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CAMP HILL — American eating
habits are going through a tran-
sition. That change is rooted
almost in an obsession for ‘‘healthy
food.” A significant percentage of
consumers -have concerns about
fat and cholesterol 1n their diets.
Health oriented groups and
organizations are encouraging the
consumption of high-fiber and low-
fat foods, such as fruits and
vegetables. Americans are eating
less red meat and more chicken,
turkey and to a lesser degree, fish.

Since 1979, nearly a 30 percent
decrease in the price of Choice beef
at retail has been required to move
a constant per capita supply of
beef into consumption.

In spite of the increased
demands for meats in fast foods,
the grocery store sales of beef
continue to decline. Poultry is now
experiencing an upsurge in
popularity. Poultry prices have
been relatively stable even with
the increased demand, making it a
good buy at the checkout. Red
meat experts predict that poultry
consumption will out-pace red
meat before the end of 1987.

Increased demands for fish are
being seen as the news media
continues to tell consumers how
fish oils, rich in unsaturated fats
called omega-3 fatty acids, can
lower the likelihood of heart
disease. The market price of
seafood continues to rise and
quantities continue to be scarce.
Oceans and other large bodies of
water fight man-made pollutants.
Commercial fish markets are
unable to keep up with the
demands.

What does all this mean for
livestock farmers? Experts say
that regardless of the availability
of red meats, and regardless of the
continuing low retail prices for
meat, the American consumer is
calling for change. But the
pressure for change in the 1980s is
too intense for cattle and hog
producers to meet the challenge.
There is not enough technology,
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nor ha$ enough effort been placed
into product development.

Unfortunately, there will be
cattle and hog producers forced
out of business. Farmers cannot
continue to take low prices at the
market with the hopes of changing
the consumer trends. Poultry
producers, not burdened by the
several months feeding and growth
periods as in beef and hog
production, have already begun to
adapt to consumer demands as
rapidly as possible.

One thing is certain, there must
be more research on consumer and
consumption patterns and why
they are changing. There must
also be extensive research on
developing new products or
restructuring current problems.
And most importantly, producers
will need to breed and raise meat
products that are lean on the hoof.
It can no longer be the processors’
responsibility to “‘trim the fat.” All
the solutions to the livestock in-
dustry’s problem have to be built
on a base of understanding the
changing consumer and how to get
that consumer to buy a product.

Probably just as important is the
need to have significant progress
in product development.

In recent years, the consumer
has changed in many ways, but
there have been few changes in the
products offered in the super-
markets. In an era when more than
50 percent of households have
microwaves, we are just now
seeing research and market
testing of pre-cooked beef and pork
products that will work in the
microwave. For whatever reason,
the packers have not been
aggressive in this area and the
retailers have not been overly
concerned.

We have seen other industries
remove products from the market
because they just did not sell. Yet,
meat producers continue to sell the
same products, in the same form,
as they did fifty years ago.

One can only look to others which
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have changed to meet the needs of
the consumer. For example, the
soybean industry research
developed meat extenders, ar-
tificial dairy products, etc.

The vegetable growers have
consumers eating vegetables that
their grandparents had never even
heard of, much less tasted, and
they have enterprising farmers
raising these products on a year-
round basis, in controlled en-
vironments.

Obviously, if any one sector is to
pressure for extensive research
and product development, 1t is
going to have to be the producers
themselves. We need products that

area.

We must recognize that we are
trying to make up for lost time. It
will be imperative that we be
willing to invest sufficient capital
and commitment to this end.
Additionally, sufficient funds will
be necessary to assure brand name
promotion. While there are those
who would argue for generic ad-
vertising, name identification for a
brand, particularly if there is
something different about the
product, creates a strong loyalty
with some consumers. An ad-
vertising campaign for pork or
beef would not tell the consumer
that this is a new or updated

product.
The emphasis must be placed on
nutritional value, ease of

preparation and availability on a
continuous basis.

Whatever the product and, no
matter how intensely it is ad-
vertised, the consumer will make
the final decision. Will we be ready
for that?

The Farmers’ View is a column that is
compiled by the Public Relations Division
of the Pennsyivania Farmers' Association
(PFA). It expresses the views of PFA's
policy positions on key issues as adopted
by the organization's 23,443 family
members.
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