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Summary

The main features of a sustainable food and farming system are well
understood even though, at the moment, there is no legal definition of
‘sustainable food’. There are, however, lots of examples of good accreditation
schemes, like those certifying ‘organic’ and ‘Fairtrade’ food, which are clearly
defined. Sustain’s working definition, developed in consultation with our
membership of expert organisations, is that sustainable food – in other
words, good food - should be produced, processed, bought, sold and eaten
in ways that:
•

Provide social benefits, such as safe and nutritious products, and improve
people’s experiences of good quality food, for instance by growing and
cooking it, which helps to enrich our knowledge and skills, and our
cultural diversity;

•

Contribute to thriving local economies that create good jobs and secure
livelihoods – both in the UK and, in the case of imported products, in
producer countries;

•

Enhance the health and variety of both plants and animals (and the
welfare of farmed and wild creatures), protect natural resources such as
water and soil, and help to tackle climate change.

In practice this means:
1. Aiming to be waste-free.
Reducing food waste (and
packaging) saves the energy,
effort and natural resources
used to produce and dispose of
it, as well as money.
2. Eating better, and less
meat and dairy produce.
Consuming more vegetables
and fruit, grains and pulses,
and smaller amounts of animal
products produced to highwelfare and environmental
standards helps reduce health
risks and greenhouse gases.

3. Buying local, seasonal and
environmentally friendly
food such as organic from
local farms. This benefits
wildlife and the countryside,
minimises the energy used in
food production, transport and
storage, and helps protect the
local economy.
4. Choosing Fairtrade-certified
products. This scheme for
food and drinks imported
from poorer countries ensures
a fair deal for disadvantaged
producers.

5. Selecting fish only from
sustainable sources, such as
wild-caught fish certified by the
Marine Stewardship Council
(MSC). Future generations will
be able to eat fish and seafood
if we act now to protect
our rivers and seas and the
creatures living there.
6. Getting the balance right. We
need to cut down on sugar, salt
and fat, and most of us want to
avoid questionable ingredients
and processes such as genetic
modification (GM) and some
additives.
7. Growing our own, and
buying the rest from a wide
range of outlets. Fresh out
of the garden or allotment is
unbeatable, and a vibrant mix
of local markets, small shops
and cafés, and other retailers
provides choice, variety and
good livelihoods.
As citizens we can take action
on all these issues and every
step in the right direction, no
matter how small, is useful. But
some vital measures are beyond
our control, so businesses and
governments need to take action
too so that good food choices
become the easiest ones to make
(For an integrated examination
of the role of business and policy
makers see Beyond Business as
Usual: Towards a sustainable
food system, 2013. Food Ethics
Council www.foodethicscouncil.
org/node/689). Sustain has
separate guidance tailored for
businesses (www.sustainweb.org/
publications/?id=272), and also runs
campaigns to change policies and
practices. Please join in and help
create a food and farming system fit
for the future.

The appearance of an organisation in this guide does not imply that they have endorsed the entire
guide. Each organisation appears only in those sections where it has specific competence, while
acknowledging the expertise of other bodies in their specialist areas.
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Aiming to be waste free
The problem
Wasting food
In the UK we discard a shocking seven million tonnes of food every year
- about one third of the food produced – and a significant amount of this
could have been eaten1. All the natural resources that have been used to
make food and its packaging are wasted if we just throw it away. The United
Nations estimates that if farmers all around the world fed their livestock on
agricultural by-products, and on the food that we currently waste, enough
grain would be liberated to feed an extra three billion people – more than the
additional number expected to be sharing our planet by 20502.
To make matters worse, food waste is usually wet and rots, so if it is not
separated from other waste, it spoils materials that could otherwise have been
recycled. Plus, when food waste is put into landfill sites it gives off powerful
greenhouse gases, such as methane, that contribute to climate change.

Wasting packaging
Well-designed packaging can protect food and so help reduce food waste,
but far too much food packaging is just cosmetic and also difficult to recycle.
As well as using up natural resources like metal (for tins and foil), oil (for
plastic) and wood (for paper and cardboard), packaging consumes precious
energy and generates huge amounts of waste. Many of us compound the
problem by putting our over-packaged food in plastic shopping bags – eight
billion of them in 2011 alone3.
Plastic is especially problematic because there are not enough plastic
recycling facilities in the UK, and if it is not recycled, it can take hundreds of
years to break down. Plastic and other packaging waste not only litters our
neighbourhoods and the countryside, it also pollutes our rivers and seas and
endangers wildlife4.

What we can do
Love Food, Hate Waste
Not surprisingly the majority of
people agree that wasting food is
wrong5. The Love Food, Hate Waste
campaign6 has helped to increase
public awareness of the problem
and provide a range of information
and practical tips on how we can all
reduce our food waste, including:
Planning our shopping, to avoid
buying food we already have, or
being tempted to buy too much;
Storing the right food in the right
place – a cool cupboard, the fridge
or the freezer;
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Using up leftovers, for example
in soups, smoothies and a whole
range of creative recipes;
Learning the difference between
‘use by’ and ‘best before’ dates. The
Food Standards Agency explains7
that ‘use by’ is for food that goes off
quickly so we should pay attention
to this date and follow storage
instructions for the product. In
contrast, ‘best before’ is more about
the quality of the food, not the
safety. Similarly, ‘sell by’ and ‘display
until’ are for stock control in some
shops, not for shopper safety.
Of course, some food waste is not
edible – peelings, teabags and so
on – and even the most careful of
us sometimes lets the odd grape go
mouldy. This is where composting
comes in.

There is lots of advice online,
including from the organisations
below in Stay informed, on how to
set up a compost bin or wormery.
Some local councils provide
subsidised composting equipment
for their residents and also collect
food waste from our homes. Enter
your postcode in this website www.
getcomposting.com to find out
if there is subsidised composting
equipment in your area.

Lighten up on packaging
Compost bins will even welcome
some of our packaging, like paper
and cardboard, but the best option
is not to generate packaging waste
in the first place. A really easy way
to reduce packaging waste is to
avoid bottled water. Bottling and
transporting water generates
considerable environmental
costs, including the energy costs
of producing, transporting, and
disposing of (or, occasionally,
recycling) the bottles. Bottled water
is also a colossal waste of money –

it has been calculated that £1,000
worth of bottled water would cost a
mere 49p for the same volume from
the tap8.
UK tap water is governed by some
of the strictest rules in the world,
tested to even more stringent
standards than bottled water, so it
is safe and palatable to drink. There
are no known health benefits from
drinking bottled water instead
of tap water and blind taste tests
confirm9 that, particularly if the
water is chilled, most people cannot
tell the difference between tap
water and still bottled water.

You can also help. Cosmetically
imperfect fruit and veg – oddly
shaped or with slight blemishes –
is often wasted in vast quantities,
even though it is perfectly edible.
It is estimated that around 30% of
UK-grown fruit and veg are never
even harvested, just for cosmetic
reasons10.
•

Other good ways to reduce
packaging waste include:
•

Carrying shopping bags with
you. There is now a huge range
of lightweight, well-designed
foldable, squashable and
otherwise portable bags.

