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John Harrison lives with his wife Val in a small cottage on a hillside in North Wales. They have a busy but contented life, growing much of their own food in the garden. They enjoy making their own bread, often eaten with home-made butter and jam. Their poultry provide them with fresh eggs and meat.

John’s passion is growing fruit and vegetables, Val’s is cooking and preserving, and so they complement each other’s strengths.

In these times of austerity they enjoy a great quality of life and a good standard of living, without spending money they don’t have. Both learned their life lessons from parents and grandparents who lived through the real austerity and shortages of the two World Wars.

John and Val both enjoy writing. They have had eight books published, and run two popular websites: www.lowcostliving.co.uk and www.allotment-garden.org.


By the same author

Vegetable Growing Month by Month

The Essential Allotment Guide


Low Cost Living

2nd Edition

John Harrison

[image: Illustration]

A HOW TO BOOK

[image: Illustration]


 

ROBINSON

First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Robinson

Copyright © John Harrison, 2018

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: 978-1-47213-719-7

Robinson

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk


How To Books are published by Robinson, an imprint of Little, Brown Book Group. We welcome proposals from authors who have first-hand experience of their subjects.

Please set out the aims of your book, its target market and its suggested contents in an email to Nikki.Read@howtobooks.co.uk




CONTENTS

Preface

Introduction

Chapter One Low-cost eating

Cheap food comes at a cost

Low-cost eating isn’t the same as eating cheap food

Some low-cost recipes

Chapter Two Beating the supermarkets at their own game

Decide what you need

Be aware of prices

Working the offers

Loyalty cards and vouchers

Manager’s reductions

Other shopping tips

Food safety

Is the supermarket the best buy?

Chapter Three Cooking your food

Microwaves

Halogen ovens

Conventional cookers

Pressure cookers

Hob cooking

The kettle

Slow cooking – build a modern haybox cooker

Chapter Four Food waste

‘Waste not, want not’ recipes

Making the most of poultry

Making your own bread

Chapter Five Storing vegetables

Potatoes

Other root crops

Onions

Marrows, squashes, pumpkins and tight-headed cabbage

Chapter Six Storing and preserving food

A freezer is essential

Freezing vegetables

Freezing fruit

Bottling fruit and vegetables

Drying food

Chapter Seven Making your own chutneys and jams

Chutneys add zest to any dish

The joy of home-made jam

Chapter Eight Baking your own bread

Why bake your own bread?

‘Industrial’ bread

How to bake your own bread

Bread recipes

Bread-making machines

Chapter Nine Making your own butter, cheese and yogurt

Home-made butter is the real thing

Make cheese in your kitchen

Yogurt – easier than you may think

Chapter Ten Making your own wine, beer and cider

The benefits of home winemaking

Making your wine

Country wines

Home brewing

Cider

Chapter Eleven Food for free

Fruits for free

Nuts for nothing

Herbs and greenery

Chapter Twelve Grow your own

How much land . . . and how to find it

Think vertically!

Don’t buy new pots – reuse old containers

Making compost

Wormeries

Biodigesters

Chapter Thirteen Keeping chickens

The poultry industry – a reality check

Can you keep poultry?

What do you need to keep poultry?

What stock to get and where to find it

Feeding your hens

Table (meat) birds

What to do with all those eggs!

Further information

Chapter Fourteen Bees in the back garden

Where to site the hive

Costs and benefits

Further information

Chapter Fiveteen Pets

Make your own pet food

Chapter Sixteen Cleaning

Washing clothes

Household cleaner

Personal care

Chapter Seventeen Energy

Cutting the cost

Insulation

Controlling the heat

Heat pumps

Woodburners

Biomass boilers

Generating your own power

An energy audit

Appliances

Chapter Eighteen Water

Reducing your water bill

Chapter Nineteen Transport

There’s no such thing as a ‘green car’

What car does the least harm?

Is your journey really necessary?

