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Preface

Over forty years ago, I picked up a copy of Le Gros Clark and Titmuss’s 1939 Our Food Problem and Its Relation to Our National Defences in a junk shop. I have the copy still. It is an early Penguin Special, the series created by the publisher Allen Lane to inform and comment on current affairs. This book gave a sober account of the strategic weakness the UK faced on food. It argued that a country whose state had created a default policy of food imports laid itself open to severe weakness not just in the food itself but in public morale. Reading voraciously about the 1930s debates led me to earlier ones and my interest grew in how complex the politics of food are, and how tricky an issue food security can be and what it means. It also instilled an urgency about food and war which endures. Wars almost always disrupt food systems and often destroy them. Food can be used as a weapon; it can make or break economies. How we manage our food systems is something fundamental to human civilization and culture. We constantly have to update our understanding of what is going on. How societies manage food in war and times of food insecurity necessitates not just public comment but public engagement. In these days when governments bow down to market power, appreciation of what happens when food is disrupted concentrates policymakers’ thoughts on how food is a matter of minds and mouths not just dry ‘market’ economics.

In the mid-1970s, when I read Le Gros Clark and Titmuss, and many others since, I realized this complexity was missing in the UK and rich-world debates. Yet data were emerging about the environment and food, and about psychological traumas over food such as phobias, anorexia, bulimia, body anxieties, etc. My own interest in food policy partly stemmed from doctoral work in this area. Academic understanding of this complexity has grown with the data ever since. And in the 1970s the UK was in the process of joining and then voting on whether to stay in the Common Market (now the European Union). Those politics too have come to dominate domestic politics. Joining, like leaving, the EU restructured everything. It meant changing the post-Second World War system of agricultural support from one format – deficiency payments – to another – production subsidies. To switch from one form to another did not seem earthshattering, if its purpose was to ensure the population was fed. The 1970s, like now, saw an explosion of analyses of global food challenges: poverty, maldistribution, inefficiencies. Mostly, these focused on the developing world. Famines rightly stalked the news. So where does a rich country such as Britain fit into this? I mused. What lay behind the sober analysis painted in that 1939 book? How could the UK have got into that dire situation? How did it dig itself out?

Meeting people who had been involved in trying to sort out the mess inherited in the 1930s and who pushed for post-war reconstruction to prevent it in future taught me the wisdom of earlier generations on UK food security. Many people, both radical and establishment, realized that the UK’s imperial model of food supply was weak, and its mix of political arrogance and ignorance risky. Never underestimate the capacity of clever human beings to destabilize food potential in the interests of ideology. One sometimes wonders if those today who paint a rosy UK food future out of the EU are as deluded as those who think business-as-usual is all that is needed. Bigger thinking and planning are needed. While in no way claiming this book has the answers, it is intended to sketch the common good, and to urge that we (and other rich countries) face the realities. We must realize and get our policymakers to realize that we cannot go on eating and feeding as we are, without undermining our own interests.

Food is a matter that goes beyond the modern religion of individual choice. There is such a thing as society and the collective interest. There will always be outliers, variations from the norm, but the common good is sketchable. To use another sector as an example, there might always be petrolheads who want to tarmac over the country in the delusion that this would enable everyone to go faster, but the common good suggests, if anything, we need fewer motorways and more bike lanes. Even if cars are electric, their climate-change-inducing energy source is simply somewhere else. Technical innovation can be valuable but technical fixes often do not resolve social problems. A process of change to enable people to eat and live better, not in hairshirts but within planetary boundaries, surely has to be part of the picture.

The idea for this present book was thus germinating many years ago, as I explored with and learned from many colleagues around the world about the extent of our current food problems. As one who worked in the policy domain, it became clear to me that there was not sufficient political support to address the challenges the food system causes for the environment, and for health, development, culture and the economy. Policy lags miles behind the evidence, yet bland assurances are often given that we live in a world where policy is evidence-based. We do not.

At the end of the last century, an intellectual diaspora existed. Rich-world concerns were said to be totally different to poor-world concerns. This is no longer wholly true. Low-income countries have rocketing diet-related ill-health. Rich and poor worlds’ food and farming capacities are being threatened by environmental damage caused, in part, by food systems. There has been a blurring of the policy demarcations. And yet it was apparently unthinkable for a rich country to have a food security problem. Or that is what the UK government says. We get lots of food from many countries, therefore we are food-secure. This is nonsense.

For a while, the financial crisis in 2007–8 shook complacency. It spawned the Great Recession, over which economists and historians now argue whether it lasted one year or six. As austerity was turned into a governmental policy, some of the old certainties about food security for a rich country such as the UK began to erode. An anxiety that the West’s food system might not be so secure began to creep up the agenda of the G8, the EU and even momentarily the UK. A rethink about UK food security began, which I describe in this book, only to be swept away after the 2010 election. This was not just a shame – it is what happens when governments change – but a waste of policy formation effort and compounds the UK’s current dangerous food insecurity. Climate change, obesity and biodiversity loss clocks were all ticking. Inaction now made crises ahead more likely.

The 2016 Referendum vote to leave the European Union, from where we get around 41% of our food, gradually made even hardened analysts realize that systems built over decades can be rocked in a few months. With colleagues, I spent a year before the Referendum, and the years since, exploring and publicizing the vulnerabilities within the intense, just-in-time efficient, hyperactive food system which has been created in our name and with our tacit acceptance. These briefings were written by academics for and with civil society.fn1 In 2016–19, as in 1936–9, political attention was focused mostly elsewhere, too often making wild assumptions about the ease of doing trade deals with this or that country, which already had trade deals with us via the EU. Food was again becoming a pawn in wider trade thinking. Yet food is a daily activity. The people do not eat widgets.

In this book, I take stock of current UK food security. I do not think we are in a 1939 military position, or hope not, though I note concerns expressed about global tensions, insurgencies, conflicts and risks. I defer to others on those. In homage to the 1939 book and many other writings in that generation, I nevertheless consider the political arguments about the direction and format for UK food. I wrote the book because I consider that the UK, my country, has lost sight of the importance of some of the most fundamental questions which should shape a political economy. These include:


	What version of food security do we want? A neo-colonial one or a sustainable food system? A mixed economy or one entirely traded?

