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Introduction

It is nearly a decade since the first edition of Not On the Label emerged from a series of investigative journeys I had taken around the global food business.

Those had been shaped partly by my personal experience. I had worked for a couple of years in Pakistan on the Afghan border and, having been isolated from Western culture for a long stretch, on my return I found myself looking at it through different eyes, as though for the first time. Having lived among refugees in an area where food could never be taken for granted, the contrast back in London was dramatic. Here people struggled with overeating and the diseases of excess rather than the diseases of malnutrition and hunger.

The march of the supermarket across our food culture, well under way when I left, was almost complete by the time I came back. There was a cornucopia of plenty at every journey’s end but the destination mostly seemed to be a retail car park. Seasons, so prominent in the bazaars of Central Asia, had been abolished in favour of a permanent transcontinental summer time on the high street. It looked awesome. It had removed the daily grind of shopping that had consumed the time and energy of women (mostly) of the previous generation. I wondered if a genius in a white lab coat had invented it while I was away.

But there was something missing from this way of producing, selling and consuming food that seemed to reflect a deeper societal malaise. Human interaction had been reduced to a hurried minimum. There was no scent and little taste to much of the fresh food on offer. The infinite variety on the aisles so often turned out to be just fifty variations on the same over-processed combinations of denatured commodity ingredients high in salt, sugar and fat, despite being packaged and marketed as different brands. There was so much waste.

For all the sophistication of food production in Europe, there was a sense of loss. Independent shops and markets were disappearing. Unpackaged, unprocessed food that had not passed through the mill of big chains was hard to find, and even harder to find at an affordable price. Farmers struggled to make a living. The system was a miracle of logistics and a response to our ever busy and changing lifestyles, but in gobbling sandwiches furtively at our desks, wolfing fast food on the run or throwing together a meal of pre-cut chicken and ready chopped vegetables to consume in front of screens, much of the cultural significance of shared meals had been sacrificed. And in those places where meals were given time and significance, it was at the other extreme. Foodie feasts and high-end restaurants were so hung up on provenance you practically needed a bank loan to indulge in their dishes. I remembered the simple meals from communal bowls set on a Baluch carpet in a refugee’s mud house, where the business of eating was serious. It wasn’t just about refuelling as efficiently as possible, it was the focus of human exchange. The simplest things could be the most delicious. Sitting together over food was where adults shared news and views, where children learned to communicate, to defer to the needs of others and were socialized.

Oddest of all, given this abundance and all the technology that created it, everyone back home seemed worried about their food. Food poisoning had been a regular part of life abroad in an under-developed and war-torn region, but why did so much anxiety surround food even in the affluent West? All the hi-tech hygiene and computerized traceability systems of which the industry boasted seemed unable to keep a series of crises in their complex global chains at bay. Each of these revealed the dysfunction at the heart of our food system.

The foot and mouth epidemic of 2001 had been the background to much of the original research for Not On the Label. The horror of seeing millions of sheep and cattle immolated in funeral pyres on our television screens each night had led to a brief period of intense questioning among politicians and experts about the way we farmed. Rural communities were left decimated by it, but otherwise, once the crisis was over, in many ways it was back to business as usual. In 2013 the industrial-scale adulteration of beef with horsemeat has once again turned the spotlight on all that is troubling about the way we eat today.

The response to Not On the Label was overwhelming and humbling. It seemed to tap into profound concerns many people felt about the nature of the global food business – concerns about animal welfare, about our health, about the destruction of the countryside, about inequalities at home and injustice in trade abroad – that had been widespread but largely ill-defined. As I travelled around from farms to factories and from packhouses to lorry depots around the world, I discovered why beef and pork waste ended up in chicken products, why a third of apples are thrown away, why bread is full of air and water. It became clear that children getting fat, motorways clogged with juggernauts, ravaged fields in Europe, starving smallholders in Africa and migrants working in appalling conditions were all connected; they were the interrelated parts of a system in which a handful of powerful corporations had achieved unprecedented control over what we eat and where we buy it. The inequities and failings of the food system turned out to be both symptom of and mirror to those of the world’s wider political economy. The deterioration in conditions at the bottom of the chain is in stark contrast to the increased concentration in wealth at the top of it. And the gap has kept growing.

I was only able to bring to light much of what I uncovered thanks to the efforts of experts and those on the ground who had fought to right the system over many years. Health campaigners, aid agencies, union organizers, environmental activists, concerned officials, and alternative farming and producers’ organizations had all prepared the way and pointed me to what I needed to see. The book then became part of a grassroots movement to fight back. I received hundreds of letters and emails from people kind enough to tell me how they had changed their way of eating and shopping or even their whole lives after reading it. There have been campaigns since, many of them with celebrity support, that have put some of the issues firmly into the mainstream. TV chefs have thrown their energies and the power of their medium into trying to save fish, make chicken happier, banish junk from schools and improve the diets of those who are marginalized. The real food movement looked as though it was getting into full swing. Then the financial crisis of 2008 threw everything off course, and it became clear how few of the fundamentals of the power structure had altered.

How we produce our food, whether there is enough of it, whether people can afford it, whether it keeps us healthy or makes us sick, who uses the resources it takes and who makes the money from it, these are truly vital questions. It is no coincidence that many of the largest aid agencies have now chosen to focus their efforts in development on campaigns to map and change the globalized food system. The answers today are as unsatisfactory as they were when I first wrote Not On the Label. Some of the details have changed, people are much more aware of the problems and failings of Big Food, but sadly the criticisms still stand.

The industrial chicken I described as being routinely contaminated with the nasty food-poisoning bug campylobacter is not as likely to be so today, it is more likely to be, with 65 per cent of retail packs of fresh chicken now carrying the bacterium, over a quarter of them contaminated by high concentrations of it. Fresh poultry still makes around 500,000 people in the UK ill each year, sending many of those to hospital. The number of companies who now process animals for our meat continues to shrink as the sector becomes more and more concentrated in fewer and fewer abattoirs. The factory where I worked undercover on the chicken line has been sold by the family company that had owned it for decades to one of the largest poultry groups in the country as the primary processing sector continues to become more concentrated.