How to reduce your fuel consumption

Shop around for insurance

Other forms of transport

Chapter Twenty Recycling

Cut down on waste – give your rubbish a second life

Repair don’t replace

Skips and second-hand bargains

Chapter Twenty-One Skills

Chapter Twenty-Two Money

Take control of your money

Work out what things are worth to you

Extra money and working from home


Preface to the second edition

Since I wrote the first edition of this book some ten years ago, we’ve suffered the results of a banking collapse that nobody saw coming, despite it being so obvious (in hindsight) that lending people money that they could never pay back would lead to tears.

Rather than things getting better they’ve got worse for many – if not most of us – over the last decade.

Hopefully the tips and advice in this book will help you at least cope better with financial strains and pressure; or, better still, escape them.

At the same time we’ve seen climate change starting to hit home with so-called ‘once-in-a-hundred-years’ weather events like drought, storms and floods seemingly happening every year. Reducing carbon emissions and being greener are becoming more vital if disaster is to be avoided. Our practical ways of being green may not be the solution to the world’s problems, but at least they help rather than add to them.

In this second edition I’m grateful for the opportunity to clarify and better explain some ideas that seem to have been misunderstood, and to correct some errors. It’s also an opportunity to take account of changes and developments over the last decade.


Introduction

It’s a paradox of modern life that we earn more money and enjoy a higher standard of living than ever before, yet we work longer hours and are reportedly more dissatisfied and unhappier than previous generations. It seems obvious that affluence doesn’t lead to satisfaction. Indeed, as we have become more affluent we have also got more and more into debt. It truly seems that the more we have, the more we want.

I was quite surprised to discover in a recent report that my wife and I live just above the modern poverty line. I’ve never felt poor; I don’t seem to need to spend much or want for much. I loathe waste and tend to think carefully about whatever I spend, but that doesn’t mean I deny myself. I just don’t feel the need to have the latest gadget the minute it arrives in the shops.

Much of our approach to life was learned from our parents and, even more so, our grandparents. In my grandmother’s bathroom was a little plastic net into which she put the last bits of soap so that eventually she had a new bar and none was wasted. That’s a prime example of ‘waste not, want not’. My grandparents were not rich, but I never heard them complain about being poor. They were comfortable, warm and well fed from grandfather’s garden and allotment.

Strangely this economical approach to life is not limited to the poor. In my working life, I’ve come across a number of rich people – I mean helicopter- and Bentley-owning rich. One thing I’ve noticed is that they don’t waste either. They think through even small spending decisions. One chap showed me around his mansion (anything with twelve bedrooms is a mansion to me!) and, as we left each room, he switched out the lights. ‘No point giving money to the electricity company,’ was his comment.

That’s not a bad attitude to have; after all, who needs the money most, you or the electricity company? It’s an approach to cultivate. Being frugal and sensible doesn’t mean you’re mean or a skinflint; it’s a way to enjoy a better life for less. Even the Queen is said to be frugal in her personal life, using Tupperware to keep her breakfast cereal fresh. Nice one, Your Majesty.

So, having seen the prices of many things fall while our incomes have increased over the years, why do we not all feel like contented millionaires? It’s worth taking a little time to see where the money goes.

Much of our money nowadays is spent on keeping a roof over our heads. House prices may fall at times, but comparing property prices with average incomes shows a considerable rise in the last fifty years. In 1955 the average house cost £1,937 – just £44,000 at today’s prices – but the average wage was the equivalent of £22,500 a year in today’s money.

And don’t forget that when the average wage was £22,500 only the man of the house was generally working. Now the average wage is near £27,600 and both partners are likely to be employed. Of course, you have to be careful with statistics, but it’s fairly clear we pay a lot more for housing now than we did sixty-odd years ago.

There’s not a lot you can do about rents or mortgages or council tax, apart from financial juggling (and I’ll leave that to the experts who brought you the financial disaster of 2008). But it’s not just housing that accounts for our money; what we put into those houses has a big part to play.