	What does a good food system or a sustainable food system look like?

	What is a good diet and how much control do people really have over what they eat?

	How much are we prepared to pay for decent sustainable means of production?

	What is land for? What is a good relationship between people, land and food?

	How can we resolve massive food-related inequalities, whereby food is too cheap for some but too costly for others?

	Can a food system be fair to producers and workers as well as consumers?

	Are the political institutions in a fit state to steer the food system through known challenges ahead?



These are fundamental questions for any democracy. They should be addressed and, where possible, answered in a national food policy. We currently lack one, although there are elements struggling to get through. This is a call for British food democracy. It’s time we stopped telling others how to improve their food systems when we are not doing this for our own.

We have a failure of political leadership. I am not writing this in a fit of petulance. It is simply true. Major challenges are known to be facing the UK food system: climate change and ecosystems stress, public ill-health caused by diet, food poverty caused by social inequality, leading millions to depend on food handouts, and more. But we have no political response getting a grip. Brexit has been seen by many as an opportunity to right wrongs. Disruption-derived opportunity so far actually adds just another layer of risk. Whether the UK is in or out of the EU has never impeded the UK, if it wanted to, from narrowing social inequalities, making sure every schoolchild is well fed, banning food advertising which promotes unhealthy foods, radically reducing food waste, and so on.

Whatever the macropolitics, if we do not analyse what our food problems are, we will squander the chance to set things right. Whether in or out of the EU, these big challenges are often UK-made, certainly UK-manifest, and must be UK-resolved alongside others. This needs to be done in concert with other countries both in the EU and beyond, simply because food crosses borders. Food tastes often precede actual food commodities. Food is an idea not just a biophysical entity. Food operates in a multi-level world from local to global, wherever we source food and however much we produce sustainably here.

Arguments summarized: the two sides of UK food insecurity

This is a book about the UK’s food (in)security. It shows that the UK, the fifth-richest country on the planet in 2016 according to the International Monetary Fund, has a home-grown food security problem. The 2019 Economist Intelligence Unit’s Global Food Security Index assessed the UK at seventeenth out of 113 countries for food security, and its 2018 Food Sustainability Index rates the UK as twenty-fourth out of sixty-seven countries monitored. The UK is awash with food but from modes of production, processing and packaging which are unsustainable ecologically and socially. The book proposes that we need to discuss the UK food system as being insecure on both those two fronts. Meanwhile mainstream politics is in denial or otherwise engaged. The UK has undue food reliance on external sources – about a third of UK food is from the EU it has left. We are not considering our land or what a good food system could be for the mid-twenty-first century. We passively accept that diet is now one of the major causes of premature death and healthcare costs and environmental damage, when we ought to be well underway on a national ‘Great Food Transformation’. A post-imperial default policy still rules: that others can feed us.

The UK only grows a little over half its food needs, if measured by value; more in tonnage and quantity terms. Different figures say it imports 39%, 48% or 50% of total supply. Whichever measure is used, it does not feed itself – anything like it. It manages to have consistent deficits in production of all food and drink categories measured by HM Revenue & Customs (cereals, meat, fruit, vegetables, milk, eggs, etc.). Only in drinks is there an import/export surplus, due to massive exports of whisky. Paying for food imports puts a burden elsewhere on the economy. The food trade gap in 2017 was £24bn in the red, and this gap has been steadily rising under Labour, Conservative and Coalition governments since the early 1990s.

The UK has a benign but very varied climate. It has some rich soils and extensive upland and grasslands. No critic says the UK should be growing its own bananas or mangoes, but that it imports huge quantities of what it could perfectly well grow here suggests a failure of political economy. Vast amounts of land are used to produce feed for cattle, when almost all scientific advice is to reduce cattle and to shift animal production from red to white meat (but that too has problems).

The UK has a huge food labour force of 3.95 million. Of this, only 11% work on farms, fishing boats and greenhouses. Food is the country’s biggest employer but working in food has a low-wage image problem, sometimes undeserved, but not helped by the new gig economy. In 2017, 30% of workers in food manufacturing were EU migrants, 63% of those in red- and white-meat processing plants. UK food manufacturing is the biggest manufacturing sector in the UK, far bigger than the declining car industry. But it feeds the British the highest rate of ‘ultra-processed’ foods in the EU, contributing to make the UK one of the fattest countries in the EU: 27% of British adults are obese or overweight.

The UK food economy is highly concentrated. There are ten large food retailers. 0.5% of citizens own almost all the land. The top five food manufacturers have a combined £30bn turnover. But 85% of food manufacturers are small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), with fifty employees or fewer. Even in food service, giant combines have emerged, particularly in fast food and contract catering, and in home deliveries. Food lorries account for a fifth of all truck traffic on UK roads. Almost all the money made by food companies is accrued off the land and sea. Farming and fishing themselves receive only 8% of the total gross value added of the entire UK food chain. This is a strikingly top-heavy food system.

The people of Britain say they would like to buy British food but do not do so. Partly this is because they do not have the information on what is or is not home-grown – unless it is raw food – and partly because the overriding value is cheapness. Social inequalities and wage squeezes lock this in.

Increasingly the British buy ready-made food, which can be ‘food from anywhere’. British food culture is split, half experiencing a renaissance of interest in quality and authenticity, and half trapped by price. This tension goes across the social-class divide. Cheapness consistently comes out as the top consideration for UK consumers.

The UK’s food (in)security problem is one which could quickly and easily turn tricky. Official audits are reviewed and found to be complacent. The auditors are either dissembling or not reading their own official reports, many of which express concern. The assumption that money can buy food security no longer quite fits. The UK, as is discussed later, has a long tradition of assuming others will feed us. Leaving the EU with barely a discussion of how it is where most food imports come from is par for the policy course. Politicians talk of new trade deals as though they are flicking a switch, but have little understanding of actual food flows (or of the labyrinthine nature of trade negotiations).

