
On 13th December 2011, the Centre for Food Policy at City University London organised a symposium to 

consider the question: ‘Where is UK food policy going?’ It was opened by Professor Paul Curran, Vice Chan-

cellor of City University London, and widely judged a successful event: 230 delegates attended; it was full 

right to the end; applications meant the hall could have been filled twice over. Attendees came from acade-

mia, government, civil society groups and the food industry. They were young and old. They heard presenta-

tions from seven distinguished speakers who delineated the current policy context, and then they convened in 

groups to share their own analyses and prescriptions. This briefing summarises the presentations and discus-

sions, and provides the Centre’s commentary on the event and its plans for taking this agenda forward.
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In the 18 years since we started 

the Centre for Food Policy, we 

have helped nurture a modern 

analysis of food policy. What is a 

good food system for a rich, de-

veloped country such as Britain?  

Slowly, painfully, an analysis has 

begun to gel. Rich countries ur-

gently need to change direction; 

our food systems are wasteful, 

cause preventable ill-health, dam-

age the environment, are efficient 

in price terms but inefficient ecol-

ogically and distort economics. 

This has not been a welcome 

message or analysis to the power-

brokers. But gradually, people 

began to half if not fully listen.

Events then made the points for 

us. In 2007-08, the world food 

system was buffeted by an agri-

cultural commodity crisis, led by 

oil. Prices rocketed (later dropped 

but are now, in 2012, even 

higher). Suddenly, we critics 

found our analysis entering main-

stream policy discourse. The Cen-

tre found itself being pulled into 

many debates – within, on the 

edge of and critical of govern-

ment, in and around the supply 

chain, and in civil society.

Bodies like the Council of Food 

Policy Advisers, the Sustainable 

Development Commission, Defra, 

the Department of Health, the 

Food Standards Agency, and the 

European Commission all began 

to reflect on the case for a more 

integrated food policy approach. 

For the Centre, this has to be in 

line with the multi-scale, multi-

sectoral systems and ecological 

analysis to which we’ve contrib-

uted. By the late 2000s, even 

though high level political atten-

tion had waned (as world prices 

dipped), the signs seemed prom-

ising, culminating in Defra’s  Food 

2030 report, published in 2010.

Then everything froze, following 

the election of the Coalition 

government, despite indications 

before the election that the 

policy direction would be main-

tained. Like many in the food 

world – in industry, civil society 

and civil service – we felt that the 

challenges had not gone.

Indeed, if anything, the New Fun-

damentals were intensifying. 
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Yet as David Barling told the con-

ference, policy has been 

‘confined’, corralled, reduced, de-

moted. The English government 

(not to be confused with the de-

volved administrations) now fo-

cused on productivism, localism, 

ruralism: a centripetal delegation 

of responsibility outwards and 

downwards. In theory. In practice, 

18 months into the Coalition Gov-

ernment, person after person here 

and across the world would ask 

me: what’s happened to UK 

(English) Food Policy? It was all 

so vital. Now there is drift.

One interesting development from 

the Coalition government is the 

Green Food Project (http://

engage.defra.gov.uk/green-food/). 

This is far from the integrated UK-

wide food policy framework that 

began to emerge with the last 

Government’s 2008 Cabinet Of-

fice Food Matters report. Opti-

mists see this Project (not a pol-

icy, note) as a step in the right 

direction, based as it is on the No-

vember 2011 Natural Environment 

White Paper. But at best, it is a 

reinvention of the wheel (there is 

ample evidence of the case for 

drastic reduction in food’s foot-

print) and at worst it is a weak de-

laying tactic (how many consulta-

tions do we need about the case 

for ‘greening’ food systems?). But 

it does talk of the ‘food system’, 

the case for skills and health. My 

frustration is that these are all well 

known, and as a then Shadow 

now actual Minister said to me, 

commenting on Food 2030 in 

January 2010, this is fine and as-

pirational but we need detail and 

action. Exactly!

So the symposium was born of a 

sense of frustration, and desire to 

discuss. When change is still 

needed, why is there no longer a 

policy ‘push’? And what might we 

all do? The first aim of the sympo-

sium, therefore, was to bring peo-

ple together from a range of per-

spectives to share views and en-

able them and us to take stock of 

this new situation. The second 

was to see how we, as a Centre, 

could help to chart a way forward.