Fifty years ago a television was a real luxury. A huge box that sat in the corner of the parlour where the family would gather round to watch flickering black-and-white images. Now many households have more televisions than people living in the house.

There used to be just one telephone sat in the hallway. Now we have multiple cordless phones and everyone has a mobile, if not a smartphone as well. Even we have a mobile – it must need topping up soon as I put £10 on it just last year.

Before you spend out on something, ask yourself if you really want or need it. Will it make any difference to you if you don’t buy it? You’ll be amazed how many times the answer is that it won’t improve your life one jot.

However, there are necessary expenses that you can easily take control of and reduce. You can reasonably reduce your energy bills without shivering in the dark. You can reduce your transport costs; you may need to change your lifestyle a bit, but you’ll find it an improvement. It’s about changing your approach to these things, and not about wearing a hair shirt and denying every pleasure in life.

Much of this book is about food; how to eat better-tasting and healthier food (and for far less than you might have thought). I make no apology for this. It is one area where you can really save money and improve the quality of your life at the same time.

I’m convinced that many of the illnesses we suffer are caused by the food we buy and eat. I don’t mean things like food poisoning, as modern hygiene standards are superb. I mean the production methods all along the food chain increasing fats, sugar, salt and chemicals in our diet, along with a cocktail of pesticide residues. Proper, real food not only tastes good, it does you good and generally costs you less money (although you may pay more for organic, pesticide-free food).

In the 1970s, we and many others were inspired by books such as John Seymour’s Complete Book of Self Sufficiency and TV programmes like The Good Life. Of course, these were more inspirational than practical. Even in the 1970s a suburban garden in London was unlikely to be large enough to be an urban farm, although I do recall Tom and Barbara got an allotment in one episode. Mr Seymour’s wonderful book did rather presuppose you had five acres in the country and no need to earn money to pay a mortgage while you did everything for yourself.

It was inspiring for all that, though. Although we didn’t have that smallholding, we did find there were a lot of things we could do for ourselves in an ordinary house and garden.

No, we don’t grow our own wheat and grind our own flour, but we do bake our own bread. We don’t have a pig or a small house cow on the patio, but we can have fresh eggs and free-range chicken, and honey from a beehive.

Above all, the suggestions in this book are practical. Everything I recommend is either something we or our friends do or have done. Things that make sense financially and which make a reasonable trade-off between your time and money. They make sense ecologically as well. Low-cost living is also most often environmentally low-impact living.

There’s no point in spending hours and hours doing something you hate just to save a few pennies. However, if you enjoy doing something it isn’t work. So if you save money while having fun, then that’s great by my reckoning.

To give you a couple of examples: I love growing my own vegetables. It’s interesting, satisfying and good exercise. If you hate it and find it nothing but a chore, then don’t do it. Use your time on another money-saving or money-making hobby instead.

In this book I explain how we make our own butter. One method we came across involved either putting cream into a jar and shaking it for hours, or buying special churning jars with paddles. You can forget that nonsense. If you’ve ever over-whipped cream, then you know it turns into butter. Guess how we do it? I like butter, but I’m not daft enough to spend hours shaking a jar.

Like most people nowadays we’re trying to be green, or at least greener. We don’t want to pass an ecological disaster on to our children or grandchildren, after all. I firmly believe climate change is a real danger and if we don’t take action now it could be too late to avert a disaster that we can only imagine. Perhaps not for a hundred years, but I don’t want to be cursed by future generations.

However, it is pointless making theoretical suggestions that only the biggest eco-fanatic is likely to carry out, or suggesting things that cost a fortune so only the wealthy can afford to do them.

There’s an awful lot of money being made out of people’s desire to be green. What makes me angry are those gadgets that salve a guilty conscience but do no more than that. One good example of this is someone I know who has bought a timer for his shower so that he cuts down his water use. No matter that he has a power shower that delivers enough water to fill the average bath in 10 minutes, when an ordinary shower would just pop an inch of water into the bath over the same time. Forget his poorly insulated loft – he’s ‘green’ because he has a shower timer.