It is easier to find a well-reared chicken now than when Not On the Label first appeared but it will set you back £15–20, and the way the majority of chickens are grown and processed has changed little, although the poultry farmers say they are more squeezed than ever. The risk of resistant disease spreading from intensively produced animals to humans remains a serious concern, heightened by the outbreaks of bird flu that were predicted and have now happened.

The chlorine washes used on fresh bagged salad that I first described put customers off so much that bags of prepacked leaves washed in spring water are now available, at a price. The exploitation of migrant workers who produce the crops, however, continues, as does the liberal use of pesticides to attain cosmetic perfection. A brief period of trying to raise labour standards has been followed by a deterioration in conditions for many as the recession has taken hold. Conditions among many of the migrants working on salad crops in Spain were as bad as anyone could remember when I revisited to make a film for the Guardian in 2011. Those migrants are driven to leave their countries and head to Europe, partly by conflict, as always, but increasingly also by crises over food in their own countries. Their ability to live and feed their families at home has been reduced by the effects of climate change and loss of crops, and by huge spikes in food prices made more volatile by deregulated financial speculation in agricultural commodities.

The chapter on bread explored the debasing of our staples and the disproportionate effect that has on those on the lowest incomes. There has been a huge revival in interest in real bread since, with its very own campaign group promoting healthier loaves made without chemical improvers. Sales of white sliced bread have fallen slightly. However bread as a category has remained one of the battlegrounds in which retailers fight price wars to win our custom. Where white sliced has been replaced, it is mostly with other kinds of breads such as wraps and pittas that are equally stripped of the nutritional value available from whole grains. Meanwhile British Bakeries, whose factory I toured, is now part of the heavily indebted private equity group Premier Foods, which has taken over several iconic British brands. The food poverty I met in London’s East End when investigating the breadline there is deeper than ever. In these austere times of sharply rising food and fuel inflation and stagnating incomes, half a million people have become dependent on handouts from foodbanks in the UK, the world’s seventh richest nation.

The plight of African coffee farmers, unable to make a living from their crop while other parts of the chain are highly profitable, has not improved in a decade. The large transnational roasting and trading companies have increased their control of the supply chain, and speculation in agricultural commodities markets has made prices highly volatile here too. A brutal restructuring is taking place, made worse by the fact that climate change is altering the height at which coffee can be grown, driving smallholders off their land but leaving them with no alternative livelihoods.

The process of big retailers crushing smaller independent shops has accelerated, so even fewer areas have butchers, bakers or greengrocers. The big four supermarket groups have rushed into the vacuum left by this hollowing out, opening small 24/7 branches in the spaces left on boarded-up high streets. While the return of groceries to shops in food deserts is welcome, albeit run by the same handful of supermarkets and with some higher prices than in their main stores, our choice of retailer has narrowed again. Farmers’ markets on the other hand have burgeoned. The desire for a different kind of system is widespread, but the recession has already placed these under pressure. Meat and dairy produce from animals reared slowly on grass is more expensive than that from animals fed a fast-food diet of heavily subsidized grains. The former may have a healthier nutritional composition, and the farming methods involved in the latter may mean we all pay in different ways later, but with wallets feeling the pinch many people are not able to make the best choice.

I am pleased to say that my dissection of the ready meal led to some supermarkets removing additives and fillers from their products. Less happily, that process of cleaning up has sometimes meant hiding additives more deeply so that they are no longer on the label, or finding alternatives that are equally nutritionally bankrupt but sound less scary, rather than substituting real fresh whole foods that are nourishing. Marketing foods high in fat, salt and sugar to children on TV became subject to restrictions; however the food industry has become adept at bypassing them through social media or online viral marketing, or simply by advertising junk foods during the breaks in adult programmes such as talent shows that count huge numbers of children among their audience, shows that were lobbied out of the restrictions by special interest groups.

So the journeys in Not On the Label still tell the hidden story of our food. This revised edition includes all the chapters from the first, and begins with a new chapter on the horsemeat scandal. The persistent ills of the system are all too clear in this latest saga of the mass adulteration of what we eat. The underlying drivers have not been addressed; sadly neither have the other realities of our transnational corporate way of producing it. The forces, economic, political and cultural, that led us down the path of degraded, industrialized food remain. As pressure on the planet’s resources grows, and diet-related diseases reach epidemic proportions across the globe, change seems ever more urgent.

The fight for a better, fairer way for food was never going to be easy or quick. The struggle goes on.
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1. Horse

There was more than a touch of comedy to the horsemeat scandal of winter 2013. Thousands of old nags had been passed off as beef, probably for years, in millions of cheap frozen beef burgers, ready meals and school dinners all around Europe.

Shoppers had been duped; supermarket and manufacturing reputations had been minced; and the cast list of food industry players proclaiming themselves innocent victims of fraud just kept growing longer and longer. It included some of the best-known brands, the sort we love to hate for colonizing our diets and being so powerfully ubiquitous, from Burger King to Birds Eye, from Nestlé to Tesco. As with all the best whodunnits there were suspects galore, although no one could say who the perpetrators were, nor where the crime had taken place, nor even what the implements to effect it had been.

But no one had died from eating horse. Some cultures would not have objected to consuming it anyway if they had known. The French have always eaten cheval. Pubs and restaurants started serving ‘filly mignon’ as a stunt. Look! Horse! Lovely stuff. There is nothing necessarily illegal about flogging dead horse, so long as you declare it. (And so long as you don’t mince it. Lumps of horse are fine but cross-border trading in minced horse is very specifically illegal in the European Union. Perhaps someone somewhere in Brussels had known something all along.)

But even a little sleight of hand over species seemed widely acceptable. A well-known Amsterdam steakhouse owner was reported to have admitted he had been selling horse as beefsteak for sixty-three years and no one had complained; in fact they had lapped it up. His business thrived on his belated confession.

The jokes came thick and fast. ‘Shamburgers is an anagram of that most famous Irish racehorse Shergar’s bum’; ‘Burger King has changed the cheese in its burgers from Cheddar to masc-a-pone’; ‘A Findus beef lasagne is almost an anagram of “Feed us fine able nags” ’; ‘Complaining about horse in discount burgers? You’re lucky there’s meat in them at all …’

The unflappable head of the Irish Food Safety Authority (FSAI), Professor Alan Reilly, the man who had been brave enough to be the first to conduct official tests and find equine DNA in products made by some of the biggest names in Irish beef processing, said that discovering that beef burgers made for Tesco were in fact 29 per cent horsemeat was ‘like winning the Lotto’.

