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NEW YORK — As the 
economy cools, com-
panies are starting to 

shrink their travel budgets — a 
move likely to put further strain 
on struggling airlines.

Hotels, car-rental agencies, 
and restaurants, which along 
with airlines em-
ploy roughly 4 
percent of U.S. 
workers, also will 
feel the pinch.

So far, travel 
bookings are hold-
ing up. But corpo-
rate travel manag-
ers are taking a 
more active role in 
keeping  spending 
in check:

wEmployees are 
increasingly being 
asked to provide 
an economic rationale for trips.

wRules that require employ-
ees to book the lowest fare, stay 
in pre-approved hotels, or dou-
ble up in cars and rooms are be-
ing enforced more strictly.

wExecutives are pushing al-
ternatives to face-to-face meet-
ings, including conferences by 
phone and Internet.

“They expect you to be 
smart,” said John Flynn, a sales 
representative for a San Diego 
health-care software company. 

But, he said, “there’s no re-
placement” for personal visits 
for some contacts, he said.  

For two years, Chicago ac-
counting fi rm Grant Thornton 

International  has 
tried  to more ag-
gressively reduce 
travel costs.  

That has meant 
shunning ex-
pensive regional 
fl ights in favor of 
driving or taking 
a train  and relying 
more heavily on 
online employee-
training sessions 
and video confer-
ences.

Still, travel costs 
remain Grant Thornton’s third-
biggest expense after personnel 
and facilities, said Cheryl Geib, 
national director of travel and 
meetings.

 Faced with rising fuel costs, 
airlines increased business-
class and fi rst-class fares by 12 
 percent during the fi rst half of 
February, compared with last 
year, according to Sabre Travel
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IF IT FEELS like you are 
spending more for groceries 
but bringing home less,  you

are.
Food prices have been on the 

increase, numerous government 
studies have found, but a Blade 
visit to Toledo-area grocery 
chains last week to check prices 
on  milk, bread, eggs, coffee, and 
11 other food staples  revealed a 
16 percent increase from a simi-
lar survey fi ve years ago.  

The largest jump was for  eggs, 
 from $1.12 on average in 2003 to 
$1.98 now. Kroger, Meijer, and 
Giant Eagle were among the 
groceries checked. 

“They’ve really gone up, 
haven’t they?” said Stephen 
Breech , a grocery industry con-
sultant and former chief execu-
tive offi cer of the now-defunct 
Big Bear grocery chain in the 
Columbus area.

“I think it’s just beginning to 
scratch the surface. You can’t do
what Uncle Sam’s done with the 
energy policy and this ethanol 
thing and not have an impact on 
our food.” 

Checked were  milk, marga-
rine, eggs, apples, lettuce, pota-
toes, ground chuck, fresh chick-
en, bread, corn fl akes, cookies, 
coffee, apple juice, soup, and 
Coca-Cola.

Using an average of prices 
found at area stores, those items 
collectively cost  $28.48 fi ve
years ago and  $32.93 last week. 
Posting the biggest increases, 
besides eggs, were bread, 64 per-
cent;  fresh chicken, 54 percent; 
and ground chuck, 41 percent. 

However, some items dropped 
in price, such as  chicken noodle 
soup, down 19 percent; cookies, 
12 percent; and margarine, 8 
percent.

 The foods checked locally 
were basic items and don’t count 
the specialty fl avors and packag-
ing of many grocery products 
which have grown in popularity 
and price from fi ve years ago.

Prices for many of the  basic 
items have increased nation-
ally. A 20-ounce loaf of bread has 
jumped to $1.60 from $1.30 fi ve
years ago; milk has risen to $3.87 
a gallon from $2.69; and a dozen
eggs have climbed to $2.18 from 
$1.18, according to the national 
Consumer Price Index. 

It would be easy for consum-
ers to think that the higher 

prices are  simply the grocery 
industry trying to increase prof-
its, but such is not the case, Mr. 
Breech said.

The increases  stem, in part, 
from higher prices  for corn and 
wheat, which are used as feed for 
meat and poultry  and as   ingredi-
ents in  many processed  foods. 

  Increased use of  corn  in etha-
nol, an alternative vehicle fuel, 
means less is going into the food 
supply. 

In addition, because prices 
paid to farmers for corn have 
risen,  many farmers have de-
cided to plant corn instead of 
wheat,  raising  prices for both 
those grains. Shortages in 
Australia and elsewhere have 
pushed  prices up for American 
farm goods.

Matt Roberts , an agricultural 
economist at Ohio State Univer-
sity, said the higher food prices 
also are  the result of a weak 

U.S. dollar, which gives foreign 
countries more buying power
of American foods. That boosts 
 demand and drives  prices up.