•

Shopping locally at outlets that
use minimal packaging, such as
markets, veg box schemes and
small shops (for more on this see
Growing our own, and buying the
rest from a wide range of outlets).

•

Tell your local store that you
like to buy ‘wonky’ fruit and
veg – if we buy it, they will
stock it. The campaign group
Feeding the 5,000 runs a range
of imaginative events to show
how ‘wonky veg’ can make
great tasting meals www.
feeding5k.org11. Following the
flooding in 2012, leading to
poor harvests for some fruit
and veg, a few retailers agreed
to take cosmetically imperfect
produce12. Although this is
positive, it is not clear why this
can’t be made a permanent
change.
Many businesses, local
authorities and other
organisations (including Sustain)

follow the hierarchy and advice
set out in the Food Waste
Pyramid devised by Tristram
Stuart www.feeding5k.org/
businesses.php. Ask your local
council and businesses to follow
it too.
While it’s very easy to drink tap
water at home, it’s not so easy when
we are out and about. Increasing
numbers of business, though, are
serving tap water with meals and
even offering free tap water so we
can top up our refillable bottles.
Use websites like these www.
givemetap.co.uk and www.
tapwater.org to top up with tap
water on the go and encourage
other businesses to join the trend.
Some local councils are reinstalling
modern water fountains in schools,
parks and other public places.
•

If your local council doesn’t
yet invest in water fountains,
let them know they should.
You could also join the Find-aFountain campaign
www.drinkingfountains.org

Ask businesses and policy
makers to take action
The Pig Idea is a campaign started
by chef Thomasina Miers and food
waste expert Tristram Stuart, to
change the law so that we can
return to the traditional practice
of feeding surplus food to pigs.
They recommend that government
should:
•

Raise awareness - amongst
food businesses, Animal Health
officials and pig farmers – that it
is both legal and a good idea to
use, for example, surplus bread,
and waste fruit, vegetable, dairy,
and confectionery products as
pig feed.

•

Start the long process of
changing European law to allow
more food waste (once it’s been
safely processed) to be used as
pig and chicken feed.
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Some local councils also provide
a range of waste collection and
recycling services, including picking
up from your home (free or at low
cost) food waste as well as paper,
metal, plastic, garden and other
waste. By 2011, about half were
offering domestic food waste
collection,13 and by 2013, more
were considering doing so14. If
your council is not one of these,
you might like to join with other
residents and suggest that they
improve.
•

You can find out about recycling
and collection services in your
local authority area at the Direct.
Gov website: http://local.direct.
gov.uk/LDGRedirect/index.
jsp?LGSL=851

The devolved administrations can
teach the English government a
thing or two about reducing food
and food-related waste. In October
2011, for example, the Welsh
Government introduced a 5p charge
on plastic bags which has led to a
drop of between 70 and 96% in the
use of plastic bags in food shops.
Public support for the charge rose
from 59% before its introduction to
70% afterwards, with 82% of people
using their own bag instead15. In
April 2013 Northern Ireland followed
suit with a minimum 5p charge on
single use carrier bags16.
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•

Join the Break the Bag Habit17
campaign in England (http://eactivist.com/ea-action/
action?ea.client.id=21&ea.
campaign.id=15739&ea.
tracking.id=keep-britain-tidy),
and write to your MP saying
you would like a plastic bag
charge similar to the one in
Wales and Northern Ireland. The
campaign’s research shows that
it would be just as popular in
England18.

You might also want to ask
government to make sure that all
children leave school with good
food education and cooking skills
since, without them, they will not
have the knowledge and expertise
they need to turn leftovers into
tasty meals.
•

Get involved with organisations
that promote cooking in
schools, alongside other
food skills and education, like
Chefs Adopt A School www.
chefsadoptaschool.org.uk, Food
for Life www.foodforlife.org.uk,
the Health Education Trust
www.healthedtrust.com and
School Food Matters
www.schoolfoodmatters.com.

Stay informed
As well as the organisations
mentioned above, you can also get
information about food waste and
related issues from the following:
•

The Community Composting
Network helps community
groups, social enterprises
and individuals to produce
compost from food and other
green waste and use it in their
local communities. www.
communitycompost.org

•

Fareshare www.fareshare.
org.uk provides surplus but
perfectly edible products from
the food and drink industry
to organisations working with
disadvantaged people in the
community. It also provides
training and education on safe
food preparation and nutrition,
and warehouse employability
training.

•

Food Cycle www.foodcycle.
org.uk empowers local
communities to collect surplus
food and prepare nutritious
meals in unused professional
kitchens. The tasty meals are
served to people in need in the
community.

•

Garden Organic’s Master
Composter Programmes www.
homecomposting.org.uk works
with local authorities to train
volunteers who promote home
composting in their local area.

•

Waste Watch helps people to
waste less and live more, and
is part of Keep Britain Tidy. It
works on a whole range of waste
issues, including food
www.wastewatch.org.uk/pages/
sustainable-food.html

Eating better, and less
meat and dairy produce
The problem
Meat, dairy and ill-health
As hundreds of millions of the world’s vegetarians19 and vegans show every
day, we do not need meat and dairy products in our diets. While eating small
amounts of good quality meat and dairy products is not a health problem,
and many people enjoy them, there is increasing evidence of links between
consuming red and processed meats and saturated fat from full fat dairy
products and various diseases.
As much as 15 years ago the Department of Health linked eating red and
processed meat to certain types of cancer20. A more recent report published
by the World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF)21 recommends reducing the
daily amount of cooked red meat eaten to around 70g a day. This is less than
one ‘quarter pound’ burger per day22, a portion roughly the size of a pack of
playing cards23. The report also recommends that we should eat very little,
if any, processed meat24. The NHS now advises people to cut down to 70g a
day of red and processed meat25. Most of us, of course, eat far more than this
recommended amount, even though evidence continues to grow linking red
and processed meat to a range of other diseases too, such as coronary heart
disease, stroke and diabetes26.
Some dairy products, like cheese, and meat products like sausages, pies and
breadcrumbed products, tend to be high in fat and are often very salty too.
High fat and salt consumption has long been linked to increased risk of heart
disease and strokes. Even popular white meats such as poultry, often chosen
for their apparent health benefits, have been found to be fattier than in the
past due to changed methods of farming and processing27.

Contributing to climate change
According to the United Nations, animal farming globally causes more
greenhouse gas emissions than all of the cars, lorries and planes in the world
put together, and the effect is increasing28. It is also the biggest contributor
to greenhouse gas emissions caused by the food system, which itself is
responsible for just under a third (up to 30%) of all global emissions29. There
are many inter-linked reasons for this, including the following:
•

Large amounts of animal feed need to be produced to make relatively
small amounts of meat or milk – around 7kg of grain for 1kg of beef
(unless the animals are pasture-fed – see box below); 4kg of grain for
1kg of pork (unless they are fed on waste – see The Pig Idea campaign in
Aiming to be Waste Free); 2kg of grain for 1kg of poultry.

