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FOOD ACCESS IN THE EUROPEAN UNION
COUNTRIES - AN ECONOMIC PERSPECTIVE

Due to the emerging economic uncertainty and changing customs policies, there is a risk of
making food availability more difficult. This would have consequences not only for the
population's ability to purchase different food products, but also for the country's economic
development. Food supply restrictions do not encourage local producers to operate
efficiently, but at the same time they have a negative effect on prices for consumers. The
article analyzes the provision of food availability in the countries of the European Union
(EU), identifies the most important factors determining its provision. The EU is faced with
problems arising from excessive subsidization of the agricultural sector and unbalanced
imports of certain products. This mainly affects vulnerable individuals who are looking for
the cheapest products. In order to determine the influence of factors ensuring food
availability in EU countries, a research methodology has been developed that includes
a system of indicators at national levels. It has been established that the greatest influence
on ensuring food availability is food prices and income of the population, especially
affecting people living in poverty.

Keywords: food availability assurance, producer price equivalent, price level, income of
the population.

1. INTRODUCTION

Relevance of the research. With the current increase in the world population, ensuring
food security is an important strategic issue. It is expected that by 2050. The Earth's
population will reach 10 billion, which raises great concerns about how to ensure sufficient
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and safe food supply (FAO, 2023). In addition, other environmental factors, such as climate
change, natural disasters, diseases, economic crises and wars, pose major problems for
ensuring food security. Most often, ensuring food security is defined as a phenomenon
when everyone, at any time, can obtain enough food products. Ensuring food security
consists of four dimensions, one of which is food availability (Clapp, 2022). In essence,
food availability reflects the ability of individuals to obtain an adequate and diverse diet to
meet their nutritional needs. In order to ensure food security on a global scale and improve
the quality of life of society, it is particularly important to understand the dynamics of food
availability in specific regions. Assessing food availability in Europe is an important aspect
in determining food security and addressing the problems of hunger, malnutrition and food
waste.

Research problem. The problem of ensuring food accessibility is usually identified
with developing countries, but developed countries also face this problem due to income
inequality. Therefore, the issue of ensuring food accessibility in developed countries is
important.

The object of the research is ensuring food accessibility in EU countries.

The purpose of the research is to assess the level of ensuring food accessibility in
European Union countries.

Research objectives:

1. To analyze the theoretical aspects of ensuring food availability.

2. To conduct an analysis of the assessment of ensuring food availability in the countries
of the European Union.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Analyzing food access in a country uses several indicators, rather than just one, which
reflect different aspects of the problem. According to Cole (2018), the most used indicators
to measure food security conditions are those related to:

Food production.

Income.

Total costs.

Food costs.

Shares of food expenditure.

o C(Calorie intake.

In practice, the same indicators can be applied to assess food access (Manik, 2023).
Food production reflects local food availability, while income and food expenditure reflect
purchasing power and affordability. Analysis of calorie intake provides insight into the
nutritional adequacy of the population. Together, these indicators provide a comprehensive
picture of food availability, helping to identify problems and develop actions to improve
food security.

A key indicator that reflects food production is the level of food production. The
production level indicator is used to determine how much a country is able to produce food
for the domestic market (Yu, 2009). This indicator shows how much domestic production
is produced per capita. The higher the production level indicator, the greater the ability of
a country to ensure a sufficient level of food availability on its own. It is likely that (Webb,
2023; Cole, 2018) production indicators such as irrigated area, fallow area, crop yields,
etc., have a very strong influence on the production level itself.
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Indicators of the food access dimension include production and consumption indicators,
but they only partially describe access. The most accurate indicators of accessibility are
food income indicators, i.e. income from livestock and crop production, wages, producer
prices, etc. Migotto (2015) argues that accessibility indicators, i.e. income, are mainly used
as key indicators of food security in many countries. Affordability can also be measured
by comparing food prices with people's incomes, as access to food is primarily determined
by income. According to Cole (2018), it is important to monitor food price levels when
assessing changes in income. One indicator can be constructed using wage and price levels,
as well as the price of a food basket expressed as a share of wages.

The amount of food measured in calories per capita is used to estimate the average
level of food consumption in a country (Yu, 2009). However, it only reflects the amount
of food that is available in countries, but not necessarily the amount that is consumed. Per
capita calorie intake depends on a country's level of development and is used to estimate
the proportion of undernourished in a country. The share of food in total consumer
expenditure reflects the vulnerability of the population. According to Tuttle and Beatty
(2017), populations with a higher share of food expenditure are more vulnerable to
fluctuations in income or food prices and are less able to adapt and meet their nutritional
needs. Low-income households are often unevenly affected by increased food prices, with
the poor spending a higher proportion of their income on food than other groups.

