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Some generalised key developments post 1945: 

• Marshall Plan, ‘Green revolution’, Soviet collectivisation, self-
sufficiency, surplus for trade and aid 

• Oil dependency highlighted in oil crisis of early 1970s (see Jones, 

A. (2001) Eating Oil. Sustain, London; and AEA (2005) The Validity of Food 
Miles as an indicator of Sustainability.) 

• CAP production subsidies until 2003 ⟹ surpluses, global 
dumping, falling food prices for consumers. Supermarket 
dominance and foreign direct investment (FDI) (see Neil Wrigley). 

• CAP reform from 2003 ⟹ decoupling of subsidy from 
production and link to environmental stewardship, 
farming as a multifunctional activity 

Plenty, healthy, quality? 



• More or less falling consumer prices until 2000s 

• Environmental degradation (Carson 1966), food safety 
scares, growth of organic movement from 1990s (see 
Julie Guthman 2002 and Gill Seyfang 2006…) 

• ‘Quality turn’ and shift from public to individualised 
concerns in 2000s – health, lifestyle, ‘alternative 
hedonism’ (Soper 2004) 

• Obesity/famine paradox, food poverty - the rise of social 
food co-ops in the absence of policy (e.g. see work by 
Elizabeth Dowler and Martin Caraher et al. 2001 
onwards) 

Plenty, healthy, quality? (2) 



Public health concerns around dietary intake affected by 
structural and social changes: 

• Fewer people work in industrial settings and other jobs which 
feed workers. Traditional family structures are changing. Post-
modern cities and working arrangements. ‘On the hoof ‘ eating, 
convenience shopping. 

 

• Move from 1980s (in UK) away from institutionalised public 
catering to consumer choice, lowest price tendering and de-
skilling kitchen labour. School cooks ⟹ food assembly (Morgan 
and Sonnino 2008). 

 

• State abrogates public health to the private domain. 
 

Food in the public health arena 



Spatial/social health inequality 

Bambra, C. and Orton, C. ( 2016) A train Journey through 
the English health divide: Topographical map. 
Environment and Planning A 48(5) 811–814 

In their 2016 paper, Bambra 
and Orton outline differences 
in regional life expectancy in 
England, mapped through the 
train network. 
 
• Wigan 80.9 years 
• London 86 years 

 
Q: If we assume some of these 
differences could be linked to 
food, what might be the food-
related causes of these 
differences? 



Remember Bambra & Orton: female life 
expectancy for London (86)? This masks 
health inequalities within London: 

Jubilee line Westminster to Star Lane/ 
Canning Town –  average life expectancy in 
Westminster is 83 or 75 in Star Lane. DIET IS 
A CONTRIBUTORY FACTOR. 

This led in the early 2000s to the 
establishment of food distribution co-ops. 
Opens up debates about physical access, 
right to a healthy diet, the attractiveness of 
poor areas to supermarkets and the 
stigmatisation of food co-ops. 

Concern (Oxfam 2013, CofE 2018) links food 
poverty and the rise of food donation 
projects (often church-led) to welfare reform. 
Rise in food banks/food clubs. 

Food and social exclusion 

‘More than 8m people in Britain struggle to 
put enough food on the table… half 

regularly go a whole day without eating…’  
Guardian newspaper 22nd March 2017 



• Agriculture in the ‘global north’ depends on fossil fuels and accounts 
for 40% of CO2 emissions, produces fewer calories than it consumes 
(for some foods) and depletes biodiversity. 

• C. 1bn people are starving while another 1bn suffer from diet-
related ill-health (acquired diabetes, CHD…) and obesity. 

• Peak oil, gas, phosphorous, water (Garnett 2011, Ingram et al. 2013). 

• Population increases and urbanisation/rural migration. 

• Land grabs and finiancialisation: commodity futures and currency 
dynamics (£, CHF, $). Social unrest linked to price increases… Price 
volatility is now normal. 

• Price spikes and food riots – 2008 spikes distinguished because they 
range across ALL commodities (Jarosz 2009). 

• Mobility – 75,000 summer horticultural workers; one-third of all 
food manufacturing workers in the UK from other EU countries. 

Food – a risky business? 



Different scales/aspects of food 
security (overlaps) 

Global/international National Household 

• Trade – 
barriers/alliances? 

• Distribution – on 
what basis? 

• Environmental 
factors – eg drought, 
deforestation 

• Population rises 
• Migration patterns 

• Self-sufficiency 
• Brexit 
• Subsidy/tariffs 
• Land avail’ty/quality 
• Skills and labour 
• Distribution/retail 

structure (2002 
crisis) 

• Fuel consumption 

• Income 
• Family structures 
• Nutrition 
• Eating (cultural) 

preferences 
• Access 
• Knowledge 



 

• Sustainable food is associated with well-being, 
environmental sustainability, social justice and resilience. 
(nef, 2007) 

 

• In other words sustainable food is healthy, green, fair 
(Morgan 2010) and able to withstand shocks. 
 

• Sustainability is becoming more delineated/complex: 
• Climate change: mitigation, adaptation, restoration 
• Urbanisation: importance of design 
• Land: ownership, governance, nationhood 
• Social justice: equality 
• Market and resilience: problem or answer? 
• Nature: humans as stewards, non-human agency 

What do we mean by 
sustainable food? 





