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Emerging technology and sound public policy are the keys to keeping healthy food affordable in the post-pandemic world.

Good food can be affordable
A

S we emerge from the pandemic, people 
everywhere are facing punishing housing 
costs and stagnant wages. At the grocery 

store, consumers are also confronting rising food 
prices, a sobering reminder that good food costs 
too much for too many.

Consumers aren’t used to expensive food. Over 
the past few years, most North Americans have 
typically spent around 10 per cent of household 
income on sustenance. In 1900, (when housing 
was much more affordable), food costs took up 42 
per cent of incomes in the United States.

By 1950, new agricultural technologies had 
boosted production, helping slash costs to 30 
per cent, but the gains were just beginning. The 
number fell to 18 per cent by 1960, and has mostly 
trended downward since. 

Today, with inflation on the rise, we need to 
consider what we can do to ensure the cost of a 
healthy diet stays within reach. There are two 
broad approaches. The first is to reduce poverty. 
The second is to reduce the cost of food.

Both approaches are necessary, but we’re 
focusing on the latter: how to keep food costs 
down. In particular, we believe that with the right 
strategies, in the relatively near future, even 
healthy food may be cheaper than ever. The key 
will be technology and policy. To the doubters, 
and we know there are many, consider the follow-
ing example.

In 1980, an economist made a bet against an 
ecologist.

Julian Simon, a business professor at the Uni-
versity of Maryland, wagered Paul Ehrlich, an 
ecologist at Stanford University, that the cost of 
raw materials would fall over the decade. Ehrlich 
chose a set of raw materials and the two agreed to 
reconvene on Sept. 29, 1990. If prices rose (a sign 

of scarcity), Ehrlich won. But if they fell (a sign of 
abundance), Simon would come out on top.

The reason for the bet related to each man’s 
worldview. Simon was a strong proponent that 
innovation and technology allow us to overcome 
limits to growth. Ehrlich observed the world’s 
environmental problems and argued the result of 
population growth would be famine, scarcity and 
ruin.

Forty years later, with the spectre of inflation 
twinned with climate change, a similar debate is 
emerging. We’d like to advance our notion, more 
aligned with the optimism expressed by Simon. 
We believe that thanks to technology, healthy 
food might actually become cheaper — radically 
cheaper — over the next 20 years as innovation 
provides many tools to overcome some of the 
problems caused by resource scarcity. 

Today, a wave of technological innovation is 
sweeping over food and farming systems. Better 
quality seeds are helping farmers all over the 
world remain productive during droughts.

Smart tractors, new “green chemistry” plat-
forms and nanotechnology promise that in the 
near future farmers will reap record harvests 
while only applying a fraction of the fertilizers 
and pesticides they once did. 

Cellular agriculture, which involves producing 
animal proteins in bioreactors or fermentation 
tanks, is poised to produce an enormous amount 
of protein.

And extraordinary improvements in artificial 
lighting and automation suggest that even fruits 
and vegetables may soon be produced at low 
costs in greenhouses and vertical farms close to 
consumers.

But before we get too carried away, there is an 
important nuance. If food is cheap because the 
environment is exploited, or agricultural workers 
and farm animals are treated badly, then having 

cheap food won’t solve any problems.
Similarly, if cheap food is low-quality and un-

healthy, that doesn’t help either. When it comes to 
cheap food, we have to distinguish between “good 
cheap” and “bad cheap.” 

Ensuring we end up on the right side of this 
equation is where policy comes in. Government 
regulations must put a price on things like green-
house gas emissions and water pollution so that 
farmers who are good stewards of the environ-
ment are rewarded.

The economist won the bet against the ecolo-
gist. All of the resources Ehrlich identified 
declined in price over the 1980s. Simon crowed 
about the role of ingenuity and innovation. Eh-
rlich grumbled he’d chosen badly and a recession 
in 1990 artificially dampened prices.

As we look at the 21st century, a century that 
threatens both massive disruptions but also prom-
ises huge innovations, we need two things:

First, we must capitalize on the technology that 
can help us change the way we produce food. And 
we can never forget the importance of public 
policy to ensure there’s a fair price put on things 
such as biodiversity, climate change, human 
labour and animal welfare.

If we embrace both of these principles, there is 
a very real chance that we will be able to bring 
the price of producing healthy food down without 
destroying the ecosystems we all depend on for 
life.

Evan Fraser is director of the Arrell Food Institute and a professor in 
the department of geography, environment and geomatics at the 
University of Guelph. Lenore Newman is Canada Research Chair in 
food security and the environment at University of The Fraser Valley.