Our speakers provided what one 

delegate described as a master-

class in contemporary food policy. 

From Bill Vorley, we heard that 

UK policy lacks coherence be-

tween national and international 

levels, and between departments. 

Laura Sandys MP, coming from 

an energy security background, 

told us that food urgently needs 

the level of policy (and Treasury) 

attention now routinely given to 

energy; and she charted how this 

could be done across Whitehall, 

ministry by ministry. Corinna 

Hawkes reviewed the flurry of pol-

icy that has focused on obesity 

and healthy eating since 2000 –

and found grounds for both pessi-

mism and optimism in the current 

trend to localise responsibility for 

public health. Erik Millstone identi-

fied six lessons that could have 

been learned from the crises that 

buffeted the food system in the 

1980s and 90s, and found that in 

each case performance has re-

gressed. Roberta Sonnino high-

lighted the innovative and more 

integrated vision of food that has 

been emerging in urban settings, 

but found that barriers still ob-

struct these projects’ progress. 

Charlie Clutterbuck shone a spot-

light on a widely neglected aspect 

of food policy: the workers who 

grow, process and sell it. He re-

minded us so-called efficient mod-

ern food needs human labour not 

just oil. And Sue Dibb reminded 

us that sustainable diets cannot 

be a luxury or a niche, but must 

be the foundation on which more 

sustainable lifestyles are built. 

(For longer summaries, see pages 

8 to 11 of this briefing.)

Our discussion groups threw up a 

range of thoughts and recommen-

dations (presented on pages 5 to 

7). There were many constructive 

suggestions, as well as expres-

sions of impatience, outrage, and 

(given the venerable status of 

some delegates) déjà vu. But 

there was also a sense of deter-

mination. This agenda may be 

frozen, but it is not going away.

A policy for the common good

A symposium can’t solve prob-

lems, but it can help start a proc-

ess. Reflecting on it, we make 

some initial observations.

First, it is our strong feeling that 

the current marginalisation and 

confinement of food policy cannot 

last. Inflationary pressures, en-

ergy costs, unemployment, ine-

qualities, and the shifting tectonic 

plates of world capitalism are all 

likely to bring food policy to the 

fore as an area of political sensi-

tivity. The rich world is not im-

mune. Indeed we are vulnerable. 

Not in the sense that Africa is, but 

in our consciousness, our dis-

torted expectations, our dreadfully 

unequal profiles: obese/poor, thin/

rich. Cheap calories/high carbon.
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Second, the UK is, as Laura 

Sandys and others pointed out, in 

a fragile situation. It has allowed 

primary production to run down, 

while encouraging the food sys-

tem to become capital- and en-

ergy-intensive. There is a danger 

we are now locked into an ex-

tremely unsustainable array of 

food systems, after decades of 

investment. A new investment 

strategy is needed.

Third, the state currently finds it-

self in a problematic place. No one 

wants a dictatorial state, any more 

than they want dictatorial food 

companies. But the state is aban-

doning food policy just when its 

role as protector of the common 

good is badly needed. The level of 

political debate is noticeably 

weak—perhaps because the politi-

cal classes are so shocked by the 

extent and dominance of the un-

folding economic crisis. And be-

cause they aspire to return to 

‘business as usual’. That is unac-

ceptable and short-sighted.

Fourthly, two sores are emerging. 

One is an intensifying of food pov-

erty among those on low income. 

The other is the need to give 

much more attention (as Charlie 

Clutterbuck pointed out) to the 

vital and undervalued work and 

skills the food supply depends on. 

The lack of horticulture exposes 

the lamentable status and pay of 

people working in fields.

Finally, the symposium showed 

that there is still a need for coher-

ence in the critique of the new re-

alities of the food supply. Here at 

the Centre we hope to help with 

this. We will follow up on the is-

sues raised in future gatherings, in 

our Food Thinkers seminars, and 

in all our teaching. We urge others 

to take up the debate. The appe-

tite for the symposium, and for our 

contribution to other conferences 

and debates, suggests that we are 

not alone in seeing opportunity in 

the current crisis.