British MPs were more than a little sceptical about this ‘luck of the Irish’ when they interrogated him before parliament and wanted to know ‘why all roads lead to Ireland?’ What in fact did the Irish know when? And where was it Reilly’s compatriot and previous head at the FSAI had recently gone? Of course, to lead a body called Horse Sport Ireland.

You couldn’t make it up.

A company that had supplied beef adulterated with horsemeat to Sodexo, one of Europe’s biggest catering companies, turned out to be owned by the Queen’s Master of Horse, Lord Vestey and family. The French transnational caterer, which served schools, the armed forces, care homes, hospitals and prisons, was a little coy about owning up to this royal link, as were Vestey and the British government. But then, embarrassing joke, Sodexo had also provided meals to Royal Ascot. Could Her Majesty and her noble lord have actually eaten horse while simultaneously watching horse racing together? Who knew? Anything might be possible in this new world of racy recycling. Vestey Foods protested they were innocent dupes, supplied by a meat dealer from London’s Smithfield meat market, and that their Ascot ingredients were not affected.

The dealer was an elected member of the corporation of the City of London, but innocent dupe too nevertheless. He declined to say who had supplied the meat to him.

Meanwhile one Dutch trader, a convicted fraudster called Jan Fasen who was accused of being part of a chain of horse ‘laundering’ across Continental Europe, turned out to be operating through a trading company registered offshore in Cyprus with a tax-haven vehicle in the British Virgin Islands. It was called Draap, which is paard, the Dutch for horse, spelled backwards. They were having a laugh.

Draap’s paard had ended up, via a French trading group, Spanghero, owned by a company called Poujol, in a Luxembourg factory, Tavola, which made beef (or horse) ready meals for a northern French food processing giant called Comigel that supplied Tesco, Findus and others around Europe.

The horse seemed to have come from Romania originally, and although tabloids were quick to blame a surplus of old cart horses in backward eastern European states that they implausibly claimed had only recently discovered the car, the French authorities later confirmed that the horsemeat had left respectable Romanian horse abattoirs correctly labelled. If horse had begat beef, it had happened elsewhere. Eastern Europeans were a scapegoat convenient to our prejudices but not in the end the main villains of the plot. Meanwhile global food supply chains turned out to be as complicated as, but rather less well recorded and discoverable than, bloodlines.

An Irish horse slaughterer, caught at its Tipperary cutting plant packing horsemeat in boxes labelled in the Czech language as ‘beef’, assured the authorities it wasn’t a scam. Both the UK-based trader buying it from the factory and his eventual customers were fully aware they were getting horse. They had asked for horse and they were paying for horse. They had ordered those very eastern European labels too. Fraud? Ach no, not at all, everyone knew. The B&F Meats factory was found out after the horsemeat scandal had broken, when the Irish Department of Agriculture inspected in February 2013 as part of its investigations. It closed the factory when its inspectors found the ‘Czech beef’, but the weakness of regulation seemed to make it a struggle to take it too seriously. The department’s report in March expressed concern at B&F’s wilful act of mislabelling, but a week after the February visit the company had been allowed to get back to the business of deboning mares as usual while the authorities wondered what to do about the spot of bother over the translation of Irish horse into eastern European cow. The Czech authorities, meanwhile, had imposed a substantial fine on their end of the chain within weeks.

B&F’s owner, Ted Farrell, had told an Irish parliamentary committee three years previously that it ought to relax the rules on slaughtering horse for human food consumption rather than rejecting horses just because they had been treated with veterinary drugs at some point in their lives.

Farrell had been supported at the committee by Ted Walsh, one of Ireland’s most successful racehorse trainers, who was flush from triumphs at recent racing events at the time. Slaughtering horses for meat was ‘a great way out for a fellow with a horse that should be put down’, he said. He wanted the rules relaxed too. Where’s the harm in a bit of old racehorse?

And he hoped, by the by, that the committee members had had a flutter and placed a few winning euros on his own horses.

Yet for all the humour, being a saga with Irish beginnings, the horsemeat scandal was also one shot through with a deadly seriousness. If you wanted a catalogue of all the ways in which our global food system has become profoundly dysfunctional and unfair, horsegate would provide a reasonably comprehensive one.

It would turn out to be a tale of excessive corporate power, of businesses that had become too big for governments to challenge, and transnational chains too long to be held to account. It would show a system in which Big Food had wielded its political influence to roll back the state, had lobbied for and won deregulation in the name of free markets, only to create markets that were not free at all but captured by a few. It exposed the routine adulteration of our food, both legal and illegal, and the glaring social and health inequalities that persist in the quality of diets.

Horsegate was also a manifestation of patterns of consumption that were unsustainable – economically, socially, environmentally – not just in the long term, as the global population grows and demand increases, but even in the short term, as economic and climatic shocks hit home.

Horse! the unfolding drama, in other words, revealed the stark realities of modern capitalism. Shot through with irony, it was more Irish tragicomedy than good clean fun.

At the root of the scandal was an attempt to defy the rules of economics.

The products testing positive for horse were all bottom-of-the-range discount foods. With one exception, that would turn out to be notable, they were frozen foods made from frozen ingredients, not fresh meat. The beef burgers were of the kind that sell in the plain white packaging supermarkets have adopted in recent years to make the subliminal claim that this is honest-to-goodness no-frills value. The ready meals were of the frozen bargain variety. Much of the material also went to food service companies who sold it on to public institutions whose budgets were being cut and to fast-food outlets selling all-in meals for a few pounds. These are not generally the sort of things foodies or posh people buy. There was a distinct class element to horsegate.

Horse-burgers were clearly a product of our neoliberal times too. Just as the economic boom had been built on highly artificial financial derivatives and junk mortgages for those who couldn’t afford them that promised nevertheless to magic money out of nothing for every player in the game, so cheap food had been built on turning junk commodity ingredients into highly profitable ‘added-value’ meals. So long as it was labelled, there was thought to be no great role for the regulator here. Let the buyer beware.