•

Animal feed is usually produced using nitrogen fertilisers, which are
energy intensive to create and result in emissions of, for example, the
powerful greenhouse gas nitrous oxide.

•

Livestock (particularly ruminants such as cows and sheep) emit high levels
of methane, a potent greenhouse gas, from their digestive systems.

•

Natural ‘carbon sinks’ such as forests, that absorb greenhouse gases,
are destroyed to make way for animal grazing, or crops for animal feed.
Removing trees often also destroys the soil and the habitats of birds and
other wildlife.
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•

Animals, their feed and the resulting animal products are usually
transported, often over large distances, and in energy-intensive
refrigerated conditions.

•

The demand for meat and dairy products is increasing, especially in
rapidly industrialising Eastern economies, shifting from traditional diets to
a more Western pattern of consumption.

It is also worth noting that intensive livestock farming consumes huge
amounts of fresh water30. This is likely to become a more serious problem
because, as our world’s climate gets hotter, extreme weather such as
droughts and flooding become more frequent and more severe, putting even
greater pressure on precious water supplies.

Undermining animal welfare
Research over many years by Compassion in World Farming31 shows that
most of the meat and dairy products on sale in the UK is produced intensively
in factory farms where animals suffer from confinement and isolation, or
overcrowding, so animals cannot move around or behave naturally. The most
frequent forms of poor practice include:
•

Overcrowding, which can encourage diseases to develop and spread.
Antibiotics are frequently used, and sometimes misused, to try to
counter this problem, and antibiotic resistance poses a serious risk to
human health, as well as to animal welfare32. Overstocking also prevents
some animals from getting access to enough food, which can lead to
fighting and injuries. Rearing animals in smaller groups would be a more
sustainable way to avoid these problems in the first place.

•

‘Corner cutting’ techniques which boost productivity but can harm the
animal, for example removing or cutting tails, horns, teeth or beaks, which
causes them discomfort, and weaning animals too young (which can
cause distress as well as disease).

•

Breeding animals to boost productivity which can also harm them. For
example, some chickens are bred to grow so fast, they suffer heart failure,
and cows are often bred to produce so much milk they suffer painful
lameness and udder infections.

What we can do

•

are less likely to be overweight
or obese34;

Buy better, and less meat
and dairy produce

•

have lower blood pressure and
blood cholesterol levels and
around a third (32%) lower risk
of getting heart disease35; and

Scientific evidence continues to
accumulate showing that eating a
greater proportion of foods of plant
origin - vegetables, fruit, pulses
(such as beans), nuts, seeds and
wholegrain foods - can reduce the
risks of serious physical diseases
such as heart disease and some
cancers, and some mental health
problems33. Plant-based diets tend
to be naturally low in fat, salt and
sugar, and also contain high levels
of dietary fibre alongside a variety
of important nutrients such as
vitamins and minerals. This helps to
explain why vegetarians:
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•

have around 10-12% lower risk
of getting cancer36.

To make room for more plants we
should all eat less meat (especially
red meat and processed meat) and
fewer products of animal origin –
like dairy products and eggs - both
to improve our health and reduce
the damage we are doing to our
environment. A growing number
of us are already taking action and
research shows that the market for
“meat-free” foods has grown by
a fifth (20%) from 2007 to 2012.

Some 15% of British people say
they are avoiding red meat for
health reasons, an even larger 38%
have bought meat-free products,37
and the UK’s annual celebration of
vegetarianism continues to grow in
popularity38.
When we do buy meat, more and
more of us are choosing higher
welfare products. A Department
for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs (Defra) survey in 2011 found
that three-quarters (75%) of UK
households said that the animal
welfare standards for eggs and
chicken are an “important issue”.
The survey also found that 65% of
households “actively seek” higher
welfare eggs when shopping and
50% look for higher welfare chicken.
In recent years, the rising sales of
pork certified as higher welfare by
RSPCA Freedom Food also show
that a growing number of people
consider pig welfare to be an
important issue39.
The money we save from reducing
the amount of meat and dairy we
buy can be spent on improving the
quality, including higher standards
of animal welfare and systems that
are good for wildlife. Choose the
standards of a recognised assurance
scheme, such as:
•

Organic – as well as upholding
high environmental standards,
organic certification is reported
to have the best standards
of animal welfare40. For more
information on organic
standards and certifying bodies
see Buying local, seasonal and
environmentally friendly food.

•

Free range – the description ‘free
range’ is defined in European
law, but only for poultry. Free
range poultry farming systems
must allow the birds to have
access to open-air runs that are
mainly covered with vegetation,
and have rules governing the
amount of space that the birds
have and the type of shelter
provided. Other animals such
as pigs are often described as
‘free range’ or ‘outdoor reared,’
which can have welfare benefits,
but these terms are not legally
defined.

•

•

•

RSPCA Freedom
Food41 – this scheme
aims to improve farm
animal (and farmed
fish) welfare; it does not include
environmental standards. The
RSPCA’s Farm Animal
Department sets the standards
for each species, controlling
rearing, handling, transportation
and slaughter. Member farms
are assessed and monitored by
an independent body, and can
use the RSPCA Freedom Food
logo on their products.
Pasture Fed Livestock42 - this
association of farmers promotes
grass-reared beef, lamb and
mutton. Many groups agree that
animals that graze on natural
farmland provide a number of
benefits to people (including
health43), the countryside44 and
the environment45.
Assured Food Standards46
– this is an umbrella body
representing a number of
different assurance schemes,
and is represented by the ‘Red
Tractor’ logo. Standards require
farmers to meet minimum
legal requirements for food
safety, environmental issues,
and how animals are kept. Red
Tractor has claimed their welfare
standards are high, but given
that they are set around the
legal minimum they do not, for
example, require that animals or
birds have outdoor access. The
standards have been criticised
by some organisations for being
insufficiently stringent, in terms
of both the environment and
animal welfare.

‘Rare breed’ meat from native
British breeds of livestock can also
be a good choice47. Over centuries
these indigenous animals have,
through selective breeding and
natural evolution, adapted to
become as efficient as possible in
their local environment, making
the most of the type, quantity
and quality of the food available
and the climate. In return, the
livestock benefit their native
environment. Many people say
that these breeds also provide a
tastier product.

Ask businesses and
policy makers to take
action
Ask your local council and health
authority to work with their
caterers to reduce the amount of
meat they serve, and improve its
quality, in schools, hospitals and
other parts of the public sector.
It’s our money that’s paying for
this.
•

In November 2012, Los
Angeles City Council in the
USA unanimously voted to
adopt a resolution endorsing
Meatless Mondays, and from
March 2013 all schools in the
district stopped serving meat
on Mondays48.