Real solutions that reduce our impact on the environment may not be sexy – they may even be positively boring – but they work, and people can and will use them.

So I hope this book will help you to enjoy a better quality of life by spending less money and also help the planet because you are living a greener lifestyle. You’ll find there is more on this subject on my website: www.lowcostliving.co.uk.


CHAPTER ONE

Low-cost eating

If you look at the real cost of food as a proportion of the household budget over the years, it has fallen. Our rents and mortgages zoom up, and the price of fuel goes up, but the food we eat is cheaper now than ever before.

We’re generally wealthier now, but because these other costs – especially housing costs – have risen so much we have less money available to spend on food. The food budget is one thing we’re very aware of and can control, which really increases the pressure on suppliers to meet our demands for cheap food.

This reduction in food cost has been achieved in part by our farming industry becoming far more productive. Mechanisation, a huge armoury of chemicals, and cheap labour imported from poorer countries have enabled the farmer to supply food to the industry at a lower price than at any other time in our history.

Cheap food comes at a cost

This increase in cost efficiency from the farming industry has not been without consequences. There has been damage to the environment from increased chemical use and large-scale farming. Run-off from slurry into fields and subsequently pollution of rivers, destruction of habitat resulting in a reduction in the number of wild birds, and the use of a number of pesticides are all implicated in the catastrophic decline in bees, which are vital to pollination of most crops, as well as flowers.

The pressure on the farmer to supply cheaper food has resulted in the horror of chickens kept so crowded that the poor things can hardly move. Modern meat chickens have been bred so that they reach selling weight quicker, but at the cost of growing faster than their legs can support. And that’s just one example of the decline in animal welfare that the pressure for ever-cheaper food has brought about. Finally, the ethics of importing cheap labour from less fortunate countries to work at jobs British workers don’t want, at wages British workers would not accept, is debatable at best.

Farmers are only one link in the chain, though. Next come the food manufacturers. They’re under the same financial pressure to supply cheap food and so they look to cut costs and add value wherever they can.

I’ll touch on the Chorleywood process in Chapter 8 – the introduction of ‘industrial’ bread-making techniques in the early 1960s – but it applies to nearly all the food we buy. It’s quite ironic that one of the reasons for the formation of the co-operative movement back in 1843 was to provide wholesome food. The producers and retailers at the time were also reacting to financial pressures and were adulterating foods to reduce costs.

Nowadays we have masses of legislation to protect us, but it still gives the manufacturer a lot of room to manoeuvre and reduce costs. Nearly 170 years later we no longer get floor sweepings in our food, but we do get mechanically reclaimed meat. Let’s look at some examples.

Chicken

To start with something simple that you wouldn’t think could be messed about with, let’s look at chickens. The cheap, ‘densely raised’ chicken has more fat content than the free-range one, but the manufacturers don’t stop there. By splitting the chicken into components, they increase its monetary value. This is why you can buy breasts, legs, wings, etc, separately. It may be more convenient than jointing your own, but you pay for the privilege.

The next step is to increase the selling price further by adding water, thus increasing weight. It is perfectly legal for the processors to add as much water as they want, i.e. as much as they think they can get away with, to your chicken. Often it’s just 15 per cent of the weight, but it has been known to be as high as 40 per cent. So you end up paying for water.

If they just injected water it would drain away, so they use polyphosphates to bind the water into the chicken. Polyphosphates are approved for use as an additive in food and considered safe, although a preliminary study published in the American Journal of Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine in 2007 suggests they may be implicated in lung cancer. Average consumption of these chemicals has about doubled over the last ten years.

While they’re at it, they add some salt and dextrose (a sugar) to the water, to ‘improve’ the flavour and disguise the ‘wateryness’ of the product. Never mind that too much salt and sugar are bad for health; this is perfectly legal.

So we move from a healthy lean meat to a product that is high in fat, salt and sugar and might even increase your risk of lung cancer. If you buy some cheap chicken, check the label; you could have an unpleasant surprise.

