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“‘Things are seldom what they
seem,” according to a line 1n
Gilbert and Sullivan’s “HM S
Pinafore,” “Skim milk masquer-
ades as cream » Agncultural
economists also have difficulty
distinguishing reality from appear-
ances One pught think that hastily
drawn, subjective opinions 1n
agricultural economics could be
dispelled by referral to data or
theory But expenence, and the
articles in this 1ssue, show that
such efforts may confound rather
than ameltorate the problem
Many mistaken beliefs are rooted
in mappropnate theones or 1n
accurate data Even so, as these
articles further demonstrate, which
1s the skim milk and which the
cream can ultimately be judged
only by an appeal to data and
to theory

Evans, 1n the first article, trans
lates the legal language of the
Food and Agnculture Act of
1977 into familiar economic
Jargon so that readers of this
Journal can see what the law
really says There are a few sur-
prises The law, apparently aimed
at hmiting the supply of certain
crops as part of the price support
program, rases the marginal rev
enue to growers and thereby
really induces an increase in sup-
ply, according to Evans

Blaylock and Green, in the
second article, use a flexible func-
tional form to estimate Engel
curves for food Dick King, in

tus 1979 Presidential Address
to the Amencan Agncultural
Economics Association, pointed
out that the choice of functional
form used in a demand model
may predetermine whether est)
mated income elasticifies nse
toward 1 0, fall toward zero, or
remain constant as income rises
King warned us not to be any
more surprised that the empin-
cally determined elastieities
behave as they do for a given
functional form than we are sur-
prised when the children find the
Easter eggs precisely where they
were hidden Blaylock and Green
demonstrate that a flexible funec-
tional form permits the data to
determine the behavior of the
elasticity whereas classical func-
tional forms used to estimate
Engel curves impose vanous pre
determined patterns

Some models which are simple
to use and which appear to pro-
vide unambiguous results may,
1n fact, be misleading, not only
as to predicted magmtude but
also as to predicted directions
of change Single-product models
predict that imposing a tanff on
wheat imports will decrease the
pnce of wheat In exporting coun-
tries and 1hcrease the pnce in the
importing country But Paarlberg
and Thompson, in the third article,
show that multiple-product models
whuch allow for real income effects
and for cross elasticities can,
under certain situations, support

a different conclusion They
beheve that one needs both an
appropriazte mode! and also reliabte
empirical coefficients to make use-
ful and realistic policy appraisals
It has long been recognized
that food stamps induce increased
expenditures for food, but by
an amount substantially less than
the value of the stamps Salathe,
in the fourth article, adds to this
the knowledge that expenditure
1ncreases are relatively large for
certain commodities, such as
cereal products, processed vege-
tables, and pork Other purchases
of food for home use, such as
fish, fruits, and sweeteners, In-
crease only shghtly What may
surpnse some people 1s that ex-
penditures for food away from
home decrease markedly Salathe
estimates that $1 of added food
stamps resulted 1n an additional
36 cents of spending for food
at home This was partially off-
set by a reduction of 14 cents
n spending for food away from
home, resulting in a net gain in
spending for total food of 22
cents per dollar of stamps 15sued
What appears as a general increase
in the demand for food 1s really
the net resuit of substantial in-
creases for some products, neg-
i1gible changes for others, and
considerable reductions 1n de-
mand for food away from home

CLARK EDWARDS
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