Seriously cheap beef burgers depended on maintaining the illusion that you can buy meat at less than the minimum cost of production for months on end, package it up and pass it on down a long chain in which everyone adds to the cost by taking their margins, and still sell it dirt cheap to the consumer. The super-value beef burger turned out to be the art of the economically impossible. It was a con.

At the time of the scandal the raw material for a decent beef burger cost at least £3.80 per kilo (£1.73 per pound) on the wholesale markets. That was the price of beef trim of the sort that would make a burger that was 85–90 per cent lean from reasonable quality offcuts from the carcass once the most valuable cuts such as fillet and rump have been removed – the sort of burger you might make at home. You could move upmarket and use even higher-quality meat, but £3.80 per kilo was the baseline for a burger that was actually proper beef with a reasonable ratio of fat to lean. That meant that the cost price of decent mince in a quarter pounder would be about 43p, before you factored in anything for the manufacturer’s and retailer’s labour, energy, transport and capital costs. The frozen economy burgers of the sort that turned out to contain surprise horsemeat were selling at £1 for a pack of eight: that is about 12p per thin burger, or the equivalent of 25p per quarter pound.

The motive for substituting cheaper ingredients somewhere in the supply chain was never really in question.

The price of beef on commodity markets has been at record highs in recent times, reflecting the perfect storm of elements that make food security one of the world’s most pressing but unaddressed problems.

In 2010, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations’ (FAO) index of meat prices rose to a twenty-year high.

Beef prices were up again 20–30 per cent in the following two years.

Prices have been driven up by a number of converging pressures which are likely to increase rather than abate. There has been a rapid growth in demand for livestock and meat from emerging economies such as China and Latin America, as their populations become more affluent and switch to a more Westernized, animal-protein-based diet. The cost of grain has also soared in response to increased demand from a growing global population and shortages provoked by the impact of climate change. The extremes of weather from drought to flood associated with global warming have repeatedly decimated harvests in key grain-producing areas. Intensive meat production has itself ironically contributed greatly to climate change, agriculture being one of the main sources of greenhouse gas emissions and livestock being estimated to be responsible for 80 per cent of agricultural emissions.

Unlike cattle raised slowly on natural pasture, today’s intensively reared animals are fattened quickly on grains – incidentally a generally inefficient way of producing food energy if you are concerned with feeding the world. Cattle reared this way consume many more calories than they produce in the form of meat because they waste most of the energy and protein value of their feed in digestion and bodily maintenance.

The rush to replace oil with biofuels, spurred on by subsidies and government mandates, has diverted vital crops to fill the tanks of cars rather than feeding people, and this has increased food prices. Globally, 15 per cent of maize production (and 40 per cent of maize grown in the USA) and 16 per cent of the production of rapeseed, soya beans, sunflower and palm oil, go to biofuels. On top of that farmers have faced enormous rises in other costs, since so much of modern agricultural inputs are dependent on fossil fuels and determined by the price of energy, from fertilizer to tractor fuel and energy for animal housing. The global recession gave a brief respite from the upward spiral of oil prices, but no one expects the energy on which our mechanized and industrialized global food system has been built post-war to become cheap again.

In a market that functioned properly, you would expect rising prices to help bring supply and demand into balance, as more farmers found it profitable to produce beef, but near-monopoly powers and subsidies have long distorted the UK and European markets. Despite high global prices, many British beef farmers were receiving negative returns in the years just before the horsemeat scandal; they were selling their animals at less than the cost of production. A typical British beef farmer rearing a steer through the three-year cycle from calf to fattened animal for slaughter was losing 26p per kilo or around £100 per cow, and that’s without even accounting for the value of unpaid family labour on the farm or the value of the land. The price they were being paid had gone up, but their costs were going up faster.

In this, beef simply reflects a wider pattern. The average UK farm income had fallen by 14 per cent in real terms between 2011 and 2012. And deeply troubling for any longer-term future, the median age of farm holders was fifty-nine years.

It was not that the price of meat to consumers had not gone up – it had, and at a rate much faster than overall consumer price inflation. In fact there was a marked spike in the price of fresh meat in the UK in 2008, coinciding with the financial crisis, and further spikes each year after that. By autumn 2011 wholesale prices were nearly double what they had been in 2008.

But who was getting the benefit of those prices was not clear.

Supermarkets wield such power it is not unusual for a processor to agree to produce foods at a loss for a period as a way of winning business. These are not free markets but oligopolies, in which a handful of big chains across Europe control access to consumers, whether it be in fast-food or grocery shopping. (See Chapter 6: Apples and Bananas).

The last two to three decades have seen an extraordinary concentration in processing and manufacturing too, with repeated mergers and acquisitions leading to three or four companies dominating each main sector from milk to beef, from poultry to bread. The trend has been inexorable, an inevitable response to the concentration of retail buying power. The only way a processor can stand up to the negotiating clout of a major retailer is by wielding a similar power.

Just like other food sectors, the European beef processing industry is dominated by a handful of players. The Irish ABP Food Group – the initials derive from Anglo-Irish Beef Processors – is one of the major players, perhaps the largest, slaughtering around 1 million cattle a year.

As a private unlimited company it does not publish accounts, so accurate market shares are not available. Its owner is the Irish beef baron and property magnate Larry Goodman, whose controversial dealings with Saddam Hussein’s Iraq and key Irish ministers some twenty-five years previously had helped bring down the Irish government. That saga had been one of the great political scandals of the modern Republic’s history. Today Goodman’s group is estimated to have an annual turnover of around €2.5 billion and annual profits in recent years of around €80 million. It employs 2,500 people in the Republic and 8,000 in total in Britain, the Netherlands and Poland, in divisions which include pet food, rendering and byproducts, and renewable energy from fat as well as beef processing. Around 50 million Europeans are said to buy ABP products every week.

Born in the Irish border town of Dundalk, Goodman had built up his empire in the tough environment of the Troubles. It had collapsed once, its assets handed over to the banks, but he had bought it back and built it up again. The Tesco 29 per cent horse-burger had been made by a Goodman company.

Other big players in European beef processing at the time of the scandal included Dawn Meats, another Irish-based company, with an annual turnover of around €1 billion and whose business spans processing, manufacture of frozen burgers and ready meals, meat trading and dealing in hides and rendering. Its founding directors came from another big family name in Irish beef, the Queallys. Dawn Meats held the contract, worth €300 million over five years, for processing beef for McDonald’s burgers in Europe.

