U.S. Agriculture—Linking
Consumers and Producers

What Do Americans Eat?

he American diet has changed considerably over the last 25 years. Red meat

consumption, for example, fell 13 percent between 1970 and 1995, while poultry
consumption rose 86 percent and fish and shellfish 27 percent. Egg use declined by
nearly afourth, while cheese consumption more than doubled to 27 pounds per person
in 1995. Consumption of coffee and milk has given way toicy cold carbonated soft
drinks; bottled water; beer; canned iced tea; and fruit juices, drinks, cocktails, and ades.

Change has been driven by various factors: prices, consumer income, more food
assistance for the poor, convenience, new products, more imports, more eating away
from home, more snacking, expanded advertising programs, smaller households,
more two-earner households, increased ethnic diversity, an aging population, an
expanded scientific base relating diet and health, new Dietary Guidelines for
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Americans designed to help people make food choices that promote health and
prevent disease, improved nutrition labeling, and a burgeoning interest in nutrition.

USDA’s Economic Research Service's (ERS) food supply (disappearance)
data are based on the amount of food available for consumption in the United States.
Estimates of food for domestic human consumption usually are calculated by sub-
tracting measurabl e uses such as exports, industrial consumption, farm inputs, and
end-of-year inventories from total supply (the sum of production, beginning inventor-
ies, and imports). Accordingly, the data are indirect measures of actual consumption.
They may overstate what is actually eaten because they represent food supplies avail-
ablein the market and do not account for waste. Food supply nutrient estimates are
derived from the disappearance data by researchersin USDA’s Center for Nutrition
Policy and Promation (CNPP).

Food Supply Providing More Grains, Vegetables, and Fruitsand L ess
Saturated Fat and Cholesterol. Consistent with dietary and health recommenda-
tions, Americans now consume, on average, two-fifths more grain products and
one-fifth more fruits and vegetables than did their 1970 counterparts. They drink
lower fat milk than they did then; annual per capita butterfat consumption from
beverage milk now is half what it wasin 1970. And, they eat leaner meats—lessred
meat (leaner red meat, too) and more chicken and fish. Meat, poultry, and fish now
contribute 25 percent of the total fat and 26 percent of the total saturated fat in the
U.S. food supply, compared with 35 percent and 37 percent in 1970. Thisis so,
even though per capitatotal meat consumption now isroughly atenth higher thanin
1970. Declining use of eggs, red meat (especially liver and other variety meats), and
whole milk is behind a 13-percent decline since 1970 in per capitalevels of dietary
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Per capita consumption of meat, poultry, and fish, boneless,
trimmed,equivalent
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Per capita consumption of plain fluid milk
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Figure 1-4.
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cholesterol. Animal products now contribute less than half (48 percent in 1994) of the
total fat in the food supply, compared with 61 percent in 1970.

Contrary to diet and health recommendations, however, Americans are consum-
ing, on average, record-high amounts of added sugars and some high-fat dairy prod-
ucts and near record-high amounts of added fats and oils. The increase in added fats
and oils probably results from the greatly expanded consumption of fried foodsin
foodservice outlets and high-fat snack foods, and the increased use of salad oilson
salads consumed both at home and away.

WeArea Nation of Meat Eaters—Now More Than Ever. In 1996, total mest
consumption (red meat, poultry, and fish) was 191 pounds (boneless, trimmed equiv-
alent) per person, only 2 pounds below 1994's record high and 12 pounds above the
1980-84 annual average. Half-pound hamburgers and “value-priced” buckets of fried
chicken draw slews of customers to foodservice outlets. Rotisserie chicken and
Buffalo wings have become so popular that they have made inroads across the country,
even in pizzarias. Americans love to barbecue meat on outdoor grills—boosting per
capita consumption in warm months—and, increasingly, on indoor grills year round.
A host of new lean-meat products cater to saturated-fat-wary consumers. Seasoned,
ready-to-cook meats available in the fresh and frozen food cases and cooked meats
in the self-serve and service delicatessens appeal to time-crunched consumers.

Long-Term Declinein Egg Consumption L evels Off in the 1990's. Between
1970 and 1989, annua consumption of eggs steadily declined from 309 eggs per
person to 237. The average annual rate of decline during those 20 years was 3.6 eggs.
During the 1990's total egg consumption has fluctuated between 234 and 238 eggs
per person per year, but has shown an upward trend since 1991. Per capita consump-
tion was 236 eggs in 1996 and has been projected to be 240 eggsin 1997. The record
high for U.S. per capita egg consumption was 403 eggsin 1945.

Much of the decline in egg consumption since 1970 was due to changing life-
styles (for example, lesstime for breakfast preparation in the morning as large
numbers of women joined the paid labor force) and the perceived ill effects of the
cholesterol intake associated with egg consumption.