Processed meat products

It’s not just chicken that gets the bulking treatment. Have you ever wondered why cheap bacon shrinks so much? The water boils off when you cook it. It’s perfectly legal but you have to wonder how much would sell if it had ‘15 per cent water’ in bold letters on the front of the pack rather than ‘85 per cent pork’ in the ingredients list that you need good eyesight to read.

When we move onto more processed foods and food products, the situation gets worse. A meat pie may only be 18 per cent meat. Some of the remaining 82 per cent is the pastry, but the actual meat is bulked up with various things including connective tissues (the stringy bits the butcher throws away) and even chicken skin.

The other wonder they give us is mechanically reclaimed meat. This consists of the bits that adhere to the bones, skin and so forth that would be thrown away by any self-respecting cook at home. It comes out as an unappetising paste, but that’s no problem to the food scientists who can easily add some chemicals, salt and sugar to make it taste like food when it goes into a product. Sausages are an obvious target for these meat-like products. The budget sausage may have as little as 40 per cent meat and that includes the mechanically reclaimed connective tissues and chicken skins.

It’s quite common and traditional to add breadcrumbs to breakfast sausage. They’re not just a bulking agent but improve the texture and succulence. Rusk, however, does the same job but is nutritionally poorer than breadcrumbs. Guess what goes into the cheap mass-produced sausage?

Low-cost eating isn’t the same as eating cheap food

The reason I have touched on what much of the food we buy actually consists of is to emphasise that low-cost eating is not the same as buying cheap food. I’m neither a food snob nor a gourmet, but there is no way I would touch a pack of sausages that cost 2p each to buy. I am convinced that 99 per cent of us wouldn’t eat cheap foods if we’d seen how they’re made. My one week of temp work as a lad in the pie factory was enough to put me off those pies for life.

With a little thought and planning, you can reduce the cost of your food considerably and be assured of what you are eating. There’s a lot of medical evidence that we eat far too much meat – and especially red meat – for our own good. We’re genetically programmed to like the taste of meat and fats – they’re high in energy and protein. Now we can all get as much as we want. No longer do we make do with some grains because the mammoth escaped the hunting party. The result is bowel cancer, heart disease and obesity.

Meat is certainly the most expensive part of our diet, both financially and ecologically, so eating less is a good idea. However, it’s easier said than done to say ‘eat less meat’ as the vast majority of us like it. Even some vegetarians will admit they liked the taste of meat; I suspect many others just don’t admit it. My way of reducing the amount of meat we eat, as well as the cost, is effective and, most importantly, enables us to eat meat that tastes just as good. In fact, I would say better.

For a start, let’s consider cheap cuts of meat. Brisket and braising steak have wonderful flavour but cost far less than rump steak. Neck of lamb is as cheap as chips and costs a pittance in comparison with a leg, but the flavour is, in my opinion, better.

Now there is a problem with these cheaper cuts in that they need to be cooked slowly and properly. We find that marinating and slowly cooking them results in a melt-in-your-mouth texture as well as a superior flavour to more expensive cuts. Marinating in wine doesn’t just add flavour; the acid tenderises the meat. So do give cheaper cuts a try.

Don’t forget offal. I find it strange that people who happily eat a cow’s bottom (that’s a rump steak) recoil in horror at kidneys and liver. Interestingly, the Inuit people (living in the Arctic regions of the world) who eat little apart from meat consider these parts to be the best. That’s probably due to them having more vitamins and iron. If you’ve not tried them, why not give it a go? At worst you won’t like the taste.

That’s reduced the cost, so let’s look at the quantity next. Slow cooking will create a superb gravy, delighting our taste buds with that ‘umami’ meat flavour, but we still like that meat texture. Just like the food factory we add a bulking agent, but our bulking agents are good for you. Mushrooms are brilliant for this. The ordinary cheap mushrooms are a little bland but they’ll absorb the meat flavour and add that texture we crave. We also use beans a lot with meat dishes. Beans are as rich in protein as most meat, have the same sort of texture and are just as filling.