Neither Dawn Meats nor McDonald’s were implicated in the horsemeat scandal. Other businesses owned by the Queally family were, but they were entirely separate corporate entities from Dawn Meats.

The Dutch-based poultry and red meat giant Vion was also a big packer of beef at the time. It was not caught by horsegate either, but it had struggled to make money in the UK and was already in the process of divesting itself of its red meat operations there as a result. It sold them to a company that was already one of the biggest suppliers of poultry to UK supermarkets.

With this sort of concentration, if you are a farmer you have precious little leverage over who slaughters your cattle and what price they pay you.

Paradoxically this unhealthy market concentration had also left both supermarkets and processors exposed.

The big abattoirs had been under constant pressure from supermarkets to keep prices down and to produce special offers for shoppers. With food inflation taking off just as household budgets were shrinking due to the recession, the retailers were struggling to put prices up any further without sales falling. In an era of impatient capital, when returns in traditional manufacturing and retailing sectors such as food had been required to match the dizzy returns seen in the financial sector, any dent in growth was swiftly punished by shareholders.

The average duration of shareholding in UK-listed companies had fallen from about five years in the mid-1960s to about seven and a half months at the end of 2007. Senior executives’ rewards are pegged to their share prices. In this climate, there had not been much room for taking the long view of investment in what was best for a business or nurturing a really sustainable food supply.

The way Tesco’s financial results around the time of the horsemeat scandal were portrayed showed how great the pressure was. It was being pilloried in 2012 for its first reported fall in profits for twenty years. This ‘disaster’ meant Tesco managed only £1.1 billion profit in UK trading in the first half of the year.

Although the supermarkets denied it, the relentless need for growth even in deeply recessionary times inevitably fed back in to the negotiating practices of their buyers.

Processors’ trade bodies were constantly complaining that their members were not being allowed by supermarkets to pass on their unavoidably increased costs. But equally supermarkets, whose own business model is so dependent on the extravagant use of energy for centralized distribution, just-in-time delivering and refrigeration, were seeing their costs rise unavoidably too. Moreover they did not have many options if they became unhappy with a processor. It would be nearly impossible to delist one of the largest of these without leaving a huge hole in supply.

Farmers have been crushed between the two forces. Despite the fact that the UK has all the natural conditions for livestock production, and that supermarkets are clear that their customers want to know that their beef is sourced not from any old commodity market trader but directly from the British Isles, the size of the national beef herd is declining.

By 2012 the total number of cattle in the UK was at its lowest for eighty years. (The UK gets about half its beef from suckler cattle herds and half from dairy herds, but the pattern has been the same in dairy farming.) Beef and veal production was 6 per cent down on the previous year. Just when maximizing production might be considered essential to our food security, we were heading in the opposite direction. This decline in the national herd was mirrored in the other main producing countries – the US herd was also at its lowest level ever.

It was in the middle of this squeeze on everything, from shoppers’ wallets, farmers’ incomes, processors’ margins and supermarkets’ profits, that the special offer economy burger found its place. The hubris shown by the powerful forces controlling our food supply was about to meet its bathetic nemesis in a patty made of horse.

The special offer frozen economy burger may look just like the economy burger on sale at a higher price the week before; its packaging will probably be the same. But that’s precisely the trouble with junk foods. They rarely own up to their secrets.

In fact this special offer frozen economy burger was often made to a different specification under special contract to a supermarket. I was told by industry insiders that contracts such as these were being renegotiated as often as every six months. No surprise then that it became a race to the bottom. Rather than agreeing a contract price based on costs plus a margin for profit, the special offer economy burger was generally constructed down to a price fixed by the retail buyer.

So what was in a pack of them? I asked a key player in the business of supermarket meat to explain how the process might work. Unsurprisingly, he did not want to be identified.

Economy beef burgers, he explained, tend to have a meat content hovering around 60–65 per cent, but by law a product with that description need be only 47 per cent cow (as opposed to horse or pig or whatever bargain-basement ingredient a rogue supplier happens to have on hand). So the knock-down burger tends to have more fat and more water in its specification than the full price burger (water being the cheapest ingredient of all and nicely heavy with it). The meat itself, that 47 per cent legal minimum bit, isn’t just what you and I think of as meat – that is, lean muscle meat – but is allowed to contain fat, collagen and connective tissue in the same proportions as they naturally occur in the cut being used.

So if a manufacturer wants to make a really cheap beef burger – he can’t afford to run at a loss for too long, and even the powerful supermarket buyers recognize this – he can look up a cut such as beef brisket. That’s on average 32 per cent fat, 19 per cent connective tissue and 3 per cent collagen. And yes, collagen is what you are thinking of, the stuff film stars inject into their faces to make them look smoother than they really are, and it’s a top tool in the cheap meat industry’s box. So the ‘meat’, which is less than half the burger already, can in fact be up to one third fat.

Manufacturers used to use desinewed meat to eke out products such as these. Desinewed meat is made up of the bits of flesh left on the bones after cutting, which are then cleaned off by water pressure. It was less of a slurry than mechanically recovered meat, and a UK speciality until the EU told British processors to get in line with other European countries and stop using it in April 2012. With this source of cheap protein gone, substitutes had to be found.

Typically, once this sort of special burger contract was in place, my industry sources told me, the manufacturing company would put out a call for bids from meat traders to supply meat at a price it had named. If meat in Ireland and the UK was too expensive, they would source elsewhere, Holland and Belgium being favoured countries to find cheap stocks.

During a promotion a manufacturer might be told by the supermarket buyer that it could add extra fat, maybe around 20 per cent extra, which is legal so long as it’s declared as added fat on the label. Beef fat on average contains 6 per cent collagen. So you can whack in a bit more collagen while you are adding extra fat and help bulk your product up. The crucial thing to understand is that economy foods at rock-bottom prices such as these are a reconstruction of deconstructed parts, bought around the world from wherever is cheapest. Exchange rate fluctuations might affect where you want to buy your components from week to week. The raw materials are mostly frozen commodity goods, with a freezer life of a few years. Any cows to which they were once connected will have been pushing up the daisies a long while back.