Declining retail egg prices between 1990 and 1994 may have spurred egg usein
those years. The average retail price for adozen large, Grade A eggs declined from
$1.01in 1990 to $0.86 in 1992 and 1994. Changing consumer attitudes toward eggs
may also be responsible. New tests show eggs to contain less cholesterol than previ-
ously documented, leading the American Heart Association to increase its maximum
recommended consumption from three eggs per week to four. Also, various research
studiesindicate that someAmericans are relaxing their healthy eating habits and are
indulging themselves in more traditional and flavorful foods.

AmericansDrink LessMilk, Eat More Cheese. In 1996, Americans, on aver-
age, drank 22 percent less milk and ate nearly two and a half times as much cheese
(excluding cottage types) asin 1970.

Annual per capita consumption of beverage milk declined from 31 gallonsin
1970 to 24 gallonsin 1996. Consumption of soft drinks may be displacing beverage
milk in the diet. Big increasesin eating away from home, especially at fast-food
places, and in consumption of salty snack foods favored soft drink consumption.
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Per capita consumption of fruits and vegetables
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Figure 1-6.

Per capita consumption of grain products*
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The beverage milk trend is toward lower fat milk. While whole milk represented
81 percent of all beverage milk in 1970, its share dropped to 36 percent in 1996.

While Americans are switching to lower fat milk, they are also using more fluid
cream products (half-and-half, light cream, heavy cream, eggnog, sour cream, and
dips). Per capita consumption of fluid cream products jumped from an annual average
of 10 half pintsin 1970-74 to 16 half pintsin 1996.

On balance, however, per capita consumption of milk-fat from all fluid milk
and cream products declined 36 percent between 1970 and 1996, from 9.1 pounds
per person to 5.8 pounds.

Average consumption of cheese—excluding full-skim American and cottage,
pot, and baker’s cheeses—increased 140 percent between 1970 and 1996, from 11
pounds per person to 27 pounds. The growth is concentrated in the ingredient and
away-from-home markets. Rapidly expanding pizza sales and lifestyles that empha-
size convenience foods are probably major forces behind the higher consumption.
Advertising and new products—such as frozen broccoli and cheese combos and
reseal able bags of shredded cheeses—also had an effect.

Fruits and Vegetables—TheArray of ChoicesWidens. AsAmericansincreas-
ingly embrace national health authorities' recommendation of consuming five fruits
and vegetables a day, their array of choices continues to widen. Fresh-cut fruits and
vegetables, prepackaged salads, locally grown items, and exotic produce—as well as
hundreds of new varieties and processed products—have been introduced or expanded
in the last decade.

Per capita use of fruits and vegetables rose in the early 1980's in response to
higher consumer incomes, increased ethnic diversity, and burgeoning interest in
healthful diets. By 1995, per capita consumption was 15 percent higher than in 1980
and 22 percent higher than in 1970. Thistrend islikely to continue expanding into
the next decade as consumers heed nutritionists’ message on healthful eating.

Supermarket produce departments carry over 400 produce items today, up from
250in thelate 1980's and 150 in the mid-1970's. Also, the number of ethnic, gourmet,
and natural foodstores—which highlight fresh produce—continues to rise.

Consumers continue to have more access to fresh, local produce aswell. The
number of farmers' markets has grown substantially throughout the United States
over the last several decades, and increased from 1,755 in 1993 to 2,116 by the end
of 1995, according to USDA surveys.

Average Grain Consumption Up From 1970's But Far Below Early 1900's
Highs. Per capita consumption of flour and cereal products reached 192 poundsin
1995 from an annual average of 147 poundsin 1980-84 and 135 poundsin 1970-74.
Theincrease isfar below the 300 pounds consumed per person in 1909 (the earliest
year for which data are available). The expansion in supplies reflects ample grain
stocks; strong consumer demand for variety breads and other bakery items; big
increases in grain-based snack foods, breakfast cereals, and ethnic foods; and increas-
ing sales of fast-food products made with buns, doughs, and tortillas. Grain products
have overtaken caloric sweeteners to become the leading source of carbohydratesin
the food supply.

Wheat isthe major grain product eaten in the United States, with wheat flour
and other wheat products representing 74 percent of U.S. grain consumption in 1995.
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Per capita consumption of caloric sweeteners
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However, wheat's share of total grain consumption declined 6 percentage points since
1985 asrice, corn products, and oat products gained momentum.

Americans Eating Recor d-High Amounts of Sugars. Total per capita con-
sumption of caloric sweeteners (dry-weight basis)—comprised mainly of sucrose
(table sugar made from cane and beets) and corn sweeteners (notably high-fructose
corn syrup, or HFCS)—increased 28 pounds, or 22 percent, during 1970-95. In 1995,
each American consumed, on average, 150 pounds of caloric sweeteners, compared
with 122 pounds per person in 1970.