 

 

CO2 vs. social justice 

Source: The Guardian 8th Feb ‘11 



 

 

The interdependence of food 
system and food culture 

Production & manufacture

Distribution Retailing & 
advertising

The Food System

Society –Economy –Culture –Environment

Shopping

Eating Meaning

Food Culture
Cooking

Nutrition, health & well-being 
outcomes

Policy



 

 

Food system issues 

Production 

Processing & 

manufacture 

Distribution 

Advertising & 

marketing 

Well-being Social justice Environ. Sust. Resilience 

Impact of pesticides 

on nearby residents 

Poor labour 

conditions 

Dependence on 

gang-masters 

Degradation (soil, 

water, over-fishing) 

Habitat destruct’n 

Highly energy 

intensive 

Dependence on 

migrant labour 

More processing = 

harder to control salt 

fat sugar 

consumption 

Dependence on 

global trade 

Road intensive = 

noise, pollution, 

traffic 

Power balance 

against producers 

Carbon intensive Fuel cost 

Junk food adverts 

target children 

Power balance 

against small or 

indep. shops 

Consolidation of 

retail sector 

 

High levels of waste 

& packing Disposal 

Sustainable Food 



Food culture issues 

Cooking 

Eating 

Meaning 

Sustainable Food 

Well-being Social justice Environ. Sust. Resilience 

Poor avail. of healthy 

food in disadvantaged 

areas 

Low income = 

inadequate for healthy 

diet 

Expectation of year-

round avail. of all 

products 

Time poverty = more 

consumption of 

prepared foods 

Falling levels of 

food ‘literacy’ 

Loss of eating together Fuel cost 

Disconnection to rural 

and farming issues 

Homogenisation of 

food & places 

 

Shopping 



Changing narrative: 

trade → resilience → trade? 

Defra narrative 2004: 

‘National self-

sufficiency is neither 

necessary nor 

desirable.’ 
(Ministerial letter to Sustain 

AGM) 

Defra narrative 2010: 

‘Our food system 

needs to be prepared 

for shocks and to be 

able to manage risk.’ 
(Food 2030: How we get 

there, Defra 2010.)  

Brexit 2016?: 

UK agriculture would 

do ‘far better’ outside 

the EU.’ 
(Food Minister George 

Eustace, speaking at NFU 

conference 24th Feb 2016.) 

Has resilience had its day? 

Top-down, neo-liberal, conservative (!!!) 
(MacKinnon & Derickson 2012) 



Key beliefs in local and sustainable food 
 
 
 

• It is better (healthier) to eat a more rather than a less 
diversified diet 
 

• It is better (healthier) to eat fresh food rather than 
preserved/prepared food 
 

• It is better (less environ. damaging, & food chain more 
transparent) to eat food produced closer to rather than 
further from the point of consumption 
 

• It is better (healthier, and less environmentally damaging) 
to eat food produced with a minimum of pesticides 
 

• It is better (less environmentally damaging) to eat food 
produced with a minimum of inorganic fertilisers 
 

• It is better (more socially just) to eat food produced, 
processed and/or marketed by smaller-local rather than 
larger-international operations 
 

(Sustain: the alliance for better food and farming, London.) 



NGO and market innovations in the UK 
 
 
• Farmers’ markets 

 
• Hyperbolic organic sales (mainstreaming) (until 2008) 

 
• Box schemes 

 
• CSA and buying groups (growth since 2008: MLFW/LFF) 

 
• Food Links UK/Alimenterra 
 
• Public food procurement (FFL, SFT, free school meals) 

 
• Food access co-ops 

 
NGOs as civil society agitators → under-paid market 

innovators? 



Changing narratives 

• Policy: Self-sufficiency ⟹ surplus ⟹ food security 
 

• Politics: Sufficiency/price ⟹ environmentalism/common 
concerns ⟹ quality/personal concerns (e.g. health and 
taste) 
 

• Retail power: Supermarkets as progressive ⟹ oppressive ⟹ 
appropriators 
 

• Third sector: Oppositional ⟹ entrepreneurial ⟹ technical 
specialists 
 

• Consumers: new expectations ⟹ public health ⟹ choice ⟹ 
public health again? 



 

• Nutritional transition: 
• Rising demand for diets higher in meat 
• Obesity AND under-nutrition 
• Nutritional composition of foods (salt/fat/sugar) 

 

• Food security: 
• Financialisation, ‘land grabs’, price volatility  
• Technological innovation can produce more 
• Oppositional alternatives/collaborative stakeholder approaches 

 

• Environment 
• GHG emissions 
• Meat consumption 
• Biodiversity/habitat loss 
• Embedded resource/water use and food waste 

Dominant themes 



AFN questions emerging 
 

How can the ethical motivations of the alternative 
food movement underpin the development of a 
greener, fairer and healthier system/culture? Who 
decides? Role of consumers? (Evans et al. 2017)  
 

How can the sustainability claims made for local food 
be substantiated? What implications have they got 
for a serious move to carbon-reduced and ‘cellular 
economy’ (Hardin Tibbs, BRASS 2011)? Is 
hybridity/trade-off the best we can hope for?  
 

What (infra-)structures are needed to make 
sustainable food viable? (distribution, finance, 
governance…). AFNs have limited access. 
 

Can the demand for ethical food be the basis for 
global solidarity, rather than nationalism, 
protectionism and stale local vs. global arguments? 
 

Is food activism really about food? (Or articulating 
citizenship, fear of future scarcity, wanting to ‘do’?) 

http://nadjaon.blogspot.co.uk 



In summary… 
 

Food is complex – farming, nutrition, education, consumption, 
industry, diet, culture, shopping, politics, income, planning, waste, 
political activism… 
 

"...the concept of a base-line sustainability standard is non-sense, 
as sustainability is an aspirational open-ended agenda involving 
trade-offs and a range of potentially conflicting priorities...” Smith, B. 

(2008) Developing Sustainable Food Supply Chains. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society for Biological Sciences. 363, pp. 849-
861. 
 

Organic, fresh, seasonal, local, fair-trade, affordable, safe… 
How do we choose? 





 

Questions? 

 
 
 