I was re-energised by the Sympo-

sium. This was grown-up discus-

sion by a highly literate and ex-

perienced constituency. We dis-

cussed tensions but also saw the 

potential for a food policy based 

on the pursuit of the common 

good.

From the late 1990s, the UK 

showed tentative signs of achiev-

ing a more integrated food policy, 

shaped by a number of factors.

UK food policy was influenced by 

international trade liberalisation, 

with its attendant need to keep UK 

farming internationally competi-

tive. Equally important was the 

government’s longstanding need 

for low food prices, to maintain low 

inflation. These factors were aug-

mented by a new focus on food 

security, and a view that the route 

to a secure food supply lay in 

open and competitive markets. 

At the European level, CAP reform 

mandated a shift in agricultural 

support away from production, 

towards environmental and 

public goods. A new policy em-

phasis on consumption (as 

opposed to production), especially 

in food safety and nutrition, was 

underscored by the emergence of 

the Food Standards Agency – also 

a response to the need to restore 

trust in food production after a se-

ries of food safety crises, and 

‘reconnect’ producers with con-

sumers. These developments took 

place in the context of expanding 

recognition of the costs of diet-

related ill health, and recognition 

that the supply base needed to be 

resilient in the face of the ‘new 

fundamentals’: energy crises, in-

put dependency, resource deple-

tion, climate change, price 

volatility, etc.

A policy vision 

Two landmark reports summed up 

the Labour government’s position: 

Food Matters (2008) and Food 

2030 (2010).

Food Matters came from the 

Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit, 

reminding us that the price hikes 

of 2007/08 had focused high-level 

attention on food. But Food Mat-

ters also grew out of an aware-

ness that a ‘new politics of food’, 

involving heath, environmental 

and ethical concerns, was emerg-

ing in civil society, below the pol-
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icy radar. Food Matters empha-

sised the consumption end of the 

food supply, public health and 

sustainability, as well as revisiting 

food security and supply. 

It listed several strategic policy 

objectives: fair prices, choice, ac-

cess and food security, to be 

achieved through open, competi-

tive markets; continuous improve-

ments in food safety; further tran-

sition to healthier diets; and a 

more sustainable food chain. This 

was to be underpinned by ‘more 

effective joined up working’ and 

‘stronger arrangements to deal 

with cross-cutting issues.

Food Matters led to a number of 

structural changes. Defra, the lead 

department on food, chaired a 

new cross-cabinet committee; the 

need for a ‘sustainable, healthy 

and secure food supply’ was en-

shrined as a policy objective (DSO 

7); a Council of Food Policy Advis-

ers was set up by the Secretary of 

State; a Food Policy Unit was cre-

ated within Defra; and responsibil-

ity for climate change was moved 

to DECC. 

Food 2030 built on Food Matters, 

setting out the government’s 

‘vision’ for a healthy and sustain-

able food supply. It identified 

trends and indicators, and 

stressed the need for voluntary 

initiatives with industry. Together, 

the two reports attempted to pro-

pose a more integrated approach 

to policy making. 

In 2011, the government’s Fore-

sight panel published The Future 

of Food and Farming: Challenges 

and Choices for Global Sustain-

ability. Its timeline stretched to 

2050, and its priorities were less 

domestic: they included balancing 

future demand and supply sustain-

ably, addressing the threat of fu-

ture volatility, ending hunger, living 

with low emissions, and maintain-

ing biodiversity and ecosystem 

services while feeding the world. 

Policy redirection

From 2010, the new coalition gov-

ernment began shifting the focus 

of policy. Attention swung back to 

the production end of the supply 

chain, and support for farmers / 

producers. In this scenario, the 

food industry was given a key role 

in voluntary ’responsibility deals’ 

to address public health impacts 

of diet. For consumers, a corre-

sponding ‘nudge not nanny state’ 

approach was adopted. Responsi-

bility for nutrition was removed 

from the Food Standards Agency 

(which retained a narrower food 

safety remit), and transferred to 

the Department of Health, and the 

Integrated Advice to Consumers 

programme closed. Beyond this, 

the austerity agenda meant cuts to 

scrutiny and delivery bodies, and 

retraction of policy making from 

arm’s-length agencies back into 

government. 

