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‘I tend to buy from the same

shopkeepers and stall holders

because I believe in creating

relationships w ith people I do

business with. I know them and

they know me, and usually this is

enough to ensure that they

always give me their best goods

at their best prices,’ says Rohani

Jelani.

Monday September 20, 2010

Learn to shop smart with

savvy planning

We can get all our grocery shopping done and still have change

to spare.

NUDGING your way through a wet market will yield you cheap and fresh

produce. But if the crowds and dankness of a pasar is not your thing, all

is not lost. There are many, many ways to save money on groceries.

Just ask Rohani Jelani, chef, food writer and founder of the Bayan Indah

Culinary Resort in Kampung Sungai Penchala, Selangor, who avoids

shopping at hypermarkets, no matter how good the bargains may be.

“Although many people flock to hypermarkets for big bargains, I’m not a

big fan. I find hypermarkets impersonal and soulless. I dislike shops

which are so big, you have to push your cart around for miles to locate

any particular item. I am usually in a hurry and I find that shopping in

these huge warehouses much more time-consuming than popping into a

smaller supermarket where everything is basically at arm’s length.”

Rohani, who admits that she isn’t always price-conscious when shopping

for produce (“I do have a tendency to value quality over price”), says she

finds other ways to save instead.

“I’m quite a creature of habit and tend to

buy from the same shopkeepers and stall

holders for years and years because I

believe in creating relationships with people

I do business with. I know them and they

know me, and usually this is enough to

ensure that they always give me their best

goods at their best prices,” she shares.

Go online and you will find numerous tips

on how you can save. For example,

www.five centnickel.com advises shoppers

to avoid shopping on an empty stomach –

hungry shoppers are apparently more likely

to load up on snacks and unnecessary

food items.

Another site, ezinearticles.com warns

shoppers not to focus on produce that are at eye level. “Products placed

at eye level are usually the most expensive. Before grabbing the first

item you see, take a few seconds to look at the upper and lower

shelves.”

While there are many useful tips available online, the basic good

practices when it comes to shopping smart are age-old habits that reflect

good sense – things our parents and grandparents used to do.

Here’s a list of 10 easy things we can start with:

1. Set a budget.

Whether it’s RM50 or RM500, having a budget is the first step to saving

money. With a budget, you know exactly how much you have to spend
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and you will be forced to shop accordingly. Want to challenge yourself

further? Leave your credit cards at home and just go out with the amount

you have allocated. Maybe bring RM10 extra, you know, for “too good to

resist” deals.

2. Always make a shopping list.

Do so before you head out to the grocery store. This is so you don’t

forget to buy an item and, more importantly, to discipline yourself to get

only what you need. Browsing in a grocery store can be hazardous to

your budget. If you don’t have a list, chances are you’ll be tempted to

buy at least a dozen items you don’t need and probably won’t get around

to using.

One money-sav ing tip when you’re cooking at home:

cook for several meals at one go.

3. Plan your meals ahead.

This actually helps you to make a comprehensive shopping list. It sounds

like an awful lot of work but if you plan your meals for the week before

you go shopping, you will buy enough supplies to feed your family for

that week without having to fork out more money mid-week for last-

minute purchases.

4. Cut back on meat.

Meat is expensive and we don’t really need to eat meat three meals a

day, every day. Cook dishes like pasta or noodles where meat isn’t

necessary. If you’re worried about your protein intake, you can get

enough protein from beans, sprouts and tofu.

5. Timing is everything.

Do you know that grocers slash the prices of goods when they’re nearing

their expiry date? And, things often go for less at closing time.

Fresh, unprocessed cheese is a good example. A block of good quality,

imported cheese can easily set you back RM15 to RM20 and mess up

your budget big time. We shouldn’t have to sacrifice the things we like to

eat, so instead of skirting past the cheese counter, look out for those

that are close to their expiration date – chances are they’ll be cheaper.

Re-arrange your meals and use the cheese as soon as you can.

6. It’s where and when you shop.

It’s more convenient and comfortable to shop at the supermarket – they

open all day (often as late 9pm), they’re clean and air-conditioned and

parking is a cinch. But, a lot of the time, it’s more expensive to shop at a

supermarket than at a wet market, hypermarket or neighbourhood

sundry shop.

To illustrate my point: the supermarket price for a 450g can of dog food

is between RM6.50 and RM6.90; the same product retails at RM6 at my

neighbourhood sundry store. At 50 sen cheaper per can, I save RM7.50

a month (one can makes two dog dinners).

Having said that, not all wet markets are cheap and not everything in a
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hypermarket is a bargain. You have to do a little bit of homework. Visit a

few wet markets and hypermarkets and suss out what is cheaper where.

There are several other plusses to shopping at a wet market. Prices are

not net so there is room for bargaining and forging “goodwill” – if you

build a rapport with the vendors (i.e. if you buy from them often enough

and make friends with them), you often get better prices and sometimes

they give you little things like chillies, scallions, celery and lime for free.

You may scoff at the small quantity of these “free gifts” but often, all you

need is a few pieces of chilli and a bit of celery. If you buy them at a

supermarket, they are packaged in bulk and you are forced to buy more

than you need.

7. Eat what’s in season.

Chef Rohani Jelani advises shoppers not to focus on beef, chicken, fish

or prawns. Instead, she says, turn to ingredients which are plentiful and

cheap.

“In this country, we have an almost unlimited year-long supply of fresh

leafy greens, tomatoes, eggplant, potatoes, green beans, cauliflower

and so on. Add to beans and pulses such as chickpeas and dhall, tofu,

tempe and eggs, and you have all the makings of endless feasts.”

8. Make dried beans, eggs and tofu your friends.

Don’t recoil at the idea of eating beans and tofu! They’re wonderful

sources of protein and if you know how to season them well and work

them into a dish creatively, they can taste great.

9. Recycle.

Even meals can be recycled. Cooking chicken curry? Make a little extra

and freeze it for another meal a few days later. You will save on

ingredients and also gas and cooking time.

10. Stock up.

Essential items like noodles, rice, pasta, flour, cooking oil and spices can

be bought in bulk ahead of time. Supermarkets always offer two-for-one

deals on pasta (two packets of spaghetti for RM6.89, for example) and

buying a huge packet of mee hoon which will keep for months is

undeniably cheaper than buying a 250g packet every month. When you

feel your budget is running astray, cook pasta/noodle dinners which are

often cheaper but no less tasty. – By S. Indramalar
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