A striking change in the availability of specific sugars has occurred in the past
two and half decades. Sucrose's share in total caloric sweetener consumption dropped
from 83 percent in 1970 to 44 percent in 1995. In contrast, corn sweeteners' share
increased from 16 percent in 1970 to 55 percent in 1995. All other caloric sweeteners,
including honey, maple syrup, and molasses, maintained a 1-percent share.

Food Supply Providing More Caloriesand Higher L evels of Most Vitamins
and Minerals. Evidence from various sources suggests that Americans are consum-
ing, on average, more food, more snacks, bigger portions, and more calories than
they did in 1970. Thelevel of food energy (calories) in the food supply increased
from 3,300 calories per person in 1970 to 3,800 caloriesin 1994. This 15-percent
increase reflects higher levels of all three energy-yielding nutrients: carbohydrate,
fat, and protein. The proportion of caloriesfrom carbohydrate increased from 47 to 51
percent, while the share from fat decreased from 42 to 38 percent. Protein has consis-
tently accounted for about 11 percent of calories.



Table 1-1.

Major foods: U.S. per capita consumption

Food 1970 1980 1995
Pounds
Beef! 79.6 72.1 64.0
Pork* 48.0 52.1 49.1
Veal* 2.0 1.3 .8
Lamb and mutton* 2.1 1.0 9
Chicken* 27.4 32.7 48.8
Turkey* 6.4 8.1 14.1
Fish and shellfish 11.7 12.4 14.9
Eggs (number) 308.9 271.1 234.6
Cheese? 11.4 17.5 27.3
Ice cream 17.8 175 15.7
Fluid cream products 5.2 5.6 8.4
All dairy products® 563.8 543.2 585.8
Fats and oils 52.6 57.2 64.1
Peanuts and tree nuts* 7.2 6.6 7.8
Fruits and vegetables® 564.4 594.4 685.9
Fruits 229.0 257.9 280.9
Vegetables 3354 336.5 405.0
Caloric sweeteners® 122.3 123.0 150
Refined sugar (sucrose) 101.8 83.6 65.5
Corn sweeteners 19.1 38.2 83.2
Flour and cereal products’ 135.6 144.7 192.4
Wheat flour 110.9 116.9 141.7
Rice 6.7 9.4 20.1
Corn products 1.1 12.9 22.7
Other® 6.0 4.9 7.2
Cocoa’ 3.1 2.7 3.6
Gallons
Beverage milks 31.3 27.6 24.3
Whole 25.5 17.0 8.8
Lowfat and skim 5.8 10.5 15.6
Coffee 334 26.7 20.5
Tea 6.8 7.3 8.0
Soft drinks 24.3 35.1 51.2
Fruit juices 5.7 7.2 8.7
Bottled water NA 2.4 11.6
Beer 18.5 24.3 22.0
Wine 1.3 2.1 1.8
Distilled spirits 1.8 2.0 1.2

NA = Not available.

*Boneless, trimmed equivalent. 2Excludes full-skim American, cottage, pot, and baker's cheese. *Milk equiva-
lent, milkfat basis. “Shelled basis. *Farmgate weight. °Dry basis. Includes honey and edible syrups. "Consump-
tion of items at the processing level (excludes quantities used in alcoholic beverages and corn sweeteners).
0ats and barley. °Chocolate liquor equivalent; what remains after cocoa beans have been roasted and hulled.



The per capitalevel of total fat in the food supply increased 3 percent from 1970
to 1994, reflecting increased use of salad and cooking oils and shortening. Between
1970 and 1994, animal sources' share of total fat declined from 61 to 48 percent,
while vegetable sources' share jumped from 39 to 52 percent.

In 1970, the meat, poultry, and fish group contributed the most saturated fat to
the U.S. food supply—37 percent, followed by the fats and oils group at 33 percent.
By 1994, the fats and oils group’s contribution to total saturated fat had jumped up
8 percentage points, to 41 percent, and the meat, poultry, and fish group’s contribution
had dropped 11 percentage points, to 26 percent.

CNPP calculates the amounts per capita per day of food energy and 24 nutrients
and food componentsin the U.S. food supply. Vitamin B,, is the only micronutrient
(includes vitamins and minerals) whose level in the U.S. food supply declined
between 1970 and 1994; the 19-percent declinein vitamin B, reflects lower con-
sumption of organ meats (for example, liver) and egg yolks. All other vitamins (A,
C, E, B, thiamin, riboflavin, niacin, and folate) and all minerals (calcium, phospho-
rus, magnesium, iron, zinc, copper, and potassium) show gainsin per capita supply
from 1970 to 1994. For example, a 16-percent increase in vitamin C consumption
reflects higher fruit consumption spurred by improvementsin variety and year-round
availability of many fresh fruits. Increasesin thiamin, riboflavin, niacin, and iron
reflect hikes in enrichment levels of flour called for by revisionsin Federal standards
in the 1970's as well asincreased grain consumption in more recent years.



