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WHY DOES GOOD FOOD COST MORE?
The Price of Real Food and The Hidden Cost of Fake Food

By Bryn Harding
Collective Manager, Design Manager

(The opinions expressed are my own and 
do not necessarily represent People’s 
Staff, Board of Directors or Member-
Owners)  

For many years before working at 
People’s, I struggled to be able to afford 
to eat in line with my values. Organic, 
G.M.O. free, natural and healthy foods 
are usually more expensive than their 
“conventional” counterparts.

Because of this dollars and cents reality, 
natural grocery stores are seen as more 
expensive places to shop and out of 
reach for many people who want to eat 
better and healthier foods.  Co-ops, and 
People’s in particular, has spent a lot of 
time and energy trying to make healthy 
foods accessible to all members of our 
communities. I’m proud of my co-op for 
the work we do to make healthy food 
more affordable, but in-affordability of 
wholesome foods for so many of us is 
a problem People’s staff can’t solve on 

our own. I believe, however, that as a 
community of 4,000+ Member-Owners, 
we can do a lot.

The first step we need to take is to shift 
our thinking. Good, wholesome, organic 
and non-GMO food is not expensive, 
unhealthy food is cheap. Raj Patel 
explains it nicely in his book The Value 
of Nothing  it 
"is abundantly   
clear...that the 
market fails to 
account for all 
actual costs [of 
food] in the 
price we pay at 
the checkout 
counter." Cheap 
food production 
relies heavily 
on expensive 
chemicals and 
pesticides and 
costs more to 
produce than organic foods. The prices 
of non-organic crops are artificially 
driven down by government subsidies. 

The farm bills passed year after year are 
heavily influenced by large agriculture 
companies and are not designed with 
small or organic farmers in mind, or 
community health.  

Another factor artificially driving 
down the price of unhealthy food are 
externalities.  Externalities are costs 

associated with 
a product that 
neither the 
consumer nor 
producer pay. 
For example, 
the ecological 
damage caused 
by conventional 
farming causes 
billions of dollars 
of damage to 
w a t e r s h e d s , 
forest, oceans 
fisheries, air 
quality and public 

health, but the prices of these disastrous 
consequences of conventional farming 
are not paid by the producer or passed 

"If the true cost of 
food was reflected 
in the shelf price, I 

believe organics would 
be far and away the 

most affordable option 
for most people."

Organic Farms don't use expensive chemicals to grow the food they produce.

Community members help tend 
the farm at Grow Portland
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directly onto the consumer.  The earth 
and society at large are forced to bear 
them. There are other externalities, 
as well.  Depressed, stagnant wages 
coupled with expensive health care 
costs limit the ability of many to get by 
without assistance 
of some form, and 
limits the choices 
they have in their 
lives.  For many, 
the choice of what 
they have on their 
table is the first to 
fall. All of us are 
subject to higher 
health care costs 
to compensate 
for those who do not have insurance. 
Additionally, there are high health care 
costs for everyone eating unhealthy 
food.

If the true cost of food was reflected in 
the shelf price, I believe organics would be 
far and away the most affordable option 
for most people. Unfortunately, even if 
this were the case, there would still be 
many of us unable to afford to eat well. 
A few years ago I got the opportunity 
to ask Joel Salatin of Polyface Farms 

about the affordability of organic food. 
His answer was that people can afford 
organic food if they make better choices, 
ie.,  spending more on groceries and less 
on vacations or cable T.V. It's true that the 
average American spends more on cable 

and cell phone 
bills than they 
do on groceries 
every month.  But 
as someone who 
rarely vacations 
and doesn’t pay 
for T.V. this answer 
was deeply 
u n s a t i s f y i n g . 
While I don’t think 
Joel meant it in 

this way, his answer sounded like blaming 
victims of an economy that leaves far too 
many of us deeply disempowered.

The reality in this country is that people 
are poorer than they used to be. The 
income gap between the rich and the 
poor has been growing since the 70’s 
and is currently absurdly out of control. 
The middle class is disappearing. My 
grandparents, neither of whom went 
to college, were able to save and buy 
a farm on a truck-driver and a teaching 

"The cost of organic 
food isn’t too high, our 

wages, stagnant for 
decades, are too low."

assistant’s salaries, while raising kids. 
My parents were able to pay for college 
books and tuition by working summers. 
Today, both of those accomplishments 
are out of reach for most working 
people. The cost of organic food isn’t too 
high, our wages, stagnant for decades, 
are too low.

People’s is already doing things to address 
these challenges as best as we can. We 
pay our staff a living wage and provide 
good insurance in an industry where 
these benefits are far from the norm. We 
offer our “Food for All” program that 
provides a 5% discount on all groceries 
to those who need it and enroll. We 
provide SNAP matching at our weekly 
farmer’s market. These are all important 
and good steps, but they can’t change 
a broken system on their own. That, 
Member-Owners, is where you come in.

Learn about the farm bill and contact 
your representatives. Demand that the 
Portland City Council follow Seattle’s 
example of creating a $15.00 minimum 
wage. Support small farms and authentic 
local businesses when you are able to do 
so. Donate to People’s Farmers’ Market 
SNAP matching fund. Together, we can 
make our city and our world a better, 
more just place.

People's Food For All Discount Program is one of many ways that we try to 
make healthy food accessable to all of our shoppers.