The global food system meanwhile is widely agreed by scientists to be facing a highly dangerous period and combination of challenges. Massive human-made problems are already upon us: climate change, biodiversity loss, water stress, social inequalities, health costs, and labour issues such as skills, availability and wages.

The book proposes that attention needs to be given in the UK to addressing this agenda. We need to revise core food security and national food defences. Some of what needs to happen depends entirely on political outcomes. If the UK switches supply lines, for instance, from Europe to North America or West Africa, or what I term ‘outer Europe’, the Navy would not be able to mount anything like a requisite support system, should some form of regional or global emergency or even warfare break out. The UK food system is currently torn between being European, globalist, Atlanticist, neo-imperialist and outer-European, when we probably ought to be trying to build a more resilient, bio-regionalist framework to use our land and resources more soundly and use others’ less. We ought to eat less but better anyway, and to equalize food patterns to compensate for shocking but known diet-related inequalities. Certainly, the entire UK food system needs to be lighter on the planet. We are getting heavier physically as humans as the nation gets fatter, and also heavier on the land, as the ‘footprint’ of the food system goes ever deeper.

The book is organized in three parts. Part One reviews the state of food defences and (in)security. Our national food defences (the capacity to protect food lines), food flows, labour force and where the money goes have all quietly put the UK into an unnecessarily weak position. Policy is fragmented, and failing to be effective even against weak criteria. Civil contingency planning is weak. Official audits are complacent and thin. Local-authority powers and funds are also weak after years of cuts. There is no food plan for England, nor are the authorities in a fit state to deliver one. Scottish and Welsh governments have been marginalized despite tentatively entering this policy space. Northern Ireland has been especially weakened by Brexit politics and a collapse of working government from January 2017.

Part Two explores the range and scale of the UK’s food problems. It argues that the only long-term route to food security is to make the food system more sustainable. This means more than improving land management, dire though food’s impact on the environment already is. Acknowledgement of food’s impact on the land crept into UK policy, often due to pressure from the EU (e.g. through water and run-off directives). Integrated food health and environmental thinking was meant to emerge by the creation of Defra in 2000, but has ebbed and flowed. The book urges the need for policymakers to adopt a broad ‘multi-criteria’ approach to delivering sustainability for food systems. The country needs leadership not just on soil and ecosystems but people, skills, confidence and health. A national Food Policy and Plan to join this up is long overdue but now urgent.

To oversee the transition, UK food institutions need a proper overhaul, outlined in Part Three. Consumed by Euro politics, mainstream UK politics has been either in a state of denial or ignorant and uninterested in the slowly emerging ecological public-health crisis in food. A few state institutions do their best, a select committee here or there, but the UK lacks an overall food plan which provides a framework suitable for the enormous challenges facing the food system in coming years. Those politicians who do see this lack voice in the mainstream parties.

A gap has emerged between the evidence about UK food’s systemic distortions and the policies and institutions which nominally could address them and be in charge. A form of policy ‘lock-in’ is described which restricts new thinking and locks us into inappropriate food supply patterns.

One lock-in is residual imperial thinking which assumes the UK deserves to be fed and retains the power to impose that view, when in fact the armed forces are relatively weak, due to cuts. Another is the belief that, since money buys food (and not necessarily happiness), and we have a rich economy, the UK will always be able to buy food on world markets. This is complacent. It misreads what international assessments argue, that world markets now are subject to inherent volatility and uncertainty. Food we assume to be ‘our’ food can easily be redirected to other customers with deeper pockets.

Yet another lock-in is a general assumption that food can safely be left to the food industry. This is wrong and out of date, but reinforces policy reluctance to engage with the range and scale of our food problems. Only government has the authority to reframe the food system, but governments have been in some disarray about food, which is why new frameworks and policy leadership are required.

Pressure on government to act in the public interest must be exerted from inside and outside. Many people and organizations now recognize that the current pattern of food capitalism in Britain needs an overhaul and reorientation. A new more devolved regionalism is overdue to rebuild connection and engagement between the people and their food. It can be done, and the criteria by which its direction can be judged are known. We need to decide as a country whether we want to feed ourselves more and better, not at any cost, but sustainably and well.

A secure food system is one in which sustainable diets are the norm and the entire food system is reoriented to be low-impact, resilient and sustainable. This is not the case now but must become so. As a rich country, the UK could and should take a lead in this direction. It is not doing so, and this book is my exploration of how that has come about and what it implies.




Preface to the Paperback Edition

This book went to press in February 2020, as the Covid-19 outbreak was spreading across the world and public and policy attention was growing. It was published the week of the first UK lockdown, which generated considerable interest in food issues. The concerns about UK food security I wanted to share have clearly resonated with many of my fellow citizens. I thank the hundreds of people who continued to write, tweet, comment and discuss the themes raised in Feeding Britain.

There is much to celebrate about improvements in UK food since the mid twentieth century – more pleasure, patches of vibrant local cuisines, more interest, more confidence, greater awareness about food’s environmental and health impacts – but also awareness of dire difficulties which are not being faced. Centrally, I argue, the UK is living in a food fantasy land of endless choice, when this is gained by getting others to feed us and dumping the costs onto society, the environment and the future.

2020 saw the passage of the government’s Agriculture Bill into law to replace EU legislation. The new Act pitches the future of English (not UK) farming as about the environment but not food. A policy hole emerged, let alone tensions with the other administrations – Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland – where the agri-food industries can have a more significant role in politics. The UK government makes no bones about cutting subsidies. Its Agriculture Act links what remains of EU subsidy levels mostly to environmental services in England. An advance, one might think, and many environmental NGOs feel happy at long-desired reorientation. I take a broader view. What is land for if not also to produce food? Is food production assumed to decline, replaced by international trade deals with where land, labour and costs are both distant and cheaper? And how can farming both be benign and regenerative while ramping up productivity? More importantly, the focus solely on farming is to ignore the ruthless power the off-land industries have over land output. The Agriculture Act dismisses any pretence at having a food policy. Public policy is being returned to a 1940s–90s approach. All that matters is farming. This is illiterate about food.