In the emerging policy landscape, 

Defra affirmed its role as an indus-

try-promoter, extolling the capacity 

of British producers to feed the 

world. Government embraced the 

notion (emanating from the Royal 

Society) of ‘sustainable intensifica-

tion’, an approach led by the life 

sciences. The ‘vision’ of Food 

2030 gave way to the 2050 time-

line of the Foresight report (a time 

horizon shared by the Green Food 

Project, examining food’s environ-

mental impact’s).  Internal reforms 

at Defra have included the aboli-

tion of the Council of Food Policy 

Advisors and reduction of the 

Food Policy Unit. Budget cuts are 

a presiding policy priority. Re-

cently published guidelines for 

sustainable food procurement in 

the public sector were weak; and it 

remains to be seen whether the  

adjudicator for the Groceries Sup-

ply Code of Practice will be given 

real teeth.  

Where are we now?

Debate continues over the desir-

ability or appropriateness of vari-

ous policy instruments, including 

regulation; target setting; voluntary 

actions; financial supports / in-

ducements linked to sustainability 

standards; labelling and informa-

tion; the use of fiscal instruments; 

R&D and translational research; 

and education and skills. 

  

While recent efforts mean there is 

now a clearer identification and 

recognition of the scope of food 

policy, there is ‘more activity than 

action’.  While there has been 

some continuity between the cur-

rent and previous governments, 

there are also signs of political 

reversal. We have characterised 

the current situation as a 

‘confinement’ around policy deliv-

ery. The food sector, and food pol-

icy, need strategic, government-

led interventions for the long term. 
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An important aim of the symposium was to gather views from our delegates. We asked what they thought the 

chief challenges were, and what priority actions they would recommend, for three sets of stakeholders: the 

state, the supply chain and civil society. From these preliminary thoughts, we compiled lists to guide discus-

sion in the afternoon break-out groups. There were three break-out groups, each focusing on a different 

stakeholder set. These pages present the themes the delegates highlighted, and give a flavour of the discus-

sions that took place. 

POLICY IN THE MAKING: THE BREAKOUT GROUPS

Challenges for the state 

 Obesity / diet- related ill health

 Lack of any coherent long-term policy

 Loss of power / control of legislation in food 

supply chain

 Food prices and inequalities of income

 Too many government departments with food 

interests 

 Not enough modeling / data / research to guide 

consumers to healthy, sustainable diets

 CAP (not supporting transition to healthy, sus-

tainable food system)

 Climate change

 Lack of clear guidance for public procurement

Recommendations for the state 

 Work more closely with civil society

 Create coherent food policies at local, regional 

and country wide level

 Legislate against unhealthy food promotion 

and consider fiscal measures

 Make nutritional labelling mandatory

 Create meaningful employment in local food 

production

 Take charge on all public sector procurement 

to make sustainability a priority

 Provide clear advice to consumers on what a 

healthy, sustainable diet is

 Cost the implications of doing nothing in terms 

of health and climate

Discussion

The need for clear direction and judicious intervention by the state has never been stronger, according to our group 

discussion. The economic crisis, with cuts and hardship, and the sense that the Coalition government is withdraw-

ing from food policy, prompted calls for immediate action and strategic guidance from the state. 

Its vision should include ambitious, coherent, long-term goals that integrate policy across government departments. 

UK and CAP policy need to be aligned around the production and consumption of sustainable diets – and the UK 

could take the lead in Europe. The state should lead the private sector, rather than being led, and it should not be 

afraid to regulate markets – or consumers. For example, to secure the transition to healthy, sustainable food pro-

duction and consumption, the state should be clearer and tougher about behaviour changes needed: where nudg-

ing fails, the state should experiment with taxing unhealthy foods, with revenues to improve education on sustain-

able eating. It should take a decisive role on inappropriate marketing. There were calls for the state to rebuild public

-interest-driven institutions, to support the sustainable food agenda. Using the crisis to leverage change was 

mooted, with the proposal to link economic regeneration to health regeneration. 

Recognising that the economic crisis has made millions poorer, the state was urged to act to ensure that minimum 

wage and benefit levels include healthy food criteria, and that good nutrition standards are embedded across social 

policy. Finally, it was recognised that the exercise of authority by the state requires active democracy and the en-

gagement of citizens: the debate must be taken to civil society and citizens. 