We grow our own vegetables and I always end up with too many runner beans so I let them grow on and the actual beans develop. These are ideal for adding to stews and casseroles. We use a lot of home-grown broad beans too, but if you don’t grow your own, red kidney beans work well.

Don’t buy beans in tins; instead buy dried beans, which are far cheaper. Most just need soaking overnight to rehydrate them and they are ready to add to a slow-cooking dish. If you’re pushed for time, having forgotten to soak some beans the night before, you can get away with a fast-soaking method. Rinse the beans in a colander or sieve, then put into a large saucepan and cover with water to about three or four times the volume of beans. Bring them to a fast boil and keep boiling for 4 or 5 minutes. Switch off the heat and leave covered for an hour.

Note: it is important to boil red kidney beans vigorously for 10 minutes after soaking, and then change the water. Boil again and discard the water. These beans contain a high level of haemagglutinins, which can cause a serious gastric upset. This process reduces the level to that found in all beans.

If you have freezer room, you can pre-cook beans and freeze them for use later. We do this with chickpeas which are so versatile, not just for hummus and falafel, but for bean burgers (see page 16) and bean salads. We also freeze portions of red kidney beans, which go well to stretch any meat casserole as well as chilli con carne.

You can make a very acceptable chilli without the meat, too, as red kidney beans are so satisfying.

For bulk cooking beans, you can’t beat a pressure cooker. Chickpeas take between an hour and an hour and a half to cook in a saucepan, but just 20–30 minutes in a pressure cooker. Pre-soaked beans also work well in slow-cooker meals.

While we’re on the subject of dried beans, please don’t buy those tubs of hummus. It is so easy to make (see opposite), and dried chickpeas are very inexpensive.

Beans and pulses have a health benefit as well as being a money saver. As I’ve said, they’re high in protein, but – unlike meats – there’s no fat and they’re high in fibre. Great for your cholesterol levels and bowel health. Lack of fibre and red meats are implicated in bowel cancer.

There’s a lot to be said for a vegetarian or vegan diet both for our individual health and the ecology, but some land is only really suitable for pasturing animals. I think we’d all be a lot better off if us omnivores stopped eating meat as a standard and moved to a low-meat diet.

Apart from meat, people spend a fortune on ready-prepared foods. From pasties to pies, we keep those factories running. Unfortunately, you may well find it actually costs you more to make your own than to buy a cheap one ready made, and wonder why you should bother.

The reason is that making your own means you know what has gone into your meal – and I promise you it will be better than nearly anything you buy. Would you put chicken skin into your steak pie? If you make an apple tart will you add stabilisers and bulking agents?

Some low-cost recipes

Here are just a couple of our favourite recipes. The ingredients are cheap, but the results taste anything but. As with all our recipes, we adapt to what we have available so don’t be afraid to change things.

Hummus

The price of this in the shops never fails to amaze me; it is so cheap to make and it tastes more wicked than it is. I tend to soak and cook a batch of dried chickpeas and freeze them so that they’re on hand when the urge takes me. Technically you should use tahini in this, which is sesame cream, but I don’t like the taste. You probably could make this by crushing the chickpeas and sieving them, but it is far easier with a food processor.

Method

•   Put a good handful of chickpeas into the processor along with a crushed clove of garlic and add olive oil and lemon juice in a ratio of two tablespoons of oil to one of lemon juice. Whizz until it becomes creamy. If it is a little dry, add more oil and lemon juice or a little water until the consistency is correct.

•   Taste and add a little salt if you think it needs it.

•   Put it into a ramekin-style serving dish, cover with cling film and chill in the fridge until needed.

Bean burgers

Bean burgers are low fat, have plenty of healthy dietary fibre and are very cheap to make. But don’t let that put you off – they taste fantastic! The beauty of them is that you can make them with different types of bean, add herbs or not, make them spicy or plain, whatever you like. I’m sure you would never need to repeat. You can also add nuts, but I don’t think that works too well.