I’m no autarkist who thinks a country should entirely feed itself. Trade is inevitable and can be good; it spreads tastes, foods, and fills gaps. But in an era of climate change, land use pressures and rising population, surely decisions about what land is for and how healthily we want to eat are not side issues for politics but fundamental. And an integration of consumption to production is surely the only way to meet the needs of entire populations let alone health.

One cannot have a decent society unless the entire food system, not just farming, is in good shape. And it isn’t! Diet, supply, infrastructure, culture need realignment if we are to face the challenges already upon us. Feeding Britain was written to aid democratic discussion about UK food security in the broadest sense, as well as strategic issues such as food defence. How much do we want to grow? And what is good to produce – endless cheap chicken or meat? Or more horticulture too? From whom, what kind, with what dependence do we want to import food? What risks and resilience issues are raised? These are not marginal questions of consumer individual choice but are national, strategic matters of food defence, well-being and sustainability. And they have been consistently ducked or cherry-picked for decades.

Membership of the European Union meant the UK could exist in this happy state of denial because it sourced nigh on 40% of its food from Europe and through deals negotiated as an EU member. Some hoped that Brexit would inject fundamental old policy questions about security. But these are apparently being fudged so far. This adds to risks if the food system is shaken, I argue. Having left the EU, the British might be forgiven for not appreciating that, since 2016, the EU has continued in its slow way to readjust its food system. It is delivering the Farm to Fork strategy while our food system is simply pushed in a state of disruption and uncertainty or into the narrow confines of a focus on only farming as a matter for public policy. Some argue that this is a short-term malaise and that a more measured approach will emerge in years after leaving the EU. It’ll all be OK in the future. Let us hope so, but improvement will not happen without engaged citizens, I argue.

In March 2020, the assumption that daily food supplies could be relied upon was shaken by the lockdown. Ridiculous and ignorant assurances that Covid-19 would be over in a few weeks, or could be ‘beaten’ in days, were replaced by sober messages to prepare for lockdown. At relatively short notice, the British cleaned out supermarket shelves. Just-in-time supply chains which I often describe as like a vast web of taut rubber bands couldn’t cope. They were apparently righted in a few weeks of lockdown, but the fragilities were exposed. The government (rashly in my view) blamed consumers for stockpiling when what else could they do? If about a third of food was eaten out of the home, and that was being closed down, where else does one go for food but the shops?! And it brought wry smiles to many a food supply chain and high-level meetings that government failed to acknowledge that it was still the EU whence the bulk of food supplies came. UK farmers meanwhile were dumping milk which had been supplied to the hospitality sector, now closed down. And businesses which serviced other food networks scrabbled to retain a semblance of viability.

Having sat on London’s joint working party with one of the Resilience Forums I describe in the book’s sections on Civil Contingencies and Food Defence and having co-written briefings to local authorities and civil society urging preparations (see www.foodresearch.org.uk), little of this mix surprised me. It distressed me, yes, but didn’t surprise me. Finalizing the book in February 2020, I wondered whether to hold it back, rewrite and edit to give a Covid-19 forward look. We decided not to. My reasoning was that any new shocks to the UK food system would surely exacerbate existing tensions rather than to create something entirely new. If my analysis was anywhere near correct, the dynamics and lock-ins would become apparent. Away from this book, and listening to and working with food policy colleagues, many of us expressed deep concerns about the lack of emergency food planning, the special needs of people on low incomes, the cavalier decision to close down the hospitality industry rather than to re-purpose it for community feeding, and more. One of the default policy positions I described in the book had kicked in: ‘leave it to Tesco et al’ to keep the long unsustainable show on the road.

Speaking with and appearing before Parliamentary committees and MPs, and giving many seminar and briefings to senior civil servants, industry and civil society through 2020, I was heartened that more people ‘got’ the case for a serious review of the UK food system – from farm and sea to consumption. Further, citizens groups began to voice the need for, when and if the Covid-19 crisis goes, food must be a significant part of any ‘building back better’ and ‘levelling up’. Research emerged within a few months of lock-down that huge numbers of people who had lost their jobs, lacked financial support, and thus fell through food gaps. The Food Foundation calculated that over 3 million people went without food for lack of money in lockdown, and 7.1 million (14% of the population) reported someone in their household has had to reduce or skip meals because they could not access or afford sufficient sustenance. Earlier the UN had already estimated that 8.4 million struggled to afford to eat – just ‘eat’, note, not eat healthily. That is why colleagues and I wrote detailed letters to the government outlining problems which would and were exacerbated, with suggestions for preventing wider health and economic damage in the Covid-19 crisis. There was no food equivalent of the large advice system for medical management of Covid-19. Instead, a small meeting of industry with government happened weekly. Meanwhile consumption patterns and hundreds of thousands of jobs were affected.

By the end of 2020, the government’s Office of Budget Responsibility was expecting even more jobs to evaporate before any future upturn. Who knows how the multiple whammy of Brexit, Covid-19, inequalities and international disruption will turn out. In the short term, most analysts expect UK food prices to rise post-Brexit and Covid-19 while incomes drop. International trade deals to tap into cheaper sources will take time if that’s the government’s intention. Feeding Britain made it clear that with food a flexible item in household budgets, consumption is already being squeezed.

Despite all this, by the end of 2020 and amidst the devastation, the stock markets were right up again, at the prospect of vaccines. Good news but not a fix for the food system. And bittersweet given that, years on, we still await a vaccine for bovine tuberculosis, and continue to count the slaughter of cattle (30–40,000 a year since 2014) and badgers and the uncalculated farmer distress and even suicides. Meanwhile the erosion of the High Street continues, and farmers (who had voted for Brexit) began to realize that the disruption of leaving the EU Single Market and customs union would be accompanied by the now announced curtailment of subsidies, rendering the viability of many food enterprises on and off farms more uncertain.