This article has been edited for length; the full version can be seen at 
winnipegfreepress.com or theconversation.com/ca.

Long COVID may help us understand other chronic diseases

THERE’S a lot at stake in the quest to understand 
so-called “long COVID.” It may come as a surprise 
to some, but lingering post-infection symptoms 
don’t happen only with SARS-CoV-2. And what 
we’re learning from studies of COVID-19 long-
haulers might eventually help us understand 
other diseases, from chronic fatigue syndrome to 
cancer to Alzheimer’s.

“What we’re seeing in COVID isn’t really exact-
ly new,” said epidemiologist Zihad Al-Aly, who is 
studying long COVID at Veterans Affairs St. Louis 
Health Care System. “There are a lot of other 
viruses that produce long-term manifestations.”

Before COVID-19 came along, many previously 
healthy people developed debilitating symptoms 
or extreme exhaustion following viral infections. 
Such post-viral syndromes were inherently diffi-
cult to study, said NIH director of clinical neurol-
ogy Avindra Nath. Many patients wouldn’t realize 
there was something wrong for some time after 
the initial infection, since it’s normal to feel wiped 
out for a couple of weeks after being sick.

It isn’t yet clear which viruses are likely to 
cause chronic symptoms or which kinds of people 
are most at risk from them. Often lumped together 
as chronic fatigue syndrome, even the numbers 
are hard to pin down — an Institute of Medicine 
estimate ranges from 800,000 to 2.5 million cases 
in the U.S.

About 75 per cent are thought to have been trig-
gered by a viral or bacterial infection, according 
to an article in The Washington Post by two people 
who have lived for years with the condition. One 
of them, Brian Vastag, had been a science reporter 
for The Post before his illness, which started with 

a sudden fever in 2012.
At least now, with long COVID, researchers 

know which virus has caused the problem. Al-Aly 
says he hopes what they learn from COVID long-
haulers helps them understand chronic fatigue 
syndrome as well. And he hopes it will help 
change the way the medical establishment views 
all post-viral syndromes. “Because we don’t fully 
understand it yet, there’s a tendency by some in 
the medical establishment to disregard this as all 
in people’s heads.”

Experts say 10 per cent to 30 per cent of those 
infected with COVID-19 will have some lingering 
problems. Many people who develop very severe 
COVID-19 and survive after being in the ICU 
suffer damage to the heart, lungs, liver and blood 
vessels that can cause ongoing symptoms.

Then there’s the separate group of relatively 
young people — most often people in their late 
30s to early 40s, and more often women than men 
— who initially have mild cases of COVID-19 but 
then go on to develop chronic fatigue and other 
symptoms that can stretch on for months. Some 
symptoms might even be permanent.

Both kinds of cases are important. People who 
survived COVID-19 are 59 per cent more likely to 
die within the following six months than people 
who were never infected, according to a study 
led by Al-Aly, which was published in April in the 
journal Nature.

Nath says that rather than ordinary fatigue, 
many people with long COVID suffer from an 
extreme form of exercise intolerance, where even 
moderate exertion can deplete them for days. 
Others have lingering gastrointestinal problems, 
brain fog, chronic pain, anxiety and depression.

Last week, researchers published a study aimed 

at assessing the magnitude of the problem by ana-
lyzing electronic health records. They determined 
that 23 per cent of people who had recovered from 
COVID-19 went to the doctor for new medical 
conditions.

The problem with that study is that there’s no 
control group — we don’t know how many people 
generally would have sought medical treatment 
during this time. More people may be visiting 
doctors now because so many “elective” medi-
cal visits were cancelled during the height of 
the pandemic, and fear made people reluctant to 
seek medical care even signs of heart attacks and 
strokes.

Al-Aly said that his Nature paper did use control 
groups — comparing people post-COVID-19 with 
people who hadn’t been infected as well as people 
who had been sick with influenza. Those studies 
revealed that COVID-19 infections were much 
more likely than flu to be associated with health 
problems — even death — weeks and months later.

In the past, infectious diseases were consid-
ered something separate from chronic diseases 
such as cancer and Alzheimer’s disease. But the 
distinctions have been falling. Cervical cancer is 
triggered by a virus, and a theory connecting in-
fections to Alzheimer’s disease is gaining traction. 
Post-viral syndromes fell through the crack in the 
middle, but that’s rightly starting to change.

Faye Flam is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist and host of the podcast 
Follow the Science. She has written for the Economist, the New York 
Times, The Washington Post, Psychology Today, Science and other 
publications.