In summary, there are many different research methods used to assess food accessibility
and other dimensions. The choice of survey methodology depends on many factors, but
one of the main factors determining the choice of methodology is the level at which the
assessment is attempted, i.e. global, national, household or individual level. Several
production, income and consumption indicators are also used to measure food availability.
Among the main indicators used by many authors to assess affordability is the group of
income indicators. Assessing and comparing different indicators of food accessibility
across countries allows for the identification of potential problems related to food
accessibility and the identification of solutions to them.

Food availability has never been more important. As the COVID-19 pandemic spread
around the world, attention was drawn to ensuring local access to the supply chain for
essential goods and services such as food, water and housing (O'Hara, 2021). Addressing
food access is necessary for two reasons. Firstly, food insecurity can lead to a deficit
of essential nutrients and calories needed to live a full life. Secondly, the poor quality
of food that lacks nutrients can lead to health problems such as obesity, diabetes or
hypertension (Nardocci, 2021). On the other hand, access to nutrient-dense food is not
only a social determinant of public health. However, it is more important in an age of
crisis, when there are large numbers of vulnerable communities with pre-existing health
problems.

3. METHODOLOGY

Food security is a key element of national security. Table 1 presents a summary of food
access indicators, which have been selected by the FAO according to their relevance and
importance to best reflect the food access situation.

Food access can be measured at the individual, household, community, regional or
national level. Theoretical analysis shows that food accessibility can be disaggregated at
different levels, and therefore, in the case of EU countries, the assessment focuses on the
national level. To determine the national food access situation in the EU countries, it is
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important to take into account GDP per capita, the food price level index and other
indicators presented in Table 1. According to Ciegis and Kulvelyté (2015), per capita food
consumption and food prices are the main indicators of food accessibility.

Table 1. FAO set of food security indicators

GDP per capita.

food price level index.

share of food expenditure in total expenditure in %.
minimum energy requirement (kcal/capita/day).
the percentage of the population using adequate
drinking water services.

e % of population using basic sanitation services.

Availability of food

Source: (FAO, 2021).

Food accessibility can be measured in terms of gross domestic product (GDP) per
capita, which reflects a country's level of development. Wahbeh et al. (2022) suggest that
it can also be measured in terms of the ratio of total exports to food imports. The ratio of
total exports to food imports is often a more reliable indicator than the food trade balance.
Countries with a higher share of total export earnings are less vulnerable to global food
price fluctuations (Wahbeh et al., 2022). Leventon and Laudan (2017) also point out that
the ratio of GDP, total exports and food imports can provide an overall picture of the
situation and the level of development of a country in terms of food access for the
population.

Indicators of the food access dimension include production, consumption and income
indicators. Each of these indicators is further classified, e.g. the consumption indicator
includes the share of food expenditure, consumer prices, changes in the food price level,
caloric sufficiency, food stocks, etc. The production indicator includes irrigated area,
production level, fallow area, level of borrowing and others. The income indicator includes
crop production, livestock production, wages, self-employment, market access and number
of people employed (Cole, 2018). Income indicators are commonly used to measure the
food access dimension. Food accessibility can also be assessed by comparing food prices
with people's income, as access to food is primarily determined by income. Cole (2018)
argues that it is important to monitor food price levels when assessing changes in income.
One indicator can be constructed using wage and price levels, as well as the price of a food
basket as a share of wages. Analysis of food availability indicators can help to understand
the food security situation in a country or region and identify areas for improvement. This
information can be used to design policies and programs to improve food availability and
reduce food insecurity.

4. RESEARCH RESULTS

According to Leventon and Laudan (2017), as income increases, the relative share of
food expenditure decreases. The level of development of a country is shown by GDP. The
higher the GDP per capita, the more goods and services the average resident of the country
can purchase. GDP has been constantly changing during the period under review, i.e. it has
been growing steadily (Figure 1).
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The largest change in GDP was recorded in Ireland, which from 2018 to 2022 increased
by 31.62 thousand. EUR and reached 98.99 thousand. EUR/capita. The lowest GDP in
2014 was in Bulgaria at 5.96 thousand. EUR/capita, and the highest in 2022 in Luxembourg
at 118.70 thousand. EUR/capita. During the period under review, a constant trend remains
- GDP is growing in all European countries.