These events fit the analysis I presented in this book, drawing on many studies and policy analyses. The squeeze on food prices, plus long supply chains, plus a ruthless sectoral fight over who was to control food markets, all meant that primary producers – farmers, fisherfolk, growers – were unlikely to get what they crave: stability and long-term viability, if they are to become the infrastructure of a better food system. Pennies began to drop across society and in mainstream politics. The prospect of long lorry queues at ports added urgency. At the time of writing, who knows what will happen in coming months and years.

A year on from completing this book, the fault-lines and lock-ins I describe remain. The themes and deficiencies of policy-making continue to be poorly addressed. We still await an English National Food Strategy – due to emerge in 2021 – but an early and interesting document from its lead, Henry Dimbleby, was brushed aside by the British government because it called for urgent support on food poverty matters. One might ask: what hope for rational food policy-making is there, if a government side-steps its own advisor? But the public has seen plenty of evidence that this happens in 2020. The zig-zags and U-turns in public policy over health and the economy have been shameful reminders of the weak state of UK policy-making. Covid-19 gave a present to nine already over-powerful food retailers who, to be fair, worked hard to take up the slack left by the closure of hospitality.

Some argue that the maintenance of food flows throughout 2020 showed the UK food system is fundamentally OK. I disagree. The pressures I describe in these pages continue, and the international policy waters become choppier. In short, how can we claim all was well when policy-makers failed to anticipate the needs of people on low incomes and simply urged retailers to ramp up donations to food banks? Or when it was civil society which stepped up to try to fill gaps because government had withdrawn in previous years? Or when government ignored the thinking behind civil contingencies legislation? Or when government claimed its new thinking was the first for seven decades when it had clearly forgotten that a comprehensive food system policy had been developed in three years after the oil and commodity crisis only for the incoming Coalition to bury it in 2010? It is a bad sign if governments rewrite history and are ignorant of Whitehall actions before them.

Even before Covid-19, the new, draconian Universal Credit welfare system pushed millions into dire conditions. What a sad state of affairs it is that it took a young footballer to hold the government to account and embarrass the fifth richest country in the world to ensure all children are well fed in school holidays, and to persuade politicians to do what their official advisor, Henry Dimbleby, had been saying in his first report. I salute those who pushed for right to be done.

This sad saga surely showed for just one of the twelve Food Problems I explore in the following pages how deep and interconnected the many fault-lines and lock-ins I describe actually are. The hard-wired cultural arrogance of a nation that assumes others will feed it, and that under- and mis-uses its food capacities and possibilities. (Weak horticulture being a running sore in national production, I argue.) The partial ignorance of decision-makers about how the food system works. The unequal and uneven money flows. The state’s reliance on already powerful companies to run the food system, when they have other priorities too. As one senior person in the food industry said to me in lockdown “it will be hard to take back the power given to the supermarket chains after this.”

Perhaps we should not be surprised at this messy politics and lack of a proper integrated food policy framework when a Cabinet Minister in 2018 seemingly barely knew that food came through Dover! As leaving the customs union loomed in 2020, the potential loss of frictionless trade exposed jagged reefs ready to sink ideologues with little knowledge of food realities. But optimists point out that 2020 also showed how money can be produced if there is a will. As the UK went into and out of lockdowns and tiered behaviour rules and as crisis management became the norm, national assumptions veered from knowing State funding can be deep to worrying about national decline and how to pay for it later. The case I tried to set out in these pages for a rational public interest approach to food security seemed more, not less, relevant and the broad range of recommendations I make in Part Three seem more not less pertinent.

Indeed, the central challenge I raise has sharpened as circumstances have worsened. What does the UK want from and for its food system? This is not just a philosophical question to mull at one’s leisure but is an urgent practical matter. The clock is ticking on the UK’s own and international ecosystems, public health, social fabric and political economy. The UK and Great Britain are regionally and socially divided. Our structures are out of date and over-centralized. All the more important, say I, to decentralize and reinvigorate what I call a food bio-regionalism, and to build a more resilient multi-level food system. We urgently need a reorientation of how food is grown, what is consumed, and where the money and jobs should be. Geo-politics add both uncertainty and urgency. Due to Covid-19, few perhaps noticed the big impacts from tariffs wielded as weapons in international food trade by President Trump on the EU and UK (Scottish whisky US sales declined 30% in 2020) or by China on Australia over food and drink trade, to quote just two. It is not new for food to be used as a weapon in public policy. Nor is the argument that food can also be a source of healing Planet Earth, public health and social division.

Food security and sustainability are two sides of the same coin. Tackling both requires more engagement with citizens. Food is too important to leave to partial top-down decision-making or to point-of-sale consumerism, which is why I argue at the end of this book for more devolution, more equal regionalization and more room for shorter supply chains to emerge rather than reliance on ever longer ones.

Meetings I had throughout 2020 heartened me: the unprecedented Climate Assembly hosted by six Parliamentary Committees plus local assemblies and discussions across the UK to which I was asked to contribute. There is a flowering of such thinking and practice. Citizens assemblies, new coops, new community openness, new social experiments around food. These are hopeful but can only thrive and extend if bolstered by wider structural change. It is profoundly positive that more people realize a moment of change could go well or badly from crisis. I hope Feeding Britain offers you a framework for understanding what we all as citizens need to demand of our policy-makers to make the better options a reality.

Tim Lang

December 2020




PART ONE Our Food Security Problem




The following three chapters provide an overview of UK food security. I argue that UK food security deserves to be taken more seriously than it has been. Most economists and many food policy analysts will assert that food follows wealth. Demand pulls supply. Historically, this has been so for the UK. It follows that, as a rich if divided society, there is no need to have concerns about UK food security. Indeed, many policymakers dismiss such thoughts, as has been witnessed in Brexit politics. Ignoring reports to the contrary, mainstream policymakers assume food flows are assured. Food security is deemed to be a concern for Africa or poor developing countries, not the UK, they say.

