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ulatory outlook and the inc‘!ustry’s de-
pressed revenues are preventing the car-
riers from borrowing the money they
need to buy newer, cheaper-to-run air-
craft. United, unable to get financing,
was forced to cancel an order for a fleet
of new Boeing 727 jets. To keep its pre-
sent equipment going, the line now faces
higher maintenance costs and lower pro-
ductivity, which cut into its revenues.

Beyond these woes, the airlines con-
front yet another gnawing worry. Says
Citibank Vice President Frederick W.
Bradley Jr.. “Over the next few years
we do not see sufficient traffic growth
to support anticipated further increases
in fuel, wage costs and other costs. The
long-term outlook at this point is bleak.”
In short, there is a growing question
about whether the U.S. market is big
enough to support all its major carriers.
If it is not, the weaker lines may well
have to be weeded out, through merger
or failure, to allow the healthy, resource-
ful carriers to survive and prosper.

RALPH MORSE

PRICES
Food Calms Down

No part of the inflationary wave that
swept through the U.S. over the past
three years hit consumers harder than
spiraling prices at the supermarket.
From 1972 to the end of last year, the
cost of food jumped 42%, reflecting the
price-boosting pressures of the big So-
viet grain sales, drought, destructively
heavy rains and lively speculation on
commodity exchanges. Now the price
wave seems to be subsiding. During the
past six months, food prices rose by only
1.1%, and Agriculture Department
economists forecast an increase of no
more than 3% for the rest of 1976, com-
pared with 8.5% last year.

Market-shelf prices actually fell
from January to February; the decline
was only 1.5%, but it was the biggest
monthly slide in the grocery component
of the consumer price index since the
early 1950s. The sharpest drop occurred
in the area where housewives had been
hit hardest: the meat case. Beef prices
plunged 6% as cattlemen, react@ng to
dwindling demand, trimmed the sizes of
their herds and pumped beef onto the
market. Beef prices may well rebound

TIME, APRIL 19, 1976

OVERALL RETAIL PRICE INDEX
1967 =100 (seasonally adjusted)

100

FOOD COSTS:
EASING DOWN

$2.00

1b. ROUND STEAK
AVERAGE PRICES

1. HAMBURGER
1.00

1ib. FRYING CHICKEN

i i i [
| 1073 | 1074 | 1975 7

TIME Chart/The Chartmakers, Inc.

PORK CHOPS

in coming weeks as supplies begin to
tighten again: when store prices begin
to edge up, hamburger will probably rise
relatively more than prime steak, large-
Iy because it had showed the biggest de-
cline. The expected run-up in beef prices
should end this summer as larger sup-
plies of cattle come to market.

Hog Crop. The dynamics of US.
food production has not been so bal-
anced in favor of the consumer since
1971. Dairy prices have gone up 6.5% in
recent months, but a decline soon is al-
most assured because milk production is
rising; butter and milk prices are begin-
ning to slide at the wholesale level.
Bountiful supplies are also depressing
poultry prices. By late summer, say
economists, the cost of pork should tum-
ble as more of the big crop of hogs far-
rowed last winter comes to market. Can-
ners’ and distributors’ stocks of most
fruits and vegetables are large, and in
some cases they are selling to retailers

more cheaply than at any time since the
faill of 1974.

No one seems to be suffering serious-
ly from the calm in food costs. Farmers
may be getting less for what they pro-
duced than in 1972 and 1973, but they
are still doing well. Says Agriculture De-
partment Economist Dawson Ahalt:
“What they have lost in prices they are
making up in volume.” Moreover, profit
margins for processors, wholesalers and
retailers remain healthy.

What could upset the relatively
pleasing picture? A weather disaster af-
fecting this year’s corn, wheat or s0y-
bean crops could do it, but the impact
would not be noticeable on market
shelves until 1977. Although many
farmers from Iowa to Texas are worried
about a drought, and there has been
some damage to the winter wheat crop,
grain prices have so far been only slight-
ly affected. The outlook is for continued
calm, with the main beneficiaries—in
this election year—being the millions of
middle- and lower-income families that
spend more of their available cash on
food than wealthier Americans.

VENEZUELA

Terror and Takeover

Just why they singled out William
F. Niehous, general manager of Owens-
Hlinois’ Venezuelan operation, is un-
clear. But on the evening of Feb. 27,
seven armed guerrillas broke into the
American glass-company executive’s
home in an affluent suburb of Caracas,
‘While his wife and a maid watched help-
lessly, Niehous, 44, was injected with a
soporific and carried into the night. At
first it was expected that the ultra-left-
ist terrorists, like the majority of their
counterparts in Uruguay and Argentina,
would simply demand that a huge ran-
som be paid by the company’s big (1975
sales: $2.2 billion) Ohio-based U S. par-
ent. Instead, the Niehous case brought
a new dimension to the political kid-
napings that have been plaguing busi-
nessmen, particularly in Latin America.
Indeed, it led last week to a startling-
ly abrupt—and arbitrary—government
takeover of Owens-Illinois’ three glass-
making factories in Venezuela.

The terrorists identified themselves
as part of a little-known leftist move-
ment named the Argimiro Gabaldon
Revolutionary Command. Instead of
asking for a cash ransom, they demand-
ed that Owens-Illinois 1) pay each of
its 1,600 Venezuelan employees $116 as
compensation for its “exploitation”; 2)
distribute 18,000 packages of food to
needy families; and 3) buy space in Ven-
ezuelan and foreign newspapers for a
lengthy manifesto, written by the ex-
tremists, denouncing the company and
the Caracas government. Otherwise,
they implied, Niehous would be killed.

In complying with the third point,
the company ran into trouble. The dif.
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