THE STATE: A STRATEGIC ROLE
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SUPPLY CHAINS: CONFLICTING GOALS

Challenges for supply chains

 Lack of engagement with civil society

 Long supply chains

 Major supermarkets don’t lead on

sustainable food

 Producers are squeezed, income distribution 

along chains is unfair

 Food waste not being tackled

 Too much power in supermarkets

 Not enough support on how to produce 

healthier / more sustainable food

 Consumers don’t like change

Recommendations for supply chains

 Set up forum of industry, civil society, gov-

ernment to create standards for sustainable 

supply chains

 Shorten supply chains (particularly in urban 

areas)

 Support small farmers and producers

 Focus on healthier food and promoting 

healthy, sustainable choices

 Create better paid jobs in food 

 Decrease chemical inputs

 Share profits fairly across supply chains

Discussion

Discussion of the supply chain produced a spectrum of views, ranging from ‘it’s fine’ to ‘it’s dysfunctional’. It’s 

fair to say there was more criticism than endorsement of the status quo –perhaps reflecting the composition of 

the group. Many ills, from obesity and inequity to waste and animal welfare, were laid at the door of the supply 

chain – by which was usually meant the globalised, industrial supply chain. But there were tensions: do supply 

chains shape demand, or the other way round? Do we get the supply chains we deserve? If the population 

were to start to meet targets on five-a-day consumption, would the supply chain be able to rise to the chal-

lenge?

The unequal distribution of power, profit and income along the chain was seen by many delegates as the root 

cause of many other problems, along with the chain’s ability to externalize its costs. It was felt that strong 

players in the chain – the major retailers were most often mentioned – were able to influence both policy and 

consumer behaviour to protect their own interests.

But the supply chain as a whole works within a wider economic system which does not currently support 

healthy food production. For example, unsustainable chemical use is barely taxed; so producing sugar and fat 

is cheap, while healthy food is too expensive for farmers to produce. These are realities which the supply 

chain may exploit, but cannot be expected to alter.  Change must come from elsewhere: above or below.

Reflecting this, the specific suggestions for improvement tended to involve either external regulation (change 

from above) or opting out of the conventional system altogether (change from below). There was a call for a 

fairer distribution of risks between producers and distributors in contracts, including protection for suppliers as 

well as consumers in competition law, and a call for better use of the power of public procurement to bring 

about change. Some delegates  favoured a move to more local level for production and distribution, centred 

around local food hubs. Community Supported Agriculture was singled out as a model that needs help – an 

example of the problem that alternatives to the dominant chain struggle to survive in the current economic and 

policy environment.  
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CIVIL SOCIETY: MORAL LEADERSHIP? 

Challenges for civil society

 Fragmentation of civil society

 Food waste not tackled

 Obesity / too much choice

 Access to land / local food

 Poverty / inequality 

 Lack of skills /food literacy / food education

 Engagement and networks (lack of)

 Lack of information / clarity

Recommendations for civil society

 Teach consumers

 Take control of food policy

 Promote alternative (real?) food systems

 Work with supply chain to make it 

sustainable

 Set up a task force

 Tackle food waste

 Better land use

Discussion

There was a certain sense of a sector under siege at this breakout session. The hobbling effect of current 

economic circumstances was a  dominant theme. The obvious, painful consequences are that projects and 

staff are being cut. Another effect is the fragmentation of activity (just when collaboration is urged), because 

building alliances takes time and is often lost when budgets are squeezed and workers stretched. Partici-

pants were also worried about abuse of the term ‘civil society’ itself, in danger of losing power and influence 

by being extended to include other interests, such as the supply chain. And all of this in the face of an urgent 

sense that we are running out of time to address the biggest challenge of all, which is climate change.

Nor was there any shortage of self-examination. Does the civil sector lack coherence? Is it stuck in silos? Are 

restructuring and bigger strategic alliances needed? (It was patiently pointed out that at least two long-

standing alliances were represented in the room.) Were approaches too ‘soft’, too qualitative, when more 

quantitative techniques were needed to win arguments? Was the civil sector guilty of a kind of neo-

colonialism in efforts to impose UK views on the rest of the world? Was it too close to business? Not close 

enough? Tough times mean it’s necessary to maximize ‘bang for buck’ – was the sector doing that effec-

tively?