When a meat processor is constructing this special offer product to meet a particular price, he and his supermarket buyer also know they have to hit the percentages laid down in the regulations. Factory tests checking for meat content involve a computerized measure of what’s called visual lean. Public analyst tests check for protein content. The knock-down burger, with its payload of fat and water, might tend to be a little light on protein, so the manufacturer might add concentrated proteins in various forms. It makes it harder for analysts to detect products that are short on their declared ingredients. These proteins might be extracted from boiled-up bits of animal even the French wouldn’t eat, such as hide or gristle and other offcuts, which are then dried and ground down to a powder that can go into a ‘seasoning’ or ‘carrier’ mix. They might alternatively be extracted from animal waste by chemical hydrolysis. The ingredients of the carrier mixes themselves do not have to be broken down on the label where they are considered ‘incidental’ to production. Experts suspect these protein powders are the explanation for much of the contamination of burgers with undeclared pork at low levels that was found. Or extra proteins might come from soya protein isolate.

The other handy thing about protein concentrates is that they bind in water, cutting production costs and making sure the burger doesn’t shrink too dramatically when cooked. But added water tends to dilute the flavour. Added fat tends to separate out. So you need ingredients to add meaty flavour and colour to your special offer burger and to act as emulsifiers. Favourites among these for meat products are yeast extracts and barley malt. Yeast extracts are useful because they have a meaty flavour and good water-binding and emulsifying capacity. Here’s a list of the benefits claimed for barley malt used in meat processing from an industrial ingredients supplier’s website:

Clean label benefit [i.e. you don’t have to list anything that sounds nasty or unnatural on the label]

Added value and cost reduction [you can use less meat by using a cheaper bulking agent]

Enhanced, richer, premium appearance, colour addition [makes all that whitish fat you’ve added look more like proper meat]

Seasoning carrier [you don’t have to list those other things you’ve put in]

Sweetness addition [all heavily processed foods targeting our infantilized palates must be sweet].

Dextrose is also often used to help create browning. It can make the burger taste too sweet but then that effect can be counteracted by a generous dose of salt or other flavourings.

The labels on bargain-basement burgers found to contain horse had a pattern to their ingredients, containing ‘meat’ at around 60 per cent, bulked up with 10 per cent onion, added water, added beef or pork fat, soya protein isolate, yeast/sugar extract, barley malt extract and various other spice extracts/flavourings.

Some of the same principles applied to frozen ready meals. In fact the damage-limitation PR company hired by Findus to talk away its horse crisis admitted to me, when pushed, that the meat in some of its beef lasagnes had been 100 per cent horse, but argued that since the meat was only 15 per cent of the total meal its significance was diminished. The principal ingredient by weight in the Bolognese part of its beef lasagne was water, thickened by corn starch, the flavour helped by both colouring and sugar.

Not all supermarket and fast-food beef burgers are made this way. To understand how the top end of the market worked I visited Scotbeef, one of Scotland’s largest red meat manufacturers, and a fourth-generation family-owned company that processes more than 100,000 cattle a year.

It has a short chain that is the antithesis of the long globalized trails that produced the economy burger. It buys live animals directly from approved, mostly local, farmers with whom it has built up relationships over decades, and slaughters them itself. It makes burgers only from meat from its own abattoir. ‘We don’t trade at all. If we need more meat, we kill more animals,’ its managing director, Robbie Galloway, explained.

Its burgers are made with forequarter meat and meat trim cut off its own carcasses. The family tried to set up a frozen burger line a decade ago to take advantage of a booming market but could never put in a price low enough using its own meat to win a big tender, according to Galloway.

The company had been supplying Marks and Spencer for more than fifty years and also had a McDonald’s contract. The relationship between processor and its powerful customers was not always easy: ‘It’s like a marriage, both parties have to work hard at it, and there may be times when no one is speaking to each other, but it’s a question of trust,’ Galloway told me. As we watched the production line at the Bridge of Allan abattoir and packing factory, he also pointed out that ‘if you steal from farmers in the prices you pay’ you generally see the cost to your own business at some later point.

A continuous belt was moving animals from stunning and slaughter through evisceration, past government inspectors and on for cutting, then in to giant chill rooms for maturing. Meanwhile, carcasses from a few days earlier were shunting on again into the bright white boning hall where sixty-five specialist butchers in chainmail protective clothing and gauntlets, sheaths of knives and steels hanging from their waist, were removing the main cuts and the trim from the quarters. Other than the brutal reality of the moment of bloodletting after stunning, it was extraordinarily sanitized and clean.

About sixty cattle an hour passed through the industrial shed that was as scrubbed as an operating theatre, and where around 200 employees in their whites, 70 per cent local and 30 per cent eastern European, worked a double shift. Stainless-steel work platforms on hydraulic lifts, high-pressure water hoses and vacuums, and power-cutting tools have here taken most of the gore and much of the heavy labour out of what can be notoriously dirty, dangerous work. There was almost no smell, only the loud hum of the chilling machinery, punctuated by a regular klaxon warning that a carcass was on the move and about to come round the corner at you. Investment in safe machinery and a unionized workforce added to costs but had created decent jobs for those in the area.

A short, tightly controlled supply chain costs more than buying meat on the spot markets too. Marks and Spencer is prepared to pay because its brand trades on quality in food rather than matching the prices of discount and cheaper supermarkets; McDonald’s, having suffered immense damage to its reputation over its sourcing of cattle in the McLibel trial in the 1990s, puts a premium on knowing exactly where and how its beef burgers are made.

The main protection against fraud comes from a sophisticated computer system of tagging everything from beginning to end. Since the BSE crisis, all cattle have to have passports recording their movements. A series of barcoded labels identifying the animal are attached and repeatedly scanned and cross-checked as the carcass moves through the factory, so that each cut can be traced back to a particular animal and the time it is killed.

A further process of weighing everything in and out gives a ‘mass volume balance’ figure that can be checked by external auditors to ensure nothing extraneous has been introduced.

It is not impossible to cheat but it would take a determined effort and sophisticated double book-keeping computer software to do so. Privately, several in the industry suspected that at least some of the horse fraud must have involved double book-keeping at some points in the chain. They had come across the practice in supply chains in developing countries where factories have been caught with one set of production records for the auditors and another set that reflects reality.