— Bloomberg

Education property tax 
cut is misguided effort

MANITOBA property owners recently 
received a large cheque in the mail from 
the provincial minister of finance. Why this 
money, and why now? 

Under the cover of the third wave of CO-
VID-19, the Manitoba government made the 
largest single revenue cut in the province’s 
history by slashing the education property 
tax. This massive cut benefits those least 
impacted by COVID-19, while starving the 
public purse. 

The Progressive Conservative Party an-
nounced just two weeks prior to the 2019 pro-
vincial election that, if elected, it would elimi-
nate the education property tax. This change 
to Manitoba’s tax regime was originally made 
with a commitment to move forward gradu-
ally, only after the budget was balanced and 
over a 10-year period. While the budget was 
officially balanced right before COVID-19 
hit, the pandemic quickly put Manitoba back 
in deficit status. Despite this, the Pallister 
government’s 2021 budget surprised many by 
committing to cut the education property tax 
in half by 2022.

Property taxes are related to wealth, and 
are an acceptable way to bring in needed 
revenue. Seven out of 10 provinces — British 
Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, 
Ontario, Quebec and Nova Scotia — levy an 
education property tax. 

Manitoba does not have the money to pay 
for this tax cut. The $384-million cost is 
being deficit-financed. If the government 
follows through on its planned full phase-out 
of education property taxes, it will mean a 
loss of nearly $1 billion annually. It is deeply 
ironic for this Manitoba government, which 
is so focused on eliminating the deficit, to 
reduce revenue in a way that will hinder its 
ability to pay down the deficit and debt in the 
future. 

The tax cut will result in more severe cuts 
to education. Since 2016, provincial funding 
for K-12 education has been cut in real dol-
lars by 7.6 per cent on a compounded basis. 
Continued underfunding will result in more 
highly visible cuts like the 130 teachers elimi-
nated from the Winnipeg School Division.

To keep up with current commitments 
and the cost of living, the education system 
requires funding at the level of inflation, high 
in 2021 at 3.4 per cent, and for one per cent 
enrolment growth, at a cost of $75 million 
more per year. 

Students need more support to deal with 
COVID-19 learning loss, which is estimated 
to be approximately three months to one 
and a half years depending on the student’s 
socio-economic status. Instead of enhanced 
resources, this huge tax cut is being imple-
mented at the same time as “The Education 
Modernization Act” legislation. Bill 64 elimi-
nates school boards, comprised of locally 
elected experts with intimate knowledge of 
public school financing and operations. Opt-
ing for cuts implemented by new business 
managers spells disaster. 

The elimination of the education prop-
erty tax is profoundly unfair — those with 
economic means are rewarded with a tax 
cut, while the education system is starved 
of money. Current and future children will 
pay the highest price with a lower-resourced 
education system. It is a double-whammy 
for students from lower-income households, 
many of whom have parents who lost jobs or 
hours because of COVID-19. 

Mid- and upper-income workers, who are 
more likely to be homeowners, have not been 
severely impacted by COVID-19. The labour 
force survey shows that middle and upper 
earners did not suffer extensive loss of jobs 
or hours. Those earning $24 or less have lost 
jobs and/or hours — and are more likely to be 
renters. 

Renters will receive none of the so-called 
“tax relief” being offered to homeowners 
with the elimination of the education prop-
erty tax. There is no guarantee landlords will 
not continue above-guideline rent increases 
after the two-year moratorium, and tenants 
lose out from the decreased tax credit from 
$700 to $525 a year. In contrast, landlords 
receive hundreds or thousands in rebates, 
depending on how many properties they own. 

Cutting this tax for all residential and 
farmland property owners is an unnecessary, 
costly, wide-sweeping measure that most 
Manitobans do not want. In Manitoba’s own 
pre-budget 2021 survey, lowering taxes came 
in dead last among the predetermined six 
major budget priority areas. 

Instead of eliminating the tax completely, 
targeted measures should be made, such as a 
progressive property-tax credit that adjusts 
to income and inflation for the seven per cent 
of seniors who are low-income homeowners, 
to support them to stay in their homes. Farm-
land property tax is only 7.5 per cent of this 
tax revenue, and a targeted response should 
be developed for impacted farm families. 

Funding for education is necessary now 
more than ever. The Manitoba government 
should retain the education property tax and 
institute mitigating measures to deal with the 
impacts on low-income and fixed-income se-
nior homeowners, farm families and renters. 

Molly McCracken is the Manitoba director of the Canadian Centre 
for Policy Alternatives.
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