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The PACSA Food Price Barometer

• The PACSA Food Price Barometer tracks the 
monthly prices of the foods in the trolleys of low-
income households in Pietermaritzburg. 

• It is specifically designed to measure food price 
inflation as experienced by households living on 
low incomes.

• Food prices, rand-value expenditure on food, and 
food expenditure as a proportion of income is a 
proxy for the deep crisis around incomes, wage 
levels and the cost of goods and services in the 
economy. 



The PACSA Food Basket



Availability vs Affordability

• If we locate the problem of households 
inability to access sufficient and nutritious 
food as the AVAILABILITY of food then the 
solution lies in AGRICULTURE

• If we locate the problem as AFFORDABILITY 
then the solution lies in ECONOMIC and 
POLITICAL choices

• We analyse food prices through the lens of 
affordability.



Households:  Net Buyers of food

• South African households are net buyers of 
food. Supermarkets are the main source of 
food for the majority of South African 
households.

• In a cash-based capitalist economy where 
food is not a public good; access to food 
requires money. 



Rand-value cost of the PACSA Food Basket over 
past 3 years (Nov 2014 to Sep 2017).



23% increase over 3 Years

• Between November 2014 and November 2017 
inflation on the PACSA food Basket increased 
by 23%.

• The high levels of inflation have been driven 
by a long period of drought and high 
temperatures

• Towards the end of 2016 the cost of the 
basket has begun a downward trend but most 
significantly since July 2017.  



Prices still 16% higher than pre-
drought prices



Inflation on the PACSA Food Basket 
(Sep 2016 to Sep 2017).  



Price Fluctuation

• Prices only started coming down consistently 
from July 2017.

• The average price of the PACSA Food Basket 
over the 2016/2017 term was R1991.78

• This means that the monthly prices for the 
2016/17 term were on average R131.18 
higher than the than in September 2016. 

• In September 2017 the basket is R1912.98 and 
is R52.38 (2.8%) higher than a year ago.  





How Affordable are these prices? 



Median monthly earnings by 
population group (2010 to 2015).



Wage level per person in household.



South Africa’s poverty levels are on the 
rise.



With few buffers households forced 
into an invidious position

• Households living on low incomes cannot get through the 
month on the level of income that comes into the house. 

• Households struggle to secure the goods and services they 
need. 

• Most have already cut back consumption to levels that are 
damaging.

• Households prioritise their expenditures on the basis of what 
is non-negotiable first and then see what money remains for 
the other expenses.

• It means:
– The food budget is low and households underspend on food.  
– Food runs short before the end of the month.  
– Women absorb these food shortfalls in their bodies and by taking on 

debt. 



Affordability Crisis



The extent of the underspend:  comparing cost of foods 
women try to buy for families vs. cost of a basic but 

nutritionally complete food basket (Sep 2017).



Food cannot be analysed outside the 
economy 

• Food is typically one of the only expenses which 
women are able to control.  

• Because of the way women prioritise their 
expenditures, the food in our shopping trolleys and on 
our plates becomes the crudest and sharpest indicator 
of how poorly our economy is performing and is able 
to give a fairly accurate sense of what our future 
developmental outcomes will look like.  

• The crisis of the economy is therefore not only being 
reflected on our plates but our plates are a reflection 
of the economic crisis.



Thanks