You might also want to ask
restaurants, cafés and other
outlets to provide a better choice
of meat-free options.

Stay informed
As well as the organisations
mentioned above:
•

Eating Better: for a fair, green,
healthy future is a broad alliance
of organisations working together
to help people move towards
eating less meat and more food
that’s good for us and good for the
planet www.eating-better.org.

•

Friends of the Earth is
campaigning for policies and
practices that help everyone eat
a sustainable and healthy diet
http://foe.co.uk/campaigns/
biodiversity/sustainable_
diets_39012.html

•

Meat Free Mondays www.
meatfreemondays.co.uk is
dedicated to helping people have
at least one day a week totally
meat free.

•

The Part-time Carnivore
campaign encourages people
and organisations to pledge to
reduce their meat consumption,
and provides information about
the health and environmental
benefits of eating less meat: http://
england.parttimecarnivore.org/

•

The Vegetarian Society www.
vegsoc.org offers free information
and help, and promotes
vegetarianism to benefit people,
animals and the environment.

•

WWF UK has produced the report,
Livewell: a balance of healthy
and sustainable food choices,
and an accompanying range
of helpful tips and information
www.wwf.org.uk/what_we_do/
campaigning/food_campaign/
livewell_2020/

Pasture-fed produce
The Pasture-Fed Livestock Association (PFLA) was formed in 2011 to recognise the virtues of
livestock systems based purely upon pasture and to provide a distinct identity for the produce
from such systems. Pasture-Fed is clearly defined and underpinned by audited production standards. It is
supported by the “Pasture-tracks” system, providing full information at the point of sale about the farm and
individual animal it came from.
With over two-thirds of UK farmland under pasture, including many areas where grass is the only crop that thrives,
grazing livestock is an efficient way to use our natural resources. Pasture-fed animals form an integral part of
farming methods that underpin both organic and some traditional crop husbandry. They can also play a vital role
in helping to manage natural and semi-natural habitats, including by improving the soil, helping crops grow and
controlling weeds.
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Buying local, seasonal
and environmentally
friendly food
The problem
Historically, farming has shaped much of the British countryside, contributed
to its beauty and provided a unique way of life in rural areas. Unfortunately, by
using pesticides, artificial fertilisers and other intensive farming techniques,
industrialised agriculture in this country and across the world is damaging our
life support systems – the water, soil, wildlife and climate we need to continue
to feed ourselves49.
•

The UK, like most countries in the world, is not only losing significant
quantities of soil but also not taking proper care of its quality. This has been
acknowledged by government50 but many independent organisations
are concerned that the problem is not being adequately tackled. The Soil
Association www.soilassociation.org is among those organisations. Indeed
it was founded in 1946 on the principle that healthy soil is the foundation
for healthy plants and animals and, in turn, healthy human beings. Today, it
puts those principles into practice as the largest organisation certifying and
supporting organic farming and food in the UK.

•

Birds, bees, butterflies and other wildlife – and the wildflower meadows and
hedgerows and other habitat they need - are not only an integral part of the
attractiveness of our countryside, but are also vital indicators of the health
of complex systems that allow us to produce food. The Royal Society for the
Protection of Birds www.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/farming/ works with farmers
and government to help reduce the decline in farmland wildlife caused by
industrial farming systems and promote a more sustainable approach to
farming in the UK. By managing their own land, including an arable farm51
they have shown that it’s possible to benefit wildlife and run a viable farm.

As well as producing our food in unsustainable ways, we are also transporting
it over long distances55. This not only uses energy in transport, storage, and
building roads and other infrastructure, but also further stretches our long and
complicated food chains, reducing our self-reliance and cutting us off from the
seasonal rhythms of our farming climate.

Capital Bee
It is now widely agreed that numbers of bees, and some other essential
pollinators of our crops, are declining alarmingly throughout the world.
Pesticides are thought to be one of the reasons for this and are hence the
subject of campaigns to reduce pesticide use, such as those run by Friends
of the Earth52, Pesticides Action Network UK53, and the Soil Association54.
The vitality of our honey bee populations is critical, so every step we can
take to creating better forage – plants they need to feed themselves - will
also help all other pollinators such as butterflies. The crisis of the bees is our
crisis, and an urgent reminder that we rely on nature.
The Natural Beekeeping Trust’s sustainable beekeeping courses are
orientated exclusively to meet the needs of the bees and it has introduced
the ‘sun hive’ - a quintessential hive for bees.
www.naturalbeekeepingtrust.org
Sustain’s Capital Bee project is also working with a wide range of organisations
to try to make London a safe haven for bees, by becoming pesticide-free. We
would love you to join in at www.capitalgrowth.org/bees/.
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What we can do
Buy local and seasonal
This is harder than it sounds,
because there are no legal
definitions of ‘local’56 or ‘seasonal’
and these terms are often used
misleadingly57. It is easier than
it used to be though, with the
growing range of farmers’ markets
and other outlets available (see
Growing our own, and buying the
rest from a wide range of outlets).
As one report noted, “Seasonal
food can offer better taste and be
more affordable, while local food
can provide freshness, reduce
food miles, offer benefits to local
farmers and communities and help
reconnect consumers with where
their food comes from.”58
•

One of the best seasonality
charts around is published by
the Children’s Food Trust www.
childrensfoodtrust.org.uk/
resources/british-seasonal-foodchart.

•

http://eatseasonably.co.uk/ offers
information on what’s in season each
month and how to make the best of
it with top tips and recipes.

Breast is best
The most local and environmentally friendly food in the world – if you
are a baby! – is breast milk. It is designed to meet the specific nutritional
needs of babies, comes with no packaging, and requires no transport.
A breastfed child is less likely to suffer from digestive disorders,
respiratory and ear infections, diabetes, allergies and other illnesses.
Breastfeeding also provides health benefits to the mother, such as
reduced risk of some cancers.

Arguably one of the best ways to
have confidence in the environmental
quality of the food we buy is to get
to know personally the farmers
that supply our food, and find out
about the methods they use and the
standards they work to. Some small
farms, for example, operate to high
standards but cannot afford the time
or money needed to join an official
accreditation scheme. In many places
it is getting easier to have this personal
contact as farmers’ markets are
bringing the producers closer to our
homes. See also the section Growing
our own, and buying the rest from a wide
range of outlets, where we look at local
shops, pubs, markets and so on.

That is why an international marketing code was introduced in 1981
to regulate the marketing of breastmilk substitutes (commercial baby
products made from milk from animals) and protect breastfeeding.
Unfortunately, some companies continue to violate the code so there
is a global movement to try to stop this. In the UK the movement is coordinated by the campaign group Baby Milk Action – you can help them
here http://info.babymilkaction.org/.

conventional systems59. Certified
organic farmers must also
operate to high standards
of animal welfare. There is a
range of organic inspection
and certification bodies,60 of
which the Soil Association is
the largest. The word organic is
defined by law, and all certifying
bodies must comply with
European organic regulations.
Some certifying bodies,
including the Soil Association,
have higher standards than
these. Buying seasonal and local
organic food brings even greater
benefits.

