manufac- 
turers, soap and detergent makers, 
womens’ editors, university home econo- 
mists, and other accomplices. 

’Today’s homemaker will have none of 
her predecessor’s chores of Ivashing, peel- 
ing, shelling, plucking, and blanching; 
much of the fcod she puts on the table 
comes ready to serve or nearly so. She 
uses 12 times as many frozen vegetables as 
she did 15 years ago. She feeds her young- 
sters 15 times more canned baby food 
than she did then. Today one serving of 
coffee out of three in .4merica’s homes is 
instant coffee; six years ago it was one in 
16. Fifty times as much frozen orange 
concentrate is sold today as was sold eight 
years ago. These convenience foods 
contain “built-in maid service.” The 
added values have been, we might say, 
blended into her recipe by the food tech- 
nologists who developed them through 
research and the processing plant em- 
ployees who put up the packages. 

In  food, as in other things, extra 
quaIity costs more money. So does the 
added service and convenience we are 
putting into our packages. Two ques- 
tions are implicit in this development: 
Are consumers willing to pay the addi- 
tional cost? Are they getting their 
money’s worth? 

The answer to the first question is 
obvious from the record. The figures in- 
dicate that homemakers are buying them 
voluntarily, willingly--almost eagerly. 
The average supermarket today stocks 
about 5000 different packaged food items, 

compared with about 1.500 20 years ago. 
America‘s food bill this year will be 

$64 billion, or just over 25% of our dis- 
posable income. Prior to World War 11, 
we were spending about 23% of our dis- 
posable income for food, but if we were 
buying the same food today in the same 
quantities a t  present prices, our food 
basket would take only 177, of our dis- 
posable income. 

The cost of getting our food from the 
farm to the dinner table will be about 
$24 billion this year. That includes the 
expenses of storing, transporting, proc- 
essing, wholesaling. retailing, and mer- 
chandising. 

In bu)-ing these processing and market- 
ing services, is the consumer getting her 
money‘s worth? The Department of 
Agriculture made a test recently which 
showed that meals comprised of ready- 
to-serve foods cost about one third more 
money but require three fourths less 
time than meals prepared from scratch in 
the kitchen. By computing the relative 
costs of the two types of meals us. the 
time spent by the housewife, the Depart- 
ment found she could earn 45 cents an 
hour if she used no processed foods. 

The farm revolution is. if anything. 
even less understood and appreciated 
than the one in the kitchen. The picture 
frequently drawn of the American far- 
mer-spare, lean, independent character 
in patched blue jeans. with an over- 
worked wife, one cow, four pig-s. 30 
chickens, six kids, and a big mortgage- 
is as remote from the agriculturalist of 
today as the streamlined 1954 kitchen is 
from grandmother’s. 

Today’s scientific farmers are masters 
of efficiency in production. They rival 
industrialists when it comes to mechaniza- 
tion, lowered labor costs per unit, and 
increased output per man hour. Tech- 
nical advances on the nation’s farms in 
the last 15 years have permitted them to 
increase their total crop output by 40% 
with 207, less workers. Production per 
man hour of farm labor is two thirds 
larger today than it was in 1939, and 
that is just about double the rate of in- 
crease in manufacturing productivity 
during the same period. This has come 
about through deireloping better seed 
strains, wider use of fertilizer, and an 
astounding increase in the use of farm 
machinery. 

Total farm assets in the L. S. a t  the 
beginning of this year were about $160 
billion. an increase of $20 billion in the 

preceding five years. In that same 
period total farm liabilities, mortgagrs 
and other borrowings? increased from 
about $12 billion to $17 billion. By in- 
dustry’s standards this is pretty healthy. 
.4 bit of quick arithmetic shows that the 
farmer’s asset-to-debt ratio, $1 60 billion 
to $17 billion, is a little better than ninr- 
to-one. In the food processing industry. 
it is only about 2.5-to-one. 

The farmer today receives an average 
of 44 cents from every dollar the con- 
sumer spends for food. His share varies 
for individual products from as much as 
70 cents to as little as 1.5 cents. HON- 
ever, that 44-cent average has been thr 
suhject of considerable sharp discussion 
lately, particularly during our recent bi- 
ennial political catharsis. It has dropped 
about 6 cents since the immediate post- 
war period, when farm prices were ab- 
normally hiqh because of an unusual de- 
mand situation. But 44 cents is as large 
a share as the farmer got in any years 
from 1920 to 1939 and Equal to the long- 
term average from 1920 through 19.53. 

T o  those who are bemoaning the far- 
mer‘s 44-cent share of the food dollar, I 
would point out that nobody is more 
eager to see the farmer get his ,just due 
than \ve in the food industry. As busi- 
nessmen we knoLv that the nation‘s 
prosperity is materially affected by the 
farmer’s prosperity. and for that reason 
we Mant to see agriculture prosper. As 
food processors, we desire a sound farm 
economy as a means of ensuring depend- 
able supplies of our raw products. 

Next I would point out that, because 
of the kitchen revolution, the housewife 
is buying far more raw food in her 
market basket today and that the extra, 
built-in values cost money. It takes 
wages to pay for the cleaning, freezing, 
precooking, and packaging that the 
housewife now expects, and those 
wages, too, come out of the consumer‘s 
food dollar. Thus, the labor involved in 
processing and selling accounts for 
nearly 31 cents of the food dollar today 
instead of the 23.5 cents it cost in 1947. 
In other words, the increase in the work- 
er‘s share has more than offset the de- 
crease in the farmer’s. 

No producer of goods gages his profit 
in terms of his share of his customer’s 
gross receipts. The central question is not 
how much of the nation’s food expendi- 
tures Lvinds up  in the farmer’s pocket- 
book but how do his production costs 
compare with his selling prices? And in 
this the improved efficiency which is the 
outstanding result of the revolution on 
the farm would be the major factor. 
(Excerptsfram a n  address before the National Press 
Club, Washington, D.  C., Nov. 78, 79543 
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