Higher energy prices also are 
affecting food prices. Mr. Roberts 
 said that for every $1 Americans 
spend on food,  20 cents makes it 
to the farmer. 

Wheat shortages, resulting in 
higher costs for fl our, have  driv-
en bread prices up 64 percent. 
 Higher fl our prices are hurting 

many retailers, including pizza 
makers, sandwich and bagel 
shops, and bakers.

 “You don’t see Kroger or Mei-
jer or Giant Eagle announcing 
they’ve had the best quarter they 
ever had like Exxon,” Mr. Breech 
said.

Dale Hollandsworth , a Kroger 
spokesman,  said a typical store 
operates with a 1 to 1.5 percent 
profi t margin, and that hasn’t 
changed for many years. 

The company continually tries 
to boost profi ts, but,     he added, 
 “You do not fi nd grocery stores 
just increasing prices to increase 
prices. They are always pre-
ceeded by a wholesale change in 
price at the commodity level.” 

   Mr. Breech said that several 
years ago the grocery industry 
took all the fat it could out of its 
stores.
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brewers 
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boost exports 4
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Bigger cost bite to swallow
TASTING FOOD PRICES

Kellogg’s Corn
Flakes (18 oz.)

$3.34 $3.12

2003 2008

Oreo cookies
(18 oz.)

$3.16 $2.78

Campbell’s
Chicken Noodle
(10.75 oz. can)

$0.83 $0.67

Coca-Cola
(2 liter bottle)

$1.23 $1.71

Folger’s coffee
(Roasted 13 oz.)

$2.87 $3.82

Ground beef
(chuck, per pound)

$2.05 $2.89

Fresh whole
chicken (per pound)

$1.05 $1.62

Average prices of these staple
food items from several local
grocery stores five years ago
and last week.

Wonder ‘Big’
bread (20 oz. loaf)

$1.32 $2.16

2003 2008

Whole milk
(1 gallon)

$2.53 $3.12

Parkay margarine
(4-stick box)

$1.50 $1.38

Eggs
(1 doz., large)

$1.12 $1.98

Red Delicious
apples (per pound)

$1.37 $1.65

Iceberg lettuce
(1 head)

$0.99 $0.98

TOTAL $28.48 $32.93

Idaho potatoes
(5 pound bag)

$2.53 $2.59

Mott’s apple
juice (64 oz. bottle)

$2.59 $2.46

Local survey
of 15  staples
finds 16%
rise since ’03

For companies trying to pare travel costs, deciding where and 
how far to trim can be diffi cult.
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Further squeeze
on airlines likely as
firms trim travel

Employees snoop
online and little
is done to stop it
 ASSOCIATED PRESS

MADISON, Wis. — A 
landlord snooped on 
tenants to fi nd out in-

formation about their fi nances. 
A woman repeatedly accessed 
her ex-boyfriend’s account af-
ter a diffi cult breakup. Another 
obtained her child’s father’s 
address so she could serve him 
court papers.

All worked for Wisconsin’s 
largest utility, where employees 
routinely accessed confi dential 
information about acquaintanc-
es, local celebrities, and others 
from its  customer database.

Documents obtained by the 
Associated Press in an employ-
ment case involving Milwaukee’s 
WE Energies shine a light on a 
common practice in the utili-
ties, telecommunications, and 
accounting industries, privacy 
experts say.

 The WE Energies database 
includes credit and banking 
information, payment histories, 
Social Security numbers, ad-
dresses, phone numbers, and 
energy consumption.  In some 
cases, it  includes information on 
income and medical history.  

Experts say some companies 
do little to stop such abuses 
even though they could lead to 

identity theft, stalking, and other 
privacy invasions. 

And companies that uncover
violations can keep them quiet 
because in many cases it is not 
illegal to snoop, only to use the 
data for crimes.

“The vast majority of com-
panies are doing very little to 
stop this widespread practice of 
snooping,” said Larry Ponemon, 
a privacy expert who founded 
the Ponemon Institute, a Tra-
verse City, Mich., think tank.

 Companies generally don’t 
talk  about snooping or any mea-
sures they’ve taken to prevent it.

Scott Reigstad, a spokesman 
for Alliant Energy of Madison, 
Wis., which has a million elec-
tricity and 420,000 natural-gas 
customers in Iowa, Wisconsin, 
and Minnesota, said his com-
pany has safeguards  against 
misuse but does not discuss 
them publicly.

 Jay Foley, executive director
of the Identity Theft Resources 
Center, said that  if companies 
are not guarding their customer 
information responsibly, “Some-
thing needs to be done at the 
state level to make sure this is 
illegal.”  

Employees are 
being asked to 
drive instead 

of taking costly 
regional fl ights 

and to rely more 
on Internet 
connections

See SNOOP, Page 6See TRAVEL, Page 5

See FOOD, Page 3
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