Buy from trusted schemes
However, we realise that getting
to know your local farmer is not a
practical option for most of us. In
the absence of direct links, make
sure that you buy food accredited
to a recognised standard, such as
one of the schemes listed below.
Many consider organic food to be
the most environmentally benign
form of farming, with the LEAF
(Linking Environment and Farming)
scheme assuring some environmental
benefits. Organic and LEAF Marque
accreditation is clearly marked on
food packaging and/or on signs at
farms, and accredited producers will
be able to provide a copy of a valid
certificate. Other schemes, such as
Assured Food Standards (the ‘Red
Tractor’), guarantee that food has
been produced to UK legal minimum
standards, or higher in some cases.
•

Organic. These standards
require farmers to protect the
environment, primarily by severely
restricting the use of pesticides,
and avoiding using artificial
fertilisers. Instead, organic farmers
rely on developing a healthy, fertile
soil and growing a mixture of
crops. Studies of organic farming
systems show less environmental
damage and a greater amount
and variety of wildlife than

The Soil Association’s definitive
annual Organic Market Report61
shows that organic food and
drink sales in the UK nudged the
£2 billion mark for the first time
in 2006, and even in 2011- after
several years of recession – eight
out of ten households bought
some organic produce.
•

LEAF (Linking
Environment and
Farming). This scheme
requires farmers to
audit their production systems
and examine soil management,
fertility, pesticide use, and
pollution control and

management62. It encourages
farms to have an ‘integrated
farm management system’, to
reduce farming’s impact on the
environment, and member
farmers can use the LEAF
Marque on their products. This is
not a scheme defined in law.
•

Assured Food
Standards (AFS). This
is an umbrella body
for various different
crop and meat assurance
schemes. Standards require
farmers to comply with UK laws
about the environment, food
safety and how animals are
treated, and occasionally other
steps that take them above this
legal minimum. Member farmers
can use the Red Tractor logo.
Like LEAF Marque, AFS
standards are not defined in
law�.

Other schemes encouraging
improved environmental
performance include the ‘Entry
Level Scheme’ (ELS), and the ‘Higher
Level Scheme’ (HLS), which are
government-run schemes known
as ‘agri-environment schemes’�.
These provide government
funding to farmers to implement
environmental management on
their land and these schemes do
not have logos, so you are unlikely
to see this description on a label,
but you might find it on a farm’s
website.
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Ask businesses and policy
makers to take action

•

Government should spend all of
the money it uses to buy meals for
public sector institutions – such as
schools, hospitals and care homes
- on local, seasonal and sustainable
food that is nutritious and also
accredited to have been produced
to higher environmental and ethical
standards.
•

•

You can help make this
happen, starting in hospitals,
by supporting the Campaign
for Better Hospital Food www.
hospitalfood.org.uk.
You can also help to ensure
that all children get good food
in schools by supporting the
Children’s Food Campaign www.
childrensfood.org.uk.

Food Matters, a not for profit
company supporting individuals
and organisations working towards
more sustainable, equitable food
systems, has done some pioneering
work with their local authority in
Brighton to integrate food into the
local planning system
http://foodmatters.org/.
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You might want to suggest
that your local authority does
something similar. A good way
to help persuade them is to
create your own local food map.
See the Mapping Local Food
Webs toolkit and reports http://
www.cpre.org.uk/resources/
farming-and-food/local-foods,
produced by Food Matters and
the Campaign to Protect Rural
England.

•

The Campaign for Real Farming
www.campaignforrealfarming.
org runs the annual Oxford
Real Farming conference and
other activities to promote
‘Enlightened Agriculture’,
including establishing a college.

•

Common Ground www.
commonground.org.uk uniquely
links nature, culture and the arts,
inspiring celebrations – such
as the annual Apple Day www.
england-in-particular.info/cg/
appleday/index.html - as a
way for people to improve the
quality of everyday places.

•

Commonwork Land Trust works
for sustainability through
education and enterprise,
including on their pioneering
500-acre farm at Bore Place in
Kent www.commonwork.org/

•

Farm www.farm.org.uk
exists to bring together
farmers, consumers and
environmentalists to fight for a
common, sustainable future for
farming in the UK.

•

The Scottish Crofting Federation
http://crofting.org/ is the largest
association of small-scale food
producers in the UK, and their
work safeguards and promotes
the rights, livelihoods and
culture of crofters and their
communities.

•

Slow Food UK www.slowfood.
org.uk works for food which
is good, clean and fair and
promote the greater enjoyment
of food through a better
understanding of its taste,
quality and production.

•

The Land is Ours www.tlio.org.
uk campaigns for people to have
access to the land, its resources,
and the decision-making
processes affecting them.

Stay informed
As well as the organisations
mentioned above:
•

The Bio-Dynamic Agricultural
Association www.biodynamic.
org.uk promotes a whole farm
approach that seeks to manage
the soils, crops, and animals on
a farm in such a way that the
enterprises on a farm strengthen
and support each other. Food
produced to this standard is
fully organic and carries the
‘Demeter’ label.

Choosing Fairtrade
certified products
The problem
Mainstream global trade often discriminates against the poorest people in
the poorest countries. There are many reasons for this, such as unfair rules
governing international trade, which oblige many poorer countries to open
their own markets to imports (that might be unfairly subsidised by richer
countries) while their exports face trade barriers65. Prices in global food
markets are very volatile, and farmers planting crops take a risk that the price
may have fallen by the time they reach harvest. Most international trade in
food is funnelled through a few big companies, and if prices go up they often
keep the profits rather than passing on any of the benefit to farmers. Usually
poor farmers also need to buy food, so they are affected by price rises, just
like other consumers. Since the global financial crisis, which began in 2008,
the problem of high and volatile prices has been made worse by speculators
‘betting’ on the price of food on world markets66.
The consequences can be devastating for both poor farmers and agricultural
labourers. With few – if any – other employment opportunities open to them,
and no welfare state to fall back on, many farmers are unable to afford basic
necessities such as food for their families, healthcare, and education for their
children. Labourers on plantations fare little better, often facing gruelling
hours, low pay, no job security, unpleasant or downright dangerous living
and working conditions, sexual harassment and serious health problems
resulting from the use of hazardous farm chemicals such as pesticides.
Many plantation workers have been prevented from joining trade unions by
intimidation and sometimes even physical violence.