This book suggests this policy confidence is wrong. New stresses and fragilities have been introduced into the UK food system (expanded on in Part Two). The UK is not the only country with access to funds or sources to buy food. World markets have been completely restructured since the days when the Royal Navy could be assumed to protect long colonial seaborne food supply lines. Also experience showed that this confidence was misplaced even then, when the Navy was much more powerful than it is today. UK supply chains have also restructured in the last half-century or so. They have become more European and, above all, been revolutionized by just-in-time supply logistics. Warehousing is thin; the warehouse is actually the motorway.

Part One rehearses the current state of UK food flows, presenting the broad picture. If the UK food system was a bank, it would be bankrupt. There are a yawning trade gap, declining home production, and a system which is akin to skating on thin ice. I reject the official British state assurance that food ‘resilience’ is high. It is actually stretched, open to disruption and far from resilient. I offer seven arguments for why policymakers should put food security at the heart of planning and policy for food in coming years.

The productionist policy and approach to food which appeared to work so well – more food, cheaper, bigger range – is in fact fragile. In Part Two, these arguments are explored in more detail. A constellation of problems threatens UK food security. There is a lock-in which a tweak here, a nudge there will fail to resolve. A more detailed case is made for restructuring the current model of food supply. In Part Three, an outline is presented of what might be done to resolve our food problems. Part One in the immediately following pages introduces our food security problem. Some of this is peculiar to the UK, but it conveys messages which might not be lost on other affluent societies. One might hope that a benign world would follow from a Smithian free flow of foods, but in fact food is easily taken into a dependent and exploitative relationship unless there is a framework of some kind of equality and mutual recognition. The history of food suggests alas that it is a useful weapon in international diplomacy.




Chapter 1 Food and the National Interest: Redefining Progress

The UK has entered an important period of restructuring. Not before time, nor without reason. This book proposes that a hard, cool look at UK food security must be part of that period of reflection and redesign. A review of the policy framework, largely the legacy of the mid-twentieth century, is needed. I want to focus on the present but also look back to explain how we have got to where we are; and look forward to face the known features of future food systems.

We must ask what is different now and what will be different again by the mid-twenty-first century. One could pick other significant periods or processes against which to chart how the UK food system has changed. There was the rise of industrialization and its pull of labour from the land to the towns from the late eighteenth century. Or the agrichemical revolution and its unleashing of efficient production but damage to ecosystems. Or the switch in lifestyles to sedentary work, car use and hypermarkets. I try to include all these, but keep coming back to the 1930s and mid-twentieth century for one main reason. It is when the UK zigzagged into a food security emergency from which it only just ultimately escaped. And in the immediate aftermath it reviewed its food system in cold political light and set on a different course – to produce more itself and to be less reliant on distant supplies; first on its own and then as a member of the Common Market/European Union. That is what it has done ever since.

The mid-1930s to mid-1940s were thus an important policy transition period for UK food. Anyone who knows even a little about UK history knows that food was a central challenge in the Second World War. Actually, food problems had been emerging for well over a century – arguably longer – before the 1930s. But that it took a massive crisis to engender significant policy change is a key point to grasp. The evidence of a coming food security crisis was as plain as a pikestaff to cognoscenti in the late 1930s yet was ignored until events struck in 1939–40. I believe we are in a position something akin to that today. Like then we have multiple, well-argued and evidenced calls from different parts of British society for the food system to be reformed. A country which has a boom in food banks is not a happy place. A country with declining food production and with a massive diet-related, NHS-bankrupting food culture is not a good food nation. A country where 60% of farming is propped up by subsidies and producing only 12% of its fruit (which in any event ought to be consumed at twice the level it is) has a mismatch between need and land use. A country in which being overweight and obesity are rampant, and that is locked into car use, not walking or bicycling, to get its food is not a healthy nation. A country with massive greenhouse gas emissions from its food system is not environmentally friendly. And so on. Something is not right with our food body politick.

And yet … one could argue – many do – that we in the UK today have, in the words of a former Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, ‘never had it so good’. Full supermarket shelves; historically cheap and plentiful food – surely the food problems we have today do not compare to those of the 1930s. A glance at those black-and-white photos of squalid streets, the pictures of obviously hungry and thin children, and people in ragged clothes: these surely indicate real food poverty and there is nothing like that today. Indeed, today is different, yet the class inequalities are again rampant, the gap in life expectancy just as shocking but shaped by different factors. I shall argue that we need some humility about both past and present. It was not obvious in the 1930s that ‘something had to be done’. People had to campaign and shout then, as now. The war heightened the debates, but the dignified Jarrow March by the unemployed in October 1936 had highlighted the issue of hunger.1 And Sir John Boyd Orr’s 1936 Food, Health and Income survey of British diets had given a scientific credibility to the critique that hunger lay at the heart of the British Empire.2 Coverage of his report was front-page news around the world.3 More followed when doctors and the British Medical Association produced reports on the malevolence of malnutrition.4, 5 Despite these wake-up calls, the food system carried unequally on, shaped by an austerity politics in the central state.

Today, without pushing the parallel too far, the reaction by central government to the 2018 visit, and his initial and final reports, by the United Nations (UN) rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, Professor Philip Alston, discussed later, gives some kind of echo of what happened in the late 1930s.6, 7 He described a state of food affairs as bluntly as Sir John Boyd Orr had in 1936. Poor diet and inequalities were normalized. The state and large sections of the population turned a blind eye or blamed families. Too little was changing. The constancy of poverty has also been emphasized by the relatively new Social Metrics Commission, a collaboration between the Legatum Institute, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and others. Using measurements developed for its first report in 2018, the Social Metrics Commission 2019 report estimated that 14.3 million people (22% of the population) live in poverty in the UK. Within that figure, 34% of children live in poverty,8 4.5m of these people live at 50% below the poverty line, i.e. extreme poverty, and three fifths of those in extreme poverty are stuck there. Food ‘choice’ is inevitably severely constrained under such circumstances.

