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Getting Prices Right: 

The Scope and Limits of Agricultural Price Policy 


Reviewed by David Henneberry 

C Peter TImmer Ithaca. Cornell Unwers£ly Press, 
1987, 160 pp, $2500 ($7 95 paper) 

Get/mg Prwes R'ght by C Peter Timmer IS a welcome 
addition to the vast hterature on agncultural pnce 
pohcy m developed and developmg areas that has 
emerged over the past 20 years The book blends com
mon sense and economic theory m an uncomphcated 
manner that professlOnals With overseas experience 
will appreciate for ItS apphcablhty m data-scarce 
environments It IS a short book (160 pages) that m
troduces the reader to baSIC concepts m the area of 
agrlCultll1'al pnce pohcy 

Timmer descnbes the components of pnce pohcy 
analYSIS ,He sets forth the partlal-eqUlhbrlum 
framework for price pohcy analYSIS He analyzes food 
and agnc'ultural pnce subsl(iles the direct effects of a 
subsidy, spillover effects, the Impact on the volume of 
trade, foreIgn exchange, market Integrabon, resource 
allocatlOn, and the cost of fundmg the subsidy He 
underplays the role of taxatlOn and export tariffs m 
agrICultural price formatlOn The sheer size of the 
agricultural economy m many develol'mg countnes 
Imphes that agriculture IS a source of slgmficant 
government revenues, a tOPIC that would have 
broadened the scope of the manuscnpt Timmer 
discusses the Impact of agrICultural price pohcy on 
markets and marketmg He relates storage, transpor
tatlOn, and processmg of agricultural commoruties to 
Government price pohcy He explams the concept of 
the border pnce as an effiCiency standard, or as the 
opportumty cost of a commodity on world pnce, such as 
locatIOn and dehvery terms and time, emphaslzmg 
their role m the pohcy formulatlOn process HIS ex
planatlOn of the dlsaggregated effects of agricultural 
pnce pohcy on consumers and producers IS mcomplete 
He gives scant attentlOn to the Impact of these effects 
on Government revenues, makmg no real effort to cap
ture the differences among pohcles (subSidies vs 
tanffs) and countnes (large vs small) Timmer lmks 
pnce from smgle markets to general eqUlhbnum He 
briefly dIscusses the macroeconomIC Impact of 

The, reviewer IS an aSSIstant professor In the Department of 
Agricultural EconomICS at Oklahoma State Umverslty 

agricultural price changes on Government budget, 
deficits, mllatlOn, labor markets, mvestment, and the 
structure of the economy Fmally, he summarizes 
markets"pohcles, and the dynamics of price changes 

Get/mg Pnces RIght IS Oriented to an mformed lay 
audience and Jumor- or semor-Ievel undergraduate 
students m land-grant umversltles One needs only a 
baSIC understandmg of graphICal analYSIS to compre
hend the material The book IS devOid of quantitative 
theoretical and methodolOgical ruscusslOn Timmer 
does use practical examples from the actual ex
penences of several countries to hlghhght hiS mam 
pomts These examples enhance hiS book's readablhty 

Getnng PrIces R'ght has several strong pomts It IS 
pragJllatic and Oriented toward an mformed lay audi
ence It IS authOritative and based on years of overseas 
work expenence from which numerous examples are 
drawn It focuses on a specmc tOpIC Last, It IS well 
written and easy to understand 

The book's major weakness IS ItS scope It falls to ad
dress adequately the price problems dealt With by the 
agncultural economICs hterature over the past two 
decades The tOpiCS It covers offer only a superfiCial 
ghmpse mto the underlymg economic effects For ex
ample, demand elastiCIties and related coeffiCients 
commodity price stablhzatlOn schemes (benefits: 
costs, alternatives, and determmants of the dlstrlbu
tlOnallmpact), and the Impact of rlsk-averslOn on sup
ply and demand response are either madequately ad
dressed or Ignored The cruClal difference between the 
case of a large country's ablhty to mlluence world 
market prices through government pohcy mterven 
tlOn and a small country's mablhty to do so IS nearly 
overlooked The reader IS essentially umnformed of 
these CritICal differences 

The title of the book, Get/Lng Prices RIght, mdlcates 
another shortfall Although the book focuses on 
agricultural price pohcy m developmg area~, the solu
tion to many problems must mvolve far more than 
Simply "gettmg prices fight" InstitutIOnal factors 
such as the structure of markets, the dlstnbutlOn of 
personal Income, and the land tenure system are too 
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large to be completely 19oored The author does not 
Imply that tilese factors are unImportant or that they 
should not be consIdered, he sImply excludes them 
from h,s analYSIS 

In all faIrness, one cannot fault a book for not beIng 
what Its author dId not· Intend TImmer IS a skIlled 
economIst who eloquently portrays the accumulatIOn 
of hiS experIence through practIcal and theoretICal ex

amples Getting Prices R'ght would be Ideal for a 
2-week short course gIVen to pohcymakers In develop
Ing areas It would not, however, be suffiCIent as the 
sole text for an undergraduate or graduate course 
Graduate students and workIng profeSSIOnals In
terested In the area should probably read the book for 
Its hand-me-down lOgiC, but they may be frustrated 
when Important tOPICS are raIsed, and analyzed In so 
elementary a fashIOn 
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