What we can do
Since Fairtrade’s beginnings in
the 1980s and the launch of the
current Fairtrade Mark in 2002,
Fairtrade has become the most
widely-recognised ethical label in
the world. Estimated retail sales of
Fairtrade products in 2011 in the UK
reached £1.32bn, a 12% increase on
sales of £1.17bn in 201067. There are
now over 10,000 Fairtrade products
sold in over 70 countries.
By buying products that carry
the Fairtrade Mark, shoppers can
be assured that disadvantaged
producers and workers in poorer
countries are getting a better deal:
receiving a fair and stable price
for their products that covers their
costs of production; benefiting from
longer-term trading relationships;
and receiving the Fairtrade
premium to invest in local schools
and health clinics, for example.

Fair trade and food miles
Fairtrade does not usually
compete with UK farmers.
Fairtrade focuses by-andlarge on tropical
agricultural products such as tea,
coffee and bananas that are not
well suited to being grown in
temperate climates, or on products
that are not grown in sufficient
quantities in Europe, for example
grapes and oranges. Often the
choice facing shoppers is not
between, for example, local honey
and Fairtrade certified honey but
between Fairtrade honey and
ordinary honey imported from, say,
the United States of America.
The Fairtrade system also includes
some environmental standards as
part of producer certification. The
standard requires producers to

protect the natural environment
as part of farm management.
Producers are also encouraged
to minimise the use of energy,
especially energy from nonrenewable sources.
The Fairtrade premium can
also help farmers to set up
environmental protection
programmes. Tea workers in India,
for example, have invested some
of their Fairtrade premium into
replacing the traditional woodburning heating with a solarpanelled system. Coffee farmers in
Costa Rica have used the premium
to replant trees to prevent soil
erosion and have invested in
environmentally friendly ovens,
fuelled by recycled coffee hulls and
the dried shells of macadamia nuts.
This means that they no longer
need to cut forest trees and so can
preserve the rainforest68.
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Stay informed

What about food poverty in rich countries?

•

Although poverty in wealthy countries has never gone away, the global
recession that began in 2008 has certainly made it worse. Organisations
like Fareshare www.fareshare.org.uk and Food Cycle www.foodcycle.org.
uk use surplus food, fit for consumption, to feed those suffering from
food poverty in the UK, and they have found demand for their services
rising rapidly in recent years. At the same time, these organisations also
try to tackle the causes of poverty by offering training and other services
so that people get skills and confidence as well as food. These skills
could help people get a job and, even if this doesn’t happen, people’s
quality of life can still improve.

Details about Fairtrade
products and standards are on
the websites of the Fairtrade
Foundation (www.fairtrade.org.
uk) and Fairtrade International
(www.fairtrade.net).

•

You might also like to get
involved in campaigns run
by Fairfood International that
engages people in encouraging
the food and drinks industry to
improve the sustainability of its
products. www.fairfood.org

•

You may see some
businesses stocking
Rainforest Alliance
labelled products as
an alternative to Fairtrade. Both
schemes aim to improve social
and environmental standards
but the main benefits of each
are quite different. Fairtrade is
mainly about making sure
producers are getting a better
deal, and the Rainforest Alliance
focuses more on protecting
wildlife and ecosystems.
www.rainforest-alliance.org

Empowering low income communities has also been the focus
of groups like Community Food and Health Scotland www.
communityfoodandhealth.org.uk/. They have been working for many
years to ensure that everyone in Scotland has the opportunity, ability
and confidence to obtain a healthy and acceptable diet for themselves,
their families and their communities69.

Ask businesses and policy
makers to take action
The degree to which companies
participate in the Fairtrade system varies
a great deal. You may prefer to buy from
companies that commit all or most of
their range to Fairtrade, or that work in
close and long-term relationships with
their producers. Some companies work
entirely to the principles of fair trade,
and may be part-owned by producers
in poorer countries or reinvest a
percentage of their profits in supporting
producer development programmes.
There are also major national and
multinational corporations that have
incorporated a few Fairtrade-certified
options into their range as a result of
customer demand.
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•

Buy Fairtrade certified products
in your local retailer, restaurant
or café. If Fairtrade products are
not available, ask them why not.

•

Use Fairtrade products at work,
and explain to your colleagues
why this is important. For the
Fairtrade Foundation’s ‘Fairtrade
at work’ campaign to switch
workplaces to Fairtrade tea,
coffee and other products, see
www.fairtrade.org.uk/work.

•

Become a Fairtrade Town (if you
are not already living in one of
the thousand or so worldwide).
Information about Fairtrade
Town campaigns is here www.
fairtrade.org.uk/get_involved/
campaigns/fairtrade_towns

Selecting fish only from
sustainable sources
The problem
Empty seas
Our appetite for fish has increased so rapidly over the past 50 years, matched
by the increasing industrialisation of the fishing industry, that we are
seriously at risk of losing some species from our seas for ever. Almost 90% of
the world’s fisheries are currently either fully or over exploited71. As marine
fisheries directly employ over 34 million people, and some 500 million people
in the world’s poorest countries depend on fish as their main source of
nutritious food, this is having dire social as well as ecological consequences.
Shockingly, nearly one third – 30% of the world’s fisheries are now overfished, and other problems associated with fishing include:
•

Bycatch of endangered, threatened and vulnerable species, such as
sharks, marine mammals and seabirds, alongside young fish that have not
yet had a chance to breed.

•

Discarding fish caught unintentionally, often thrown back dead or dying,
just because they cannot be sold commercially.

•

Damaging marine habitats caused by certain types of fishing gear (such
as bottom trawling), and a lack of management to control fishing in
sensitive areas.

•

Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing.

The rules governing the way in, and rate at which fish are caught in the
European Union are set out in the Common Fisheries Policy (CFP). These
polices are being reviewed but the reforms may not be tough enough, or
quick enough, to stop the damage being caused.
Globally, efforts to address overfishing and destructive fishing are being
undermined by illegal, unreported and unregulated or ‘pirate’ fishing
often targeting oceans providing food for some of the world’s poorest
communities. Some of this illegally caught fish is believed to end up in the
European market. The Environmental Justice Foundation has been working to
ensure existing laws to stop this are enforced, and is also calling for new laws
for a global register of fishing boats, with bans for those caught operating
illegally72.
Fish farming, or aquaculture, can seem like a solution to many of these
problems, and the aquaculture industry has boomed in recent years, with
farmed species including salmon, trout, sea bass and prawns. However,
unless managed carefully, intensive aquaculture can be linked with a host of
social and environmental problems:
•

Many farmed species are carnivorous (they need to be fed on other fish),
and the fish used for feed is often not caught in a sustainable way;

•

Diseases and parasites, such as sea lice, can result from the high
concentration of fish in each pen, and can also infect wild fish;

•

Pollution can include fish faecal matter, antibiotics and toxic chemicals
such as ‘anti-foulants’ used to keep cages and netting free of seaweed and
barnacles;

•

Animal welfare problems may be a particular issue with fish that would
usually migrate, such as salmon;

•

The destruction of sensitive
and ecologically important
habitats is a problem in parts of
Asia and Latin America, where
huge tracts of mangrove forests
have been cut down to develop
prawn farming;

•

Poor employment conditions,
the loss of livelihoods, and
driving coastal people away
from their homes are also
associated with prawn farming
in poorer countries73.