Scotbeef’s burger operation is located on the outskirts of Glasgow. Sealed, tagged and barcoded meat is taken from its slaughterhouse, in vans that have also been sealed, direct to the site for further processing. The secret of a top-of-the-range burger is to handle the meat as little as possible, leaving it with the open texture achieved in a domestic kitchen rather than the heavily emulsified, toothpaste-tube texture of bargain frozen versions with their added fat. The more you mince and bind the meat and fat, the more rubbery the final product. So the meat is briefly minced, passed through an extruder and shaped into burgers, and that’s it.

Well-made factory burgers like these cost up to four times what the special offer economy burgers were being sold for.

Instead, at the bottom of the range, the legalized adulteration of meat products had become the norm. Yet, despite the substitution of junk for real ingredients, the economics of the permanent clearance sale still did not add up. An analysis from data provided by the Office of National Statistics of the prices that were being charged on the high street shows why.

While fresh beef prices on the supermarket shelf had almost doubled since the crash, and risen faster than overall food inflation, frozen burger prices fell from mid-2009 until by spring 2010 they were roughly tracking food inflation. In 2011 they undercut it and were being sold at average prices that matched what they had been pre-crash.

Meat was more expensive but people had less money, so supermarkets sold them burgers for less. A large retailer can cross-subsidize loss of margin in one type of food by increasing margins on others whose prices are less well recognized and therefore less sensitive. For those further back in the process, cross-subsidy wasn’t so easy.

Legal adulteration to keep the price down had gone as far as it could. Small wonder perhaps that at some point in the long supply chain of frozen blocks of raw materials being moved around Europe someone turned to fraud.

The attraction of horse as the form of this fraud, apart from its cheapness, was explained to UK MPs in a committee session by an executive from one of the Irish companies found with horsemeat on its premises.

Horses tend to have very little fat on them, and give a very high proportion of lean, especially if they have been trained for racing or have been disposed of by someone who hasn’t been able to afford the cost of their feed. If you were mixing horsemeat with cheap fat from beef in a box of meat it would increase your visual lean and protein content nicely.

The opportunities for fraud in a frozen burger, however, turned out to be far more numerous than even experts had imagined. The Goodman ABP Silvercrest factory that supplied Tesco with its 29 per cent horse beef burgers was, according to the Irish Department of Agriculture report, using ‘multiple ingredients from some forty suppliers in production batches, and the mixture of ingredients could vary in every half-hour production batch’.

The consultancy and accountancy company KPMG pointed out that in fact in some forms of meat production there were hundreds of points between farmer and end consumer at which things could go wrong. ‘Many companies use supply chains that revolve around a web of international partners … one study has shown that from conception to consumption there are more than 450 critical control points. It means that there are opportunities at almost every step of the way, such as at the abattoir, the processing plant and at the point of packaging, where checking needs to be done, not just at the end of the production line.’

Just how far adrift the industry had become is perhaps indicated by the size of the war chest Tesco had announced to bolster its red meat supply chain around the time of the horsemeat scandal. It had said it was investing £25 million to develop more direct relationships with farmers.

The Food Standards Agency (FSA) Low Income Diet and Nutrition survey records that those on low incomes eat significantly more burgers, kebabs, meat pies and meat-based ready meals than average. They also consume far less fruit, vegetables and wholemeal cereals, and so miss out on the protective effect of foods high in nutrients.

Despite the industry’s claims to being the innocent victims in all this, the real victims, as with so much of today’s globalized food production, have been those at the end of the chain, those on the lowest incomes who disproportionately eat these sorts of processed meats, those who most need good nutrition but are palmed off with inferior food instead: growing children who are fed them in schools, the sick and the elderly who are offered them in hospitals and care homes, students with no cooking facilities.

Industry may have reaped the whirlwind but the price is paid by us all, in the soaring health bills arising from our ever increasing rates of diet-related disease, again disproportionately suffered by those on low incomes.

In our post-crash era of austerity, it was ordinary people struggling to pay their bills who were hit hardest, just as they had been by the fallout from the financial crisis. They and their children had been fed a diet of counterfeit junk. Real beef too expensive? Let them eat horse! Horse buried in a heavy disguise of obesogenic, artery-clogging, blood-pressure-raising fat, salt and additives, bulked up with water, processed to an unidentifiable emulsion before being extruded to form what passes for food. To add insult to injury, while the rest of the chain took its profits and its executives collected their bonuses, they had been sold not just horse but knackered horse at that.

That there was a problem with a glut of unwanted horses in Ireland was known to both the UK and the Irish governments at least two years before the horsemeat scandal. Before the financial crisis Ireland had seen a boom in the breeding of thoroughbreds for racing. With stud fees reaching over £100,000 for the very best horses, it had, along with speculative property development funded by dodgy bank loans, become something of a national pastime. After the crash, with the Irish economy on its knees, there were suddenly lots of owners who could no longer afford their animals. Professional horse trainers had always been straightforwardly ruthless about disposing of foals and yearlings that looked unlikely to make the grade for racing. Now they were joined by amateurs and pet owners falling on hard times. There had been a six-fold increase in the number of horses slaughtered at government-licensed abattoirs since the recession took hold. But those were only the official Irish records.

The Ulster Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (USPCA) had reported in 2010 that large numbers of neglected horses were being corralled to meet a demand for horsemeat from the mainland UK. Its officers saw them being collected in the dead of night and followed some of them from Northern Ireland to a slaughterhouse in England.

One of the things that leapt out later, when supermarket victims put their investigators on to the scandal, was that the locations of those companies on the Irish side of the water implicated in the supply of horsemeat were heavily concentrated around the border areas between north and south. This was territory notorious for smuggling, particularly through the era of the Troubles, when organized crime involving unlawful movement of animals, drugs and arms across the border had been inextricably linked with fundraising for paramilitaries. Animals might be moved over the border and back through the night, claiming subsidies in one territory and then in the next. No one was wanting to stir up paramilitary history, but there was a growing sense that the enforcement agencies might have known some of what was going on with meat but decided to let it play out because of bigger politics.