But there were positives too – clear ideas about where civil society should focus its efforts.  One was the pro-

vision of alternative models of all kinds – shops, markets, school food, growing, policy. Fostering and champi-

oning these activities, and helping them to scale up, was very important. In relation both to government and 

business, civil society has a vital role in scrutiny, agenda-setting, and promoting best practice. It can amplify 

the voices of those not heard and champion issues that will otherwise be neglected: the human dimensions 

of food issues: food citizenship, food sovereignty. In cynical and uncertain times, there is a need to remoral-

ise food debate and practice at all levels, and here, too, civil society – drawing on a range of values and per-

spectives – can provide leadership.



FROM THE PRESENTERS

Seven distinguished speakers took stock of current food policy. Their presentations are summarized here – for 

more details go to http://www.city.ac.uk/food.

Laura Sandys MP
UK FOOD SECURITY FROM FARM TO FRIDGE

Britain has enjoyed decades of 

abundant, cheap food, so there 

has been little reason for govern-

ments to see it as problematic. But 

recent shocks in prices, global 

politics and world markets have 

made it look less secure. The key 

to security – in energy, defence, 

food – is resilience. The UK’s food 

system is efficient, but not resil-

ient. It has major vulnerabilities in 

four key areas: security of supply; 

demand and waste; volatility; and 

efficiency and production. Risks 

come from increasing competition 

for access to world markets, price 

volatility, the threat of protection-

ism, and the political instability 

linked to inequities and to steep 

price rises. 

To address this, a ‘food security 

refit’ is needed, in which responsi-

bilities for food security are ex-

panded beyond Defra and 

embedded across other govern-

ment departments. Food must be 

seen as a strategic issue, not just 

a matter of production and con-

sumption that can safely be left to 

ups and downs of the market. 

Above all, it is a Treasury issue: 

rising food prices erode consum-

ers’ disposable income, and inflate 

cost-of-living indexes and the wel-

fare supports linked to them. 

B e y o n d  t h i s ,  f o o d  c a n 

supply jobs, but at present, the 

food sector has a poor image with 

jobseekers. Food security needs 

to talk a ‘broader language’, 

reflecting the reality that food se-

curity is at the heart of both 

economic and social security. As a 

first step, the detailed ‘model for 

resilience’ that exists for the 

energy industry should be 

applied to the agrifood sector. 

Laura Sandys is Conservative MP 
for South Thanet.
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Dr Corinna Hawkes
THE HEALTH PERSPECTIVE: FOOD POLICY AND OVER- & UNDER-CONSUMPTION 

Since the early 2000s, there has 

been a flurry of policy activity on 

obesity and healthy eating. The 

policy response has been strik-

ingly consistent throughout that 

time: ‘make healthy choices the 

easy choices.’ It is now estab-

lished in policy that healthy eating 

is not just a matter of individual 

failings, but of the food environ-

ment. But despite the numerous 

policies, initiatives and standards 

that have been developed to pro-

mote healthier eating, there is no 

unified food policy framework for 

health. There is no clear set of 

targets or indicators setting out 

precisely what needs to be 

achieved, and food poverty has 

dropped off the agenda. 

Moreover, there is now a big shift 

in policy away from national stan-

dards and coordination towards 

voluntary food industry action 

combined with localism – the dele-

gation of responsibility for healthy 

eating and obesity to local authori-

ties. Since the challenges are 

manifestly cross-sectoral, re-

sponses will require local coali-

tions across government and be-

yond, an approach that has al-

ready proved challenging. There is 

a real danger that food policies for 

health may get lost in localism. 

Taking a more optimistic view, 

there is also a chance that that the 

localism agenda will engage ac-

tors to generate local policies and 

initiatives from which lessons can 

be learned and scaled up to gen-

erate national-level change. 

Dr Corinna Hawkes is Research 
Fellow at the Centre for Food 
Policy at City University, London.



This presentation explored the 

issues arising from the crises that 

buffeted the food system in the 

1980s and ‘90s, which ranged 

from concerns over additives and 

pesticide residues to outbreaks of 

salmonella, listeriosis, Foot and 

Mouth Disease and BSE. I identify 

six key lessons that arose from 

those experiences (see box), and 

assess the extent to which they 

seem to have been learned.