Organic fish farming aims to reduce
many of these problems74, but
opinions vary as to the extent to
which it does so75. Soil Association
organic standards have started
to address some of the most
challenging issues by, for example,
requiring carnivorous farmed fish
– like salmon - to be fed on scraps
from fish processing, not from wild
fish caught to be made into fish
feed.
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Fish and health
Oily fish such as herring and sardines can be a valuable source of omega-3 fats,
which are believed to have important benefits for heart health and mental
development. However, there is clearly a problem with encouraging people
to eat more fish for their health when fish are so under threat. More and more
organisations are promoting sustainable fishing, to ensure that health benefits
of fish consumption can be enjoyed not only by future generations, but also by
people who are children now, who face the prospect of losing plentiful fish stocks
in their lifetimes.
There are also some health risks associated with increasing the amount of oily fish
we eat. The same fatty tissues in fish that provide valuable omega-3 fats can have
high levels of pollutants such as mercury and synthetic chemicals called PCBs
(polychlorinated biphenyls). PCBs accumulate in the body and can damage the
development of foetuses; for this reason, pregnant women are advised to limit the
amount of fish they eat and avoid certain types of oily fish altogether76.

What we can do
We are already changing our habits
and we spent some £207m in 2010 on
more sustainable fish, with the figure
predicted to grow77. To play your part
in conserving our marine environment
we can buy less fish and seafood and,
if we do buy it, follow these guidelines:
• Stop buying fish from overfished
stocks and badly managed fisheries
or fish farms. These are listed on
the Marine Conservation Society
(MCS)’s ‘fish to avoid’ list (www.
fishonline.org/fish-advice/avoid).
You can also use the downloadable
MCS pocket Good Fish Guide at
www.goodfishguide.co.uk.
• Support organisations and
businesses that sell sustainably
caught or farmed fish. In particular
look out for wild fish with the
Marine Stewardship Council (MSC)
logo which shows it is certified to
come from well-managed fisheries
and not from endangered stocks,
see: www.msc.org. For responsibly
farmed fish, look for the
Aquaculture Stewardship Council
www.asc-aqua.org logo (appearing
on labels in 2013), and organic
labels from the Soil Association
www.soilassociation.org/
whatisorganic/organicanimals/fish,
and Naturland www.naturland.de/
naturland_fish.html.

•
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Check out Sustainable Fish City’s
Top Ten Swaps (www.sustainweb.
org/sustainablefishcity/top_ten_
swaps/), and choose tasty and
sustainable alternatives to fish we
love to eat.

•

Support campaigns for more
sustainable fisheries, such as
Hugh Fearnley Whittingstall’s
Fish Fight, which is calling for
an end to discards, an increase
in Marine Protection Zones
(ocean conservation areas where
fishing is restricted) and more
sustainable fishing practices in
the EU www.fishfight.net.
• Buy from responsible retailers
– see the Marine Conservation
Society supermarket survey
results www.mcsuk.org/what_
we_do/Fishing+for+our+future/
Supermarket+survey/
Supermarket+survey
• Choose and review restaurants
based on their fish sustainability
using the Fish2Fork restaurant
guide www.fish2fork.com.
Given the controversy about some
farmed fish and shellfish, you might
want to consider whether to avoid
the problem and not eat them.
However, not all farmed seafood is
problematic; tilapia, for example,
is a non-carnivorous fish (i.e. it eats
mainly plant food, not other fish)
that can be farmed sustainably, and
shellfish such as farmed mussels are
tasty, sustainable and available from
local sources.

Ask businesses and policy
makers to take action
•

Ask your local retailer, fishmonger
or restaurant for assurances that
the fish they supply has been
legally and sustainably caught
(and for evidence if you are not
convinced by the answer). Most
importantly, ask:

•

−− Where the fish was caught – as
the sustainability of some species
varies according to location
(again, see the ‘fish to avoid’ list).
Don’t be fobbed off with “it’s
from Billingsgate”!
−− How it was caught – bottom
trawling is generally considered
to be one of the most
environmentally damaging
fishing methods, but driftnets and
longlines are also associated with
high levels of wasteful bycatch78.
More sustainable methods to
look out for include handline
(e.g. wild seabass), diver caught
(e.g. scallops), jigs (e.g. squid)
and pots or creels (e.g. lobsters or
crabs). Phrases such as ‘traditional
methods’ are meaningless.
−− How the fish was handled after
being caught. Commerciallycaught wild fish often suffer
slow and distressing deaths.
This website http://fishcount.
org.uk/ aims to raise awareness
of and promote humane
solutions to the suffering of fish
in commercial fishing and fish
farming.
Join the Sustainable Fish City
campaign www.sustainweb.org/
sustainablefishcity/signup/. London
is trying to become the world’s
first Sustainable Fish City, but your
village, town or city can join the
wave of change too.

Stay informed
As well as the information above, you
might also want to look at the following:
• Good Catch for information for
chefs: www.goodcatch.org.uk
• Greenpeace’s ‘Defending Our
Oceans’ campaign: www.
greenpeace.org/international/en/
campaigns/oceans/
• MSC’s product finder: www.msc.org/
where-to-buy/product-finder and
also their dining out page: www.msc.
org/where-to-buy/dining-out/uk
• New Economics Foundation reports
on the impact of overfishing and
the benefits of sustainable fishing:
www.neweconomics.org/projects/
fisheries
• Oceans 2012 (http://ocean2012.eu/)
a coalition of NGOs campaigning for
Common Fisheries Policy reform.
• WWF UK’s More Fish campaign:
www.wwf.org.uk/what_we_do/
campaigning/more_fish/

Getting the balance right
The problem
Fatty, sugary, salty food
No-one can have failed to notice that we are facing an obesity crisis. Just
over a quarter of adults are already obese, and around three in ten boys and
girls (aged 2 to 15) are classed as either overweight or obese79. The 2007
Government-sponsored Foresight report80 noted that, if nothing is done, the
proportion of obese people will rise shockingly to more than half of all adults
and a quarter of children by 2050, with all the associated individual ill-health
and social costs (currently estimated to rise to £50 billion). The same fatty,
sugary, salty diet that contributes to obesity also leads to a long and growing
list of deadly or debilitating diseases such as coronary heart disease, stroke,
several types of cancer, and a number of digestive disorders and oral health
problems.