When examining food price level indices in the countries of the European Union
(Figure 2), it can be immediately noted that as the country's GDP per capita increases, food
prices also increase, therefore countries with a GDP higher than the European Union
average have the highest food prices. In Denmark, the highest food prices were recorded
in 2014, the indicator reached as much as 143.00. In 2022, the indicator in this country
decreased to 119.00. In 2022, the highest food prices were in Luxembourg, with an
indicator of 121.90. Meanwhile, in 2014, the lowest food prices were in countries with low
GDP, i.e. in Romania (66), Bulgaria (69.50), Poland (62.80). Therefore, it is important to
find out what share of food expenditure in total expenditure in the European Union
countries is allocated to food.

Figure 3 shows the share of food expenditure in total expenditure in the European Union
countries as a percentage. A higher percentage spent on food may mean that households,
especially those with low incomes, find it more difficult to meet their needs. Such people
may generally have limited access to other, equally important, needs. The assessment of
this indicator is also important for policymaking aimed at improving food availability and
affordability by creating social assistance benefits, adjusting the minimum wage or
changing agricultural policies, which also affect food prices.

The highest share of expenditure on food in percent. during the period under review
was found in Romania, Bulgaria, Poland, Lithuania, Estonia, Latvia, Croatia and Slovakia.
However, even though Lithuania, Estonia, Croatia and Romania have some of the highest
expenditure on food, on the other hand, they are still decreasing during the period under
review. Also, Figure 3 shows that the share of expenditure on food in Luxembourg and
Ireland is the lowest among all European Union countries.

Figure 4 below shows the Harmonized Index of Consumer Prices of the European
Union countries. The Harmonized Index of Consumer Prices (HICP) is an indicator that
measures the average change in prices of consumer goods and services over a certain
period. When calculating the HICP, the composition of the consumer population and the
structure of household consumption expenditure in the base period are maintained. This
means that the index reflects price changes that are not affected by changes in consumption
patterns (EUROSTAT, 2024). The HICP is closely related to ensuring food security. One
example is that when food prices rise suddenly or exceed income growth, it is more difficult
for vulnerable groups to obtain an adequate and varied diet. This leads to increased food
insecurity. When examining the Harmonized Index of Consumer Prices in the European
Union countries (Figure 4), in 2022, compared to 2014, the HICP increased in most
European Union countries. The highest HICP growth over 2014-2022 is observed in
Lithuania (12.40), Hungary (10.10), Bulgaria (10.50) and Croatia (9.40). The lowest HICP
growth over 2014-2022 was recorded in Ireland, France, Sweden, Belgium and
Luxembourg.
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Figure 2. Food price level indices in the European Union countries (EU27 2020

Source: EUROSTAT (2024).
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Figure 3. Share of food expenditure in total expenditure, %

Source: EUROSTAT (2024).
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Figure 5. Changes in consumer price indices of food products in the European Union countries (2015 = 100)

Source: FAO (2024).
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When analyzing indicators, it is also important to evaluate the consumer price indices
of food products in the European Union countries (Figure 5), which measure the change in
prices of the average basket of goods and services purchased by the population between
the current and the reporting period. The consumer price index measures inflation, which
is defined as the change in prices of the basket of goods and services purchased by specific
population groups.

The largest change in consumer prices from 2014 to 2022 was observed in Hungary,
where it increased by 33 percent (Figure 5). In Bulgaria, the change in consumer prices
during the same period was 30 percent, in Poland by 26 percent and in Lithuania by 25
percent. It can be concluded that in 2022, food accessibility in the European Union
countries decreased due to the increase in food prices. When producers face increased
costs, they often pass this burden on to retailers and ultimately to consumers, leading to
higher prices, which affects low-income households the most.

5. CONCLUSION

The theoretical analysis revealed that food accessibility is one of the dimensions of
ensuring food security, which is defined as the ability to use resources to purchase food
products. Ensuring food accessibility is extremely important for vulnerable groups of
people, such as low-income people, children or the elderly. The choice of methodology for
studying food accessibility depends on many factors, but one of the main factors
determining the choice of methodology is the level at which food security is being assessed
(global, national, household or individual level). The group of income indicators is one of
the main ones when assessing food accessibility. The analysis of the literature revealed that
income and prices are the main factors determining food accessibility. After examining the
methods for assessing food accessibility, it was found that various methods and indicators
are used. The assessment of the food accessibility dimension includes production,
consumption and income indicators.

In order to assess the food accessibility dimension, the study has developed assessment
stages and indicator structure for European Union countries. The food accessibility
dimension is analyzed according to changes in food price level indices, GDP per capita in
thousand EUR, changes in food consumer price indices, share of food expenditure,
harmonized consumer price index. After conducting the study, it can be concluded that in
2022. Ensuring food accessibility in the European Union countries decreased, which was
determined by the increase in food prices.
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