In the late 1930s, as is known, the food policy temperature changed drastically when Nazi submarines had the capacity to threaten UK food supplies, and new thinking was applied via rationing and a renewed interest in producing more food here in Britain. In 1939, only a third of UK food was home-grown. British agriculture was in a sorry state: unkempt fields, low prices, depression, as observers from the political Right, Centre and Left agreed.9, 10, 11 Today, as we’ll see, depending on how it’s measured, UK food self-sufficiency is at worst about a half and mostly nearer two thirds. The fields are not untidy; indeed, they have been blitzed by chemical farming to the point where wildlife has been ruined. The fields are vast and monocultural, while the supermarket shelves groan under about 30,000 food items. There is product diversity, not biodiversity.

As I mull over the differences between the 1930s/40s and today, what particularly interests me is the social movement which came together to articulate a new ‘food national interest’. Those involved came from many parts of society: depressed northern towns and bourgeois London, doctors and social campaigners, the landless and even members of the landed aristocracy, town councillors and MPs. Whatever their starting point, they did not shy from arguing for food system reform. Today, again there is a cacophony of sectoral appeals about food matters, but so far too few systemic appeals. That said, already, as I write, I detect signs that this is changing. The cliff edge of a no-deal Brexit debate at last knocked some heads together, forcing people to see the implications of disruption to the massive flow of trucks carrying food. I argue later that this means we need to ask: what sort of food system do we want for the UK? More of the same or a different direction? If the latter, shaped by what considerations?

Already in the 1930s, and increasingly in the 1940s – when reality was a harsh educator – an emerging food reform movement was arguing that better food should be at the heart of future political reconstruction for a better Britain.12 Living standards were disgracefully low.13 Poor standards led to poor diets. Affordable but better food therefore required action greater than the sum of previous political parts. If food rationing helped inject a bit of social justice into the food market but would be unpopular after the war, what should be done to get the UK food system onto a better footing? The mid-twentieth-century food politics were about what would do this. And the new position set on rebuilding home production was based on seeing that there was a direct connection between decay in the countryside and the unmet need in the towns. It shone light on the terrible health distortions that followed from genetic chance: a child born to affluent in-work parents thrived. Others did not. Today, as we’ll see, a not dissimilar mix of societal and genetic chance is at work. Life expectancy differences have widened between income groups. This in one of the richest societies on the planet.

That 1930s/40s generation of food thinkers, to which this book offers such respect, laid down a way of thinking which we have inherited for the last seventy years. They churned out data and arguments, shaming British society into aiming for something better.14 It could be done. Canteens could produce wholesome food at the school, hospital and workplace. Healthier mothers and children would be part of a better society. Those aspirations were and remain honourable, yet this book questions some of the thinking we inherited. It argues that something different is now needed; the old policy recipe is not working. Our food problems are more complex. Before exploring what is different today, I want to restate something I know that the previous generation thought too.

This was a belief that there could be a better food system, that everyone can be fed, that food supply can be made more efficient, and that everyday lives will be massively enhanced by so doing. It is hard to disagree with these sentiments. But there are important differences between then and today. Then, their main goal was to feed people, increasing the quantity and availability of affordable food, whereas today we are awash with food and bombarded with marketing to pick this brand over that. Whereas, then, they sought to make food cheaper, today food is almost too cheap, yet not cheap enough for those eating poorly or on tight budgets. Then the pursuit of a more efficient food supply seemed the clear direction to go, whereas we today know the consequences of some of those efficiencies – the effects of agrichemicals, the legacy of plastics, the loss of biodiversity while bringing more land under cultivation. Today we have to rethink what is meant by efficient production if we accept that food is now one of the major drivers of ecosystem destruction.

What Charles Darwin called ‘the web of life’ has until recently been swept away by a narrow financial view of efficiency as output and profits. The notion that the food system could be centred on the prevention of ill-health and protection, nay, improvement, of ecosystem resilience while providing decent diets for all (not some) of the population has been deemed wildly utopian. That is our problem today. But we can draw strength from the past. Back then too people saw insurmountable problems. While today few see science as the sole fount of solutions to food problems, it is more commonly accepted that ecological resource efficiency must be at the heart of twenty-first-century food policy and that epidemiology, for instance, offers pretty convincing evidence about diet’s impact on population health. So science is a really important source of information and public education about the complexity of food. But it is not alone. Many competing interests vie for policy attention.

Today, even as we talk of good policy being ‘evidence-based’, we know, as the mid-twentieth-century reformers did, that good policy can only emerge when opportunities arise, and chances are seized. I think we have such a moment now. British society is in the midst of a long-term upheaval about the future, who we are and what kind of society and forms of governance we want. Europe has been the punchball, when it is only one ‘level’ in a multi-level political framework. There is equal uncertainty about how the UK fits into world affairs, and what kind of more local or regional structures we have.

In the 1930s and 1940s, the urgency of war concentrated minds. With the serious fault-lines fissuring UK society and its political economy exposed even more openly for all to see by Brexit politics, it is no longer wholly inconceivable that modern politics could slide into another European war, when part of the role of post-war food policy in both Britain and Europe was to prevent such calamity. Nor is it inconceivable that trade wars could see economic giants fight for supremacy and for the UK to find itself weaker than it likes to think of itself as being. Mistakes were made in the Second World War but, although tens of thousands of lives were lost and countless ships destroyed in maintaining food supplies in 1940–45, Britain did not lose the war or starve its people. Historians such as Lizzie Collingham and Madhusree Mukerjee have shown how around the world millions of humans died during the conflict from no access to food, whether through collapse of supplies or enemy policy or policy priorities in favour of keeping the UK fed. It is not just others who used and use food as a weapon of war.15, 16 Our own history is not unblemished.

The British grumbled dreadfully about rationing in the Second World War, and the drab state of more equal diets.17 But a worried state machine was persuaded that British society would only keep supporting the war effort if it was decently fed.18 And after the war conditions needed to be altered to prevent the gross food injustice that had characterized the 1930s. A remarkable coalition of forces, interests and organizations, a broad and new consensus, won the argument that a different policy framework was needed. Everywhere, they argued, land can be better used, people can be better fed, inequalities can be reduced, children can be fed properly at school. Why not?