The horse passport system, designed to keep a check on animals and any drugs they might have been administered, was widely known to be open to abuse. In theory each horse acquires a passport at birth, and its veterinary history is written in it, so that it can only enter the human food chain once an official inspector at a slaughterhouse has checked that its record is free of certain drugs.

Most horses, and racehorses in particular, are at some point in their lives administered phenylbutazone, an anti-inflammatory drug so common it is sometimes called horse aspirin. However in humans ‘bute’, as it is known, can in rare cases cause a potentially life-threatening illness, aplastic anaemia, or bone marrow failure. Since it is not known what triggers the illness, it has not been possible to set any safe level for bute residues in human food. Doses from horsemeat are likely to be very low, and the government’s chief medical officer stressed that any health risk to humans was also very low. Nevertheless, horses that have been treated with bute, even long previously, are banned from food.

In practice the passport system was in chaos. Some owners do not bother to register horses at all. Those that do can choose between over seventy horse passport issuing agencies. The documents can be faked with a cheap printing set. There have been so many variations on them through the years it is very hard for inspectors to be sure whether the passports they are shown are genuine or not. Once an animal has been slaughtered the passport is returned to the issuing agency, but with increasing frequency the issuers were reporting that animals that were already dead had been killed again, or that they had never issued the passport in the first place.

The USPCA had warned that thousands of horses were being given false passports and new microchips to get round the ban on veterinary drugs in the food chain. It thought around 70,000 horses in Ireland were unaccounted for.

Other animal welfare charities had also noticed that the tripartite agreement between the UK, Ireland and France, which allowed horses for breeding purposes to be moved freely between the three countries without health certificates, was being abused. World Horse Welfare, which works closely with port and other enforcement authorities, had been warning government for some time that the ease with which horses could be moved across borders had made the horse trade attractive to organized criminals who were transporting them not for breeding, as intended by the agreement, but for slaughter and were using them as cover for other illegal activities including smuggling. In fact the movement of horses of low value from Ireland to the UK mainland was taking place on such a scale that it only made economic sense, given the cost of transport, if the horses were being sent for slaughter. These were the sorts of poor horses that fetched only £5–10 as live animals at market but could be turned into £450–500 worth of meat.

A lorry full of live animals is hard to inspect at ports; tight rules to protect customs officials’ safety mean it can only be done in certain circumstances. The result was that lorries were often waved through.

Aintree racecourse played host in 2011 when the relevant charities convened a meeting of officials from the UK Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) and representatives from trading standards to discuss their fears. The Irish Department of Agriculture was invited to attend but did not.

In the end it was the Scottish authorities which moved in on one gang of suspects. In October 2012 they secured the conviction of loyalist horse dealer Laurence McAllister from Country Antrim and Kieran Murphy, originally from South Armagh, who were found guilty of trying to smuggle over £500,000 worth of cannabis from Scotland into Northern Ireland through Belfast port in their horse lorry. The drug haul was concealed in bags of molasses between the horse stalls. McAllister had been tracked on two occasions transporting unfit horses and donkeys, some without passports, from Northern Ireland into Scotland for disposal in the UK; cannabis was part of the return load. He was later also found guilty of animal cruelty offences and of smuggling prescription-only veterinary medicines. Some of the animals he had been shipping over were seriously ill with chest infections, wounds, sepsis and diarrhoea.

Ireland was not the only country where there was a glut of horses. The USA had indulged in its share of overbreeding, and about 100,000 American horses are slaughtered for meat every year. Since the US banned killing horses within its borders in 2006 they have been trucked to abattoirs in Mexico and Canada to be dispatched before being exported. About 70–80 per cent of horsemeat of US origin is sent to the EU, most of it arriving via Belgium, which has become a favoured conduit.

The US horse trade has been bedevilled by the same problems with falsified documents, horses sold for meat when they have been treated with drugs banned in the food chain, and weak enforcement of legislation.

Efforts to tighten up the horsemeat trade globally have been lackadaisical however. The EU stopped collecting data on the slaughter of horses in 2008 when a voluntary agreement was made that member states would gather information individually. Since then, no country has made its figures available.

As far as the UK and Irish authorities were concerned, since virtually all of the produce was exported to Continental Europe, it merited only a low priority.

So, far from sorting out the mess over passports and tightening up the registration of horses, the UK government had given up on it in 2012 when it withdrew funding for the National Equine Database, effectively closing it.

In its drive to roll back the state and cut public spending, the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition government had weakened regulation and enforcement elsewhere too. The rhetoric of cutting ‘red tape’ by removing inspection and testing went back to previous administrations – the Labour government had been keen on leaving the food industry to police itself too – but the coalition brought a new zeal to ‘light touch regulation’.

In 2010 it put into action the Conservative election promise to have a bonfire of the quangos – all those government bodies that were just so much burden to business in its eyes. One of the targets was the Food Standards Agency. The FSA had been set up as a non-ministerial government department in the wake of the BSE crisis, when it was recognized that if the UK wanted a reliably safe and healthy food supply it needed a single body, independent of industry and politicians susceptible to its lobbying, to oversee all aspects of food quality and authenticity. But the FSA had been rather too successful in many ways, particularly in naming and shaming the food industry over excessive salt, fat and sugar in its products, and in pressing for traffic light labelling on processed foods which would be easy for consumers to understand. A powerful lobby group against the labelling scheme, led by Tesco and Kellogg’s, had helped persuade the Conservatives that the agency was getting in the way of business interests and should be eviscerated. Ideologically, its action on public health was no longer in favour either. To the Tory mind, eating well was a matter of individual choice and personal responsibility and no business of the state. The FSA’s remit over nutrition and the quality of food was taken away and given to the Department of Health. Policy on labelling and the composition of food was taken off to Defra. The FSA was left in charge of food safety. When horsemeat hit, thanks to this neoliberal thinking, there was a real muddle about who had responsibility for what.

Cuts had taken their toll elsewhere. Licensed slaughterhouses across Europe are required to have an official vet in attendance when slaughtering takes place – in the UK most of these vets used to be directly employed by the government, but many are now supplied under contract to the FSA by a private company. The majority of factory vets are highly skilled migrant workers, British trained vets generally preferring not to practice their animal skills in the killing context. These vets can be put under intense pressure by abattoir managers, when stopping a production line even for a few minutes can cost thousands of pounds.
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