Reviewing the development of 

policy in each of these areas, I 

find that the performance on each 

of them has regressed – in some 

cases to zero. The FSA was cre-

ated to address point 1, but con-

flicts of interest remain, both at 

FSA Board level and some of its 

advisory committees. Nor did the 

FSA successfully separate advice 

from policy making: in effect the 

FSA ‘advises itself’, and ministers 

use the FSA to shield themselves 

from having to take responsibility 

for controversial policy decisions. 

The workings and deliberations of 

the FSA and advisory committees 

remain opaque, despite published 

guidance on transparency. FSA 

board members are appointed by 

ministers and they are overly influ-

enced by the food, chemical and 

farming industries, and behind the 

scenes by ministers too. The FSA 

remains unaccountable to the 

public; it is not even accountable 

to the House of Commons Health 

Select Committee. Current public 

spending cuts are leading to 

weaker enforcement and deterio-

rations in compliance. Finally, re-

sponsibility for public health nutri-

tion has been folded back into the 

Department of Health, where there 

is no evidence of a higher aspira-

tion than simply to maintain the 

status quo. 

In summary, the most important 

lessons of the crises of the past 

two decades have not been 

learned. 

Erik Millstone is Professor in Sci-
ence and Technology Policy at the 
University of Sussex.

Consistency between UK policy at 

home and abroad must cut across 

a wide range of government, be-

yond DFID and DEFRA, against 

the trend of fractured food and 

agriculture policy. This is espe-

cially true in the area of market 

governance. Otherwise we risk 

supporting development and food 

security with one set of policies, 

and taking it away with another. 

Examples where coherence is ur-

gently needed are policies on bio-

fuels, policies that regulate the 

worst forms of speculation in com-

modity markets, and the oversight 

of trading relationships along sup-

ply chains. Civil society also 

needs to look to its own positions 

for coherence and solidarity with 

developing countries.

Bill Vorley is Principal Researcher, 

Sustainable Markets Group and 

Team Leader, Market Governance 

and Business Models, at the Inter-

national Institute for Environment 

and Development (IIED).
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Dr Bill Vorley
INTEGRATING FOOD AND AGRICULTURE POLICY ACROSS THE  DOMESTIC AND 
DEVELOPMENT AGENDAS

Professor Erik Millstone
FOOD AND HEALTH POLICY AND THE SCIENCE OF RISKS AND BENEFITS

The six lessons

1. Separate responsibility for food 
regulation from responsibility 
for sponsoring the food and 
farming industries.

2. Separate expert advice from 
policy making.

3. Ensure expert advisors are ac-
countable to the community of 
experts and other stakeholders.

4. Ensure policy makers are de-
mocratically accountable. 

5. Maintain enforcement and 
strengthen compliance. 

6. Strive to improve public health 
rather than just maintain the 
status quo.
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In recent years, the global food 

system has been facing significant 

challenges, linked to food price 

hikes, the spread of food riots, 

land conflicts, the effects of cli-

mate change on the environment 

and a sharp increase in food inse-

curity. In the context of this ‘New 

Food Equation’ (Morgan and 

Sonnino, 2010), cities are redefin-

ing their role as food policy actors, 

as witnessed by the proliferation 

of urban food strategies – in the 

UK and beyond. 

This presentation highlighted the 

innovative, more integrated vision 

of food that is emerging in these 

urban policy documents (in Lon-

don, Manchester, Bristol, Shef-

field, Brighton, among others) as 

well as the weaknesses that still 

affect their successful implemen-

tation – namely, the lack of atten-

tion to indicators that could allow 

municipal governments to monitor 

their progress towards sustainabil-

ity, as well as the absence of any 

support mechanisms that would 

facilitate knowledge-exchange 

between cities. 

In addition to emphasising the im-

portance of embedding a multi-

functional view of food in the pol-

icy discourse, the emerging sus-

tainable urban food agenda re-

quires the adoption of an inte-

grated approach that calibrates 

supply and demand for sustain-

able food products, the involve-

ment of civil society and food pol-

icy actors, and a series of cultural 

initiatives that extol the role of 

food in promoting more sustain-

able rural-urban linkages.

Roberta Sonnino is Senior 
Lecturer in Environmental Policy 
and Planning at Cardiff University.

