The attempt by Pick 'n Pay bosses, and now other retailers, with the trade union leadership of Cosatu and Fedusa, to make us focus on the fuel price as the main driver of high food prices, is deliberately misleading. Fuel only makes up a small factor when considering the overall price. 

 

The big retail bosses are deliberately trying to shift focus away from their own exploitative activities, among them being massively overcharging the working class for food. We are all being kept in a permanent state of starvation by the food and retail monopolies. Between Woolworths, Pick 'n Pay, Shoprite Checkers and Spar, they control over 80% of food distribution in the country. If they really wanted to they could have forced the food producers to lower the price of food by over half. They could simply tell the producer, that if they do not accept the selling price, the retailers would shift to other producers. What would Tiger Brands do with their millions of unsold loaves, for example? They would be forced to lower prices. There is a strong objective basis for demanding a 50% drop in food prices: Take the wheat, maize and rice prices for 2008, for example. From the attached graphs we can see that the drop in prices of these in recent months was over 40%. Take into account also the petrol price and the fact that all retailers refused to lower prices after massively hiking them in 2001 (the excuse was the fall in the value of the Rand- when the Rand corrected itself, none of the food prices came down). To call for 50 % reduction in food prices is actually a mininum demand. 

 

When Tigerbrands and Pioneer were found guilty of inflating the bread price by over 50 cents over a year period, why did all the retailers sit back and not lodge a claim for this money from the bread gang? They have accurate records over the past few years of their purchases and would easily be able to do this, if they really had the consumer at heart. 

 

The question then arises: Why are the retailers and the food producers responsible for keeping food prices high?

 

1. Despite there having been a massive drop in the international price of maize, there is also a 3 million ton surplus. So why are maize prices locally not falling? Major players in the maize market are Monsanto and Anglo American (through Tongaat Hulett). Both these entities, for example have substantial shareholding held by Barclays bank. One of the major banks with a shareholding in Pick 'n Pay is also Barclays bank. In recent years Barclays bank opened up a Commodity Index fund section which deliberately speculates on high commodity prices. In orther words, they want prices higher so that their returns are maximised. The same international banks own the food producers and distributors. In the period of global economic decline, there are few areas for capitalists to invest in. One area that is a sure bet for them is food, because everyone must eat. 80% of the world's arable land is in the hands of the monopolies. This is the objective basis for speculating and driving up food prices. Thus we have the real cost of the contents of a box of cornflakes, according to a report to the US senate on high food prices, is 3 US cents or 30 cents in local currency. Yet it retails for R17,00, a profit margin of over 5000%. Such are the obscene profits by the capitalist monopolies who own the food chain from producer to distributor.

2. Higher prices suit all the monopolies: in simple terms, if the rate of profit is 10% on an item that costs R10, the return is R1, but if the price is now R20 for the item, the 10% rate of profit now yields R2. On the other hand, should prices drop to R5 then a rate of 10% yields only 50 cents. This is one of the reasons why the retailers cannot be depended upon to lower prices; profits always come before people. 

3. Are Shoprite and Pick 'n Pay doing us all a favour? No. Pick'n Pay's recent 6 monthly trading profit was R690 million while that of Shoprite was over R1 billion. They are there to make profits first, all else is secondary.

4. Price-fixing is an integral part of the food gang's modus operandi. Tiger brands have shareholders which include Liberty Life and SSB, for example. These same shareholders also hold shares in Pick 'n Pay. So are we to believe that the shareholders are honest when they are with Pick 'n Pay but crooks when it comes to Tigerbrands? The same pattern holds when it comes to Barclays bank: they are shareholders when it comes to the arms company, Raytheon, which has on several occasions overcharged the US government for arms sales. Are we to believe that Barclays are crooks when it comes to Raytheon but honest when they work with Pick 'n Pay? JP Morgan Chase is also a shareholder in Tiger Brands as well as Raytheon. They are also major shareholders in Anglo American and thus in Tongaat Hulett. So are JP Morgan Chase crooks in arms and bread sectors but honest when it comes to maize? Obviously not. Now Tigerbrands wants to merge with AVI and take up an even more dominant position in the market. their whole track record as well as that of the banks that own them is one of crookery. On a capitalist basis, we oppose this merger. If both the companies were to be expropriated and placed under working class control, then a merger is something that can be considered as the profit motive would be removed.

5. The food gang perform another service to the capitalist class as a whole, namely helping through high prices to always keep the working class in a state of starvation or semi -starvation. If workers became too well off, why would we have to go and work for the bosses? Capitalism needs a permanent army of ready labour in order to extract maximum profits. Such has been the history of the development of capitalism the world over.

6. The so-called 'specials' that the retailers offer are just loss leaders. We challenge them to open their books to show their true cost. 

 

Pick 'n Pay and other retailers cannot claim to be champions of the fight for lower food prices. When the Action Forum against High prices wrote to them last year to ask them to lower food prices because commodity prices had fallen, they all refused to lower their prices. Pick 'n Pay justified continued higher food prices: "It is common knowledge that the world is currently in an economic crisis, and that food shortages and consequent food inflation have been a global problem in recent months. We do believe, therefore, that higher prices will continue to be a feature in South Africa for the near future, as they will worldwide."(Nick Badminton, CEO PnP). Shoprite, through their CEO, Whitey Basson, called for Action Forum to be censured for asking for lower prices. 

 

What stopped the spiral of higher food prices was not the goodness of the hearts of the Ackermans or Oppenhemers; it was the uprisings sround the world of the poor, of the working class who are still today starving. 

 

Raytheon is the main supplier of 'bunker buster' bombs to Israel which were used to massive destructive effect on life and buildings in Gaza. During the period, Raytheon wanted to rush 1000 extra bombs to Israel. They were blocked by the masses in Greece who rose up and refused to allow their country to be used as a springboard for the dastardly deeds of imperialism. It is the exposure of the role of Barclays as a shareholder of Raytheon and Pick 'n Pay that has resulted in many ordinary people deciding not to shop at this retailer any more. it is this pressure that is driving Pick 'n Pay to once again to try and re-brand itself as a 'champion of the poor'. 

 

So what should we do?

1. Clearly the trade union leadership should be changed; they have shown themselves to be the friends of big capital, dining with them endlessly at Nedlac while the masses are starving.

2. Workers should immediately demand a 30% increase in salary, which should increase as prices increase

3. There should be a sliding scale of hours: all work must be divided among all who can work.

4. There should be anti-high price committees set up in all workplaces and communities;

5. We must demand an end to bailouts of banks and reversal in cases where they have already occurred. The banks, the food producers and distributors should be expropriated (without compensation to capitalists) and placed under working class control. We need to build an independent working class party that can lead such a fight. The working class in Greece ahve shown us the way, let us take up the challenge.
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