Food improvement as progress

I think we need just such a new alliance today and I believe elements of this alliance and consensus are emerging. This book is written to present a case that I think this alliance could promote. At a time when there are powerful appeals for isolation or turning our backs on neighbours, plus a nostalgia for a simpler Britain that did not really exist, it is important to realize that, as ever, we are engaged in a tussle over what we mean by progress. Food offers important lessons and opportunities to chart clearer conceptions of what we want, what food progress should look like. Already bookshops, libraries and media programmes are awash with advice on cooking, diets and lifestyle food choices. These individualize our food problems. They see salvation in private choices. I think bigger questions are at stake. We can raise our eyes to consider what a good food system is, both in the sense of a ‘good food’ system and a food system which delivers good for the public. I would like to see more attention on arguing about what ‘food progress’ for a rich country such as Britain would look like. Is it yet more food or better food? Is it more choice or more sustainable choice? Some food voices argue that the world faces starvation unless productivity rises and a new round of intensification is unleashed. Others question that, arguing that immense amounts of waste are now intrinsic to the food system and that there is plenty of food but it is maldistributed. These divergent positions matter for Britain. Resolving them and setting out a clear direction is a priority for British food policy.

Britain does not feed itself. Some say that doesn’t matter. I think it does. I do not favour autarky – only food from here – but argue that to allow the current decline is risky. We need closer understanding of what excessive reliance on long food chains and distant supply sources means. We need to realize that simply buying food does not absolve us from responsibility for how that food is produced and sourced. For a country blessed with a relatively benign climate not to maximize its own sustainable food produce is immoral and could come back to haunt us, much as the decision in 1846 to source food supplies from wherever it was cheapest came back to haunt Britain in the Boer War and two World Wars. A powerful strand of both the British political Right and Left subscribes to the view – wrong in the nineteenth century and wrong again in the twenty-first – that all that matters is to fill bellies as cheaply as possible.

This is both stupid and dangerous. UK food supplies are fragile amid plenty. While supermarket shelves are awash with food, this book explores how food insecurity is closer than we might like to think. The logistics revolution which has swept the food system has created seeds for its own downfall, if surprisingly small things go wrong. The data which emerged after the Brexit Referendum, to which colleagues and I contributed,19 showed that: narrow bottlenecks, oil-dependent trunker routes, just-in-time (JIT) distribution – let alone the massive stresses emerging from climate change.

Later chapters explore these issues and arguments. Suffice it now to state that big things are already going wrong. Much of my immediate motivation for this book was that I judge the slow decline in food self-sufficiency to be risky in itself and to represent a loss of nerve by informed opinion. Britain’s reflex is to let others feed it. This is wrong today, was wrong in the past, and is not just hugely risky in security terms, but betrays a malign assumption that we have a right to be fed. We do not. This hangover from food imperialism is a bubble which needs to be burst. Better that we do it now than that events do it later.

The matter of food supply cannot be separated from the wider dynamics of the food system. I argue in subsequent chapters that the politics of British food is not being properly addressed by politicians. They are fearful of intervention when increasing numbers of even the most powerful food companies think a big shake-up is necessary. From science and academia, and from parts of the British state machine, there is resounding agreement. No one is in political charge yet everywhere the case for getting a grip now stares us in the face.

Another intention of this book is to reflect on what we mean by good food at the population rather than individual level. Is it to be a nation of bon viveurs, eating haute cuisine? (Note we use the French phrases.) Or is it to chart a better everyday food culture, less fixated on the pastiche feast day food we tend to eat daily? Simpler and better, or indulgent and better? It is time we talked about food progress as culture. Arguably, British food culture has never been apparently more democratic – tens of millions of British people can eat like only the rich ate a hundred years ago – yet a food culture is in place which is based on a false belief that individual choice can keep the food flowing at whatever cost to other countries, our health and the planet’s. Many of us daily eat quite extraordinary amounts of cocoa, butter and sugar (for example) which would have astonished (and possibly nauseated) a generation back. Is this really just a matter of happiness and choice?

Over the last few decades, the UK has undergone a quiet revolution in what is eaten, how we get it, what food means and its impact. Some of this has been for the better, and some not. The current UK food system has never been so full of food yet its footprint is grossly unsustainable. Eating has become a – often the – major factor in altering the environment, damaging public health and cementing social inequalities.

Readers will have noticed that I have already used the term ‘food system’. This clunky term warrants explanation. By food system I mean the complex network of economic and societal relations which organizes how food is grown, processed, retailed, cooked and consumed. Some economists and food analysts prefer the term ‘food supply chains’. I use that term too, but only to indicate the actual lines down which foods are sent and merge before food products arrive packaged and sealed on supermarket shelves or our plates.

Food supply chain analysis can lend itself to the corollary that, if any deficiencies are found, the chain simply needs better management. It implies an orderliness and control which are, indeed, sought by food commerce, as the studies show.20, 21, 22 Actually, food is underpinned by more than food commerce and its food control tendencies. The state and civil society are completely involved too. I prefer and thus use the term food system, because it allows us to consider the full web of policy actors, in all their messiness, not just a notional orderly sequence. We are definitely beyond thinking of the food system as a simple mechanism, beloved of children’s story books about farmers and markets. As a former farmer myself, I know the limits of the image of fluffy lambs and kindly sheepdogs. British farmers themselves have actually been marginalized in today’s analysis of what can be done about food problems while being blamed for some of them. The health and environmental critics have been close to running out of sympathy for farming, just when British land use urgently needs a radical shake-up and a case can be made not just for a complete farming make-over but for how land is used and made available in both town and country.23

Herein lie deep and difficult politics. As in the 1930s, the British food system is quietly out of control. Neither the state nor markets nor consumers are holding the wheel. Parliamentary politics needs strong, clear champions to push a new food vision through the food system. We have food champions in this food zone and that, but if we scan across existing democratically accountable institutions, there is no unified sense of urgency. No big picture. Although there are many fine statements coming out of, or directed at, the British food system, no one currently is fully engaged in taming and redirecting the machinery of government. Bits, yes, but not fully. This is deeply worrying. As in the
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