Dr Roberta Sonnino 
WHERE IS UK FOOD POLICY GOING? LOCAL ACTIONS

Dr Charlie Clutterbuck 
WHERE IS LABOUR IN UK FOOD POLICY? 

Much talk about sustainable food 

forgets the social component – the 

workers.  When discussing the 

‘perfect storm’, nobody asks: 

“what would happen to our farm-

ing if a quarter of a million workers 

in Eastern Europe chose to stay at 

home?” It was ever thus -- in agri-

cultural courses, labour only ap-

pears on the balance sheet. Yet 

the role of migrant labour in the 

distribution of world crops has 

been crucial.  Migrant workers 

from Mesopotamia (now Iraq) 

brought both wheat and tilling 

methods to Europe. And of course 

there is the role of slaves in the 

movement of sugar across the 

world from Africa to the Caribbean 

to work in plantations. 

This plantation agriculture pro-

gressed, taking coffee, cocoa and 

tea all around the tropics. That 

same form of farming has now 

arrived in temperate regions like 

the UK. Thousands of workers in a 

plantation will pick fruit, flowers or 

vegetables grown in monocul-

tures; they now make up a tempo-

rary workforce of 300,000 migrant 

rural workers. This compares with 

150,000 permanent farmworkers 

working on ‘family’ farms, often 

with less than five workers. Yet 

the plantation approach is afflict-

ing family farms, witnessed by the 

abolition of the Agricultural Wages 

Board, demolishing decades of 

structures to treat farmworkers 

decently. 

All the food retailers claim to be 

‘ethical’, yet many workers would 

say they are being exploited. If 

anybody Is interested in develop-

ing metrics, based on the Food 

Ethics Council’s ethical matrix, to 

determine whether any job is ex-

ploitative or ethical, please get in 

touch. Email Charlie@epaw.co.uk/

Charlie Clutterbuck is Director of 

Environmental Practice at Work 

Ltd and Honorary Research Fel-

low at the Centre for Food Policy 

at City University, London
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Sustainable diets are not just a 

‘nice to have’ for the good times. 

Food production and consumption 

make a significant contribution to 

overall energy consumption and 

emissions, as well as having di-

rect health impacts. Shifting to 

more sustainable diets is essential 

if we are to meet the multiple chal-

lenges of feeding a growing popu-

lation, stopping dangerous climate 

change, tackling diet-related dis-

ease, and ending the degradation 

of the environmental resources 

that our food supply depends on. 

Policy makers have recently rec-

ognised these links, but for con-

sumers, ‘sustainable diets’ are 

less familiar than ‘healthy’ ones. 

One of the first challenges is to 

define a sustainable diet. Re-

search by the Sustainable Devel-

opment Commission identified 

three priorities: reducing meat and 

dairy consumption, reducing food 

waste, and reducing consumption 

of processed fatty, sugary foods. 

These are ‘win-wins’ – changes 

that would that bring dividends in 

terms of both health and the envi-

ronment. Of the three, the most 

important – meat and dairy – has 

proved the hardest to discuss, 

with resistance from industry and 

nervousness from government. 

Potential challenges were high-

lighted when Sweden’s proposals 

for a sustainable diet were with-

drawn after objections that recom-

mendations to eat locally sourced 

foods contravened EU rules on 

the free circulation of goods. 

Discussion continues on whether 

a ‘sustainability’ label for foods is 

feasible; and whether it is fair to 

place the onus for sustainable 

choices on consumers, rather 

than making structural changes to 

the supply chain. Coalition policy 

re-focuses on production rather 

than consumption, and loses work 

on integrated dietary advice to 

consumers. But a bigger policy 

gap, in current conditions, con-

cerns the difficulty of aligning sus-

tainable diets with austerity. Do 

sustainable diets have to cost 

more? How can we ask people to 

pay more, when they can afford 

less? And – a final thought – if we 

can have a minster for fuel pov-

erty, why not have a minster for 

food poverty? 

Sue Dibb is executive director of 

the Food Ethics Council and Chair 

of the Brighton and Hove Food 

Partnership

Sue Dibb
WHY ARE SUSTAINABLE DIETS IMPORTANT?

Report compiled by Rosalind Sharpe and Jess Halliday
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