Ingredients

Makes four good-sized burgers.

½ onion, diced

2 or more cloves of garlic, crushed or chopped very finely

500g (1lb 2oz) cooked mixed beans

herbs and/or spices to suit (a chopped dried chilli pepper certainly adds zing)

1 medium carrot, grated or chopped finely

50g (2oz) breadcrumbs (fresh work best)

1 egg, beaten

Method

•   Fry the onion and garlic in a little oil until soft and then whizz everything into a food processor. Could not be easier!

•   Divide into four portions and form into burgers before frying or grilling on a medium heat.

•   Serve just as you would meat burgers.


CHAPTER TWO

Beating the supermarkets at their own game

Love them or hate them, the fact is that the vast majority of us shop in supermarkets. The corner grocery shop has become a very rare beast.

The supermarkets’ success is based on offering us what we want, when we want it, at a competitive price. That’s why we shop there. Being huge, they can stock nearly everything you may want. Many are now open every hour the law allows and also available online, which has killed the last advantage of the ‘open all hours’ corner shop.

Supermarkets may be open when you want, but are they really competitive?

Some years back I was told by an insider in the supermarket business that it wasn’t how cheap you were that mattered but how cheap your customers thought you were that mattered. In other words, if they could fool you they would.

As a business, they are incredibly sophisticated at parting you from your cash. Just the position of goods in the store – and even on the shelf within a section – makes a difference to how much they sell. That’s why they have entire dummy stores in which to test ideas and find the most efficient way to empty your wallet.

Then there are the offers. Buy One, Get One Free! Half Price! Price Crunch! Rollback! The list goes on and on. Unsurprisingly most people find this bewildering – and if you think about it, a bewildered customer is not too bad a thing from the supermarkets’ viewpoint.

I don’t want to suggest that any of this is wrong; the supermarkets scrupulously obey the laws of the land. But make no mistake, the duty (in law!) of the management is to make the maximum profit for the benefit of the shareholders. They are not a charity, and they do not have your best interests at heart. It’s their best interests that matters to them.

That’s not to say they’re all the same. Some do take social responsibility seriously, while others just give it lip service. The Co-op and Waitrose are particularly good, which I would think is down to their different ownership structures. The Co-op is owned by its members (anyone can join) and the profits are shared amongst them. Waitrose is owned by the John Lewis Partnership which shares out the organisation’s profits amongst the staff who are known as partners.

Now that we know the underlying truths in our relationship with most of the supermarkets, let’s play the game to win.

Decide what you need

This may seem pretty obvious – you may think most people are capable of shopping according to need – until you see the figures on wasted food. Surveys show that up to a third of the food we buy is thrown away. Examples are quoted of people buying the same items each week, returning home and throwing away the same item they’d bought the week before.

I found this unbelievable, but then I saw someone do just that. She was packing the shopping away, took a packet of Brie cheese from the fridge, unopened, and dropped it in the bin. Then she put the new packet into the fridge. Yes, I fished out the old packet and it was still within its ‘use by’ date.

It’s so simple: keep a pencil and pad of paper in the kitchen and note anything that you are running out of. This is called a shopping list! If it is not on the list, then you don’t need it.

Be aware of prices

When I was a youth I worked in my father’s supermarket. It may have been tiny by modern standards but the principles were the same. He offered good prices to get sales, but to get these prices and still make a profit he had to buy at the best price. This meant that he knew how much things were and he could spot a bargain at twenty paces.

You need to be aware of what things costs. Don’t just drop things into the trolley – look at the price. Pretty soon you will find you have a good idea of what you should be paying and will pick up on price increases or the same product being cheaper down the road at another supermarket.

Don’t assume that the packets are the same size, either. We noticed that Arborio rice had dropped in price but on closer inspection the packet size had decreased, from 1,000g to 750g. The actual cost per 100g had
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