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Food prices may be responsible for the uprising trend in obesity figures,
especially in low and medium income countries. We construct price indexes

of healthy and unhealthy food baskets in Argentina during the period 2002-
2015. Results show that although the relative price of healthy food items have
decreased since 2000, the gap is still high, near 80%. We discuss the potential
impact of fiscal stimulus (e.g. taxation or subsidies) on eating habits.
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fficial poverty lines in Argentina are usually based on food baskets

with low energetic values (near 2200 kcal daily). Also, nutritional
composition of those baskets is poor. That feature may underestimate the
true cost of healthy eating. Many studies examine the relationship between
food prices and obesity (1,2). Most of them conclude that prices exert only
a minor role in obesity due to the low elasticity values of food consumption
compared to price variations. Nevertheless, some remark that the strength of
the relationship between prices and obesity increases in low income regions
(3,4). If this hypothesis proves to be true, the price gap between minimal
and desirable quantities and quality of food may explain, at least in part, the
uprising trend in obesity and overweight during the last decade in Argentina.

OBJECTIVE

We analyze Argentina s price trends of healthy and unhealthy food for the
2002-2015 periods.

METHODS

Prices of two food baskets were considered: one used to estimate official
poverty lines and the other showing desirable food items. Both baskets
contained quantities of different food items consumed by an adult taken as
a benchmark (a 30-40 year old man). We constructed price indexes for both
baskets on a monthly basis for the 2002-2015 periods. We also analyzed price
trends of 7 selected products from healthy (e.g. oil, mineral water, pumpkin,
meat, fruit salad, apple, fish) and unhealthy (e.g. cookies, soft drinks, wheat
flavor, potato, pizza, salami, sausages) baskets in order to identify specific
price trends.

DATA AND MATERIALS

We consider food items included in the poverty line estimation used by
the national statistics bureau (INDEC) (5) in Argentina. The healthy food
basket was elaborated by a nutritionist who takes part in the research team.
The prices of each item were provided by the Regional Center for Economic

Studies of Bahia Blanca (CREEBBA).

RESULTS

Historically, the healthy basket price has been about twice the unhealthy
option (Figure 1). Also, the cost gap widened until late 2006. However,
between 2007 and the end of 2010 the price of the healthy basket decreased
relative to the other one. From 2011 to date the gap has been stable, around
80%; that is, acquiring the healthy basket for an adult costs on average
80% more than the unhealthy one (Figure 2). Products that lead the price

variations are fish, meat, fruit salad, and pizza. The rest suffered lower price
variations and similar evolution, especially since 2008.
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Figure 1) Price trends for healthy and unhealthy food: 2002-2015
Black: healthy; Grey: Unhealthy
Source: Own based on CREEBBA wvector prices
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Figure 2) Price gap between healthy and unhealthy food 2002-2015
Source: own based on CREEBBA wvector prices
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DISCUSSION

Targeted taxes (on fat items) had been proposed as a potential intervention
to address the problem of obesity trends (6). In fact, Denmark introduced
such policy in 2011 for items containing greater than 2.3% saturated
fat but abolished it one year later. Besides from regressive concerns (7,8),
the effectiveness of food taxes to induce changes in dietary habits has
been questioned; Finkelstein et al. (2) show that fiscal stimulus (taxation/
subsidies) has negligible effect on food consumption. Anyway, as Andreyeva
et al. (1) point out, price elasticities are rather low, but they are usually
computed under normal market conditions and for average households,
masking the effect of food prices on diet under economic recessions and/or
poor households, where obesity and overweight figures seem to be higher (9).
So, although targeted food taxes may not change food choices in aggregated
demand, they may produce food intake shifts in low income households,
where obesity and overweight tend to be higher.

In Argentina the notable price gap between healthy and unhealthy food
show that a fiscal stimulus on food would lead to similar poor results than
those find in empirical research conducted in developed countries. The rate
needed to reduce or reverse price levels and therefore induce significant
shifts in food consumption is substantial. Also, the scope of food taxes has
to be sufficient in order to offset substitution effects between unhealthy food
and other cheaper unhealthy options (10).

CONCLUSION

Recent uprising figures in obesity and overweight in adult population in
Argentina may be explained by food prices. Although healthy food prices
have decreased relative to unhealthy options since 2006, its actual level is still
high: eating healthy products is on average 80% more expensive than eating
unhealthy options.
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