Food safety
It is difficult to know how much food poisoning there is in the UK, not
least because if we get a ‘dodgy tummy’ we don’t always know if it was
food that caused it and, even if we are sure, we often don’t report it to
our doctor. The Food Standards Agency monitors foodborne illnesses
including Campylobacter, Listeria monocytogenes, norovirus, E.coli O157
and salmonella. Despite some progress (rates of salmonella have reduced
considerably) food poisoning is still a serious problem and Campylobacter
and norovirus are considered to be the most common causes. The FSA’s “…
best estimate suggests that there are around a million cases of foodborne
illness in the UK each year, resulting in 20,000 hospital admissions and 500
deaths81” and the cost to the UK economy in 2010 was calculated at £1.9
billion.
Pesticide poisoning is more common in poorer countries than in the UK, as
people applying pesticides in the UK normally wear protective clothing and
should be trained in proper procedures. However, there is growing evidence
of health damage that can accumulate if people are exposed to low doses,
and/or combinations of pesticides over a long period�. While the risk to our
health from eating pesticide residues in our food is lower than the risk from
direct exposure, it is still a risk most of us would prefer not to take.
The same is true of the wide range of artificial colourings, flavourings,
artificial sweeteners and a host of other additives that are found in our food.
Although some maintain that each additive is, on its own, safe to consume,
in real life we eat a complicated cocktail of different additives so it is almost
impossible to know if these combinations are safe. What many families
do know is that their children can have very bad reactions to some food
additives, so avoiding them is very helpful indeed82. Buying organic food is
one way to avoid controversial additives, which helps to explain why organic
baby food is so popular.
In addition, additives are usually used to replace real ingredients in our food,
or to make the food look or smell more appetising. So the appearance of
additives or ‘E numbers’ in an ingredients list is one way you can spot food
that may not contain much real food! The Action on Additives campaign
(www.actiononadditives.org) provides information on artificial additives in
foods, drinks and medicines, particularly those aimed at children.
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other health problems is
accumulating86. Similarly, salt
is a major cause of high blood
pressure, which can lead to a
stroke, and a growing number of
health problems87.

Many of us also want to avoid eating food that has been genetically modified
(GM) or that that has any GM ingredients in it, and the great majority (89%)
want to know from the label if this is the case83. Questions about the safety of
this technology for our health and for the environment continue to arise, with
few satisfactory answers.
•

What we can do

To reduce the risks to our health
from junk food we can:

The Food Standards Agency’s
biannual public attitudes surveys84
continue to show that people are
concerned about the nutritional
quality and safety of their food.
Its May 2012 report lists the main
food issues of concern as follows:
the amount of salt (49%), fat (45%),
saturated fat and sugar (both at
42%). The same survey showed the
main food safety concerns were
food hygiene when eating out
(38%) and food poisoning such as
salmonella and e.coli (32%).

•

To reduce the risks to our health
from food poisoning we can:
•

•
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Use schemes that allow us to
make choices about where
we eat out based on hygiene
standards. The Food Standards
Agency, in partnership with
local authorities, has developed
the ‘scores on the doors’ scheme
and information about food
business hygiene standards are
at www.food.gov.uk/policyadvice/hygieneratings/
Have good food hygiene
standards at home. A lot of this
is common sense e.g.:
−− Thorough kitchen cleaning;
−− Washing the soil off
vegetables;
−− Storing food properly in the
fridge – particularly avoiding
cross-contamination between
raw and cooked food;
−− Washing our hands!
−− Many people are surprised
to know, though, that we
shouldn’t wash chicken
before cooking it, as it can
just spread the bugs around.
More information is on the
food safety section of the NHS
Choices website. www.nhs.
uk/Livewell/homehygiene/
Pages/Homehygienehub.aspx

Base our main meals on
generous portions of
wholegrains, other starchy
foods and vegetables, and our
desserts on lashings of fruit.
These ingredients are varied,
delicious and good value. Try
to eat at least five portions of
fruit and vegetables a day (some
experts say it should be more
than five) – and if these can also
be seasonal and sustainably
produced, so much the better
for our environment!

•

Use small amounts of oils and
fats. Weight for weight, they
have around twice the calories
of other foods, so we should use
fats and oils sparingly, both in
cooking and in dressings.

•

Choose healthier options
when we’re using oils and
fats. Liquid oils are generally
healthier than solid fats. Avoid
margarines or vegetable fats
with hydrogenated ingredients
(sometimes called trans fats –
and clearly harmful85 - these
can also be described on the
label as ‘hydrogenated oils’ or
‘hardened’ fat). Try to choose
oils and fats that are high
in polyunsaturated fat (like
sunflower, rapeseed or canola
oil) and monounsaturated
fat (such as olive oil), and cut
down on saturated fat. Butter
is a natural ingredient, but it is
high in saturated fat, and often
high in salt, so we should use it
sparingly.

•

Cut back on the white stuff,
whether that’s sugar or salt.
Fairtrade, organic sugar is still
sugar. Sugar’s role in dental
diseases is well known and the
evidence of its contribution
to overweight, cardiovascular
disease (such as heart disease
and stroke), diabetes and

Encourage children to
appreciate fresh, tasty food
by offering smaller portions
of family dishes. There is no
need for children’s food to
be – as it often is – covered
in breadcrumbs and fried,
presented in animal shapes,
brightly (and artificially)
coloured, and over-salted
(or sickly sweet, if a dessert).
Children will appreciate being
treated like grown-ups if they’re
given grown-up food and don’t
come to expect food to be made
especially for them.

A good rule of thumb, when
buying packaged food, is that if
the ingredients list is so long that it
is barely legible and/or it includes
ingredients that we need a degree
to understand, it might be a good
idea to avoid it!

Ask businesses and policy
makers to take action
•

Ask government to strengthen
protection for children from
junk food marketing. Although
junk food advertising has now
been banned on children’s
television, children also need
to be protected from such
marketing by a 9pm watershed
on TV advertising. Similar
protection is needed from nonbroadcast types of marketing,
including websites, sponsorship
and promotions. Support the
Children’s Food Campaign at
www.childrensfood.org.uk.

•

Ask all businesses to use
just one, standard scheme
- ‘traffic light’ food labels
- as recommended by the
Department of Health92.
With traffic lights customers
can very easily identify, at a
glance, which products contain
high or low amounts of fat,
saturated fat, salt, sugar and

•

calories. Although all the major
supermarkets have committed
to using this scheme, at the
time of writing, not all big food
manufacturers have done so,
particularly those that sell fatty,
sugary and salty food.

•

Ask your local council to protect
food law enforcement services
such as trading standards and
environmental health. Without
these services, and the public
analysts who test our food, the
laws designed to protect us from
unsafe food and misleading
labelling are barely worth the
paper they are written on.

•

Stay informed
•

•

•

•

Plenty of information about
healthy eating for you and
your family is available on the
following websites.
−− BHF Healthy Eating: www.
bhf.org.uk/heart-health/
prevention/healthy-eating.
aspx
−− Diabetes UK Eating Well:
www.diabetes.org.uk/
Guide-to-diabetes/Healthy_
lifestyle/Eating_Well/
−− Northern Ireland Chest,
Heart and Stroke www.nichs.
org.uk/45/healthy-eating
−− WCRF UK 10 ways to prevent
cancer: www.wcrf-uk.
org/cancer_prevention/
recommendations/
For tips on the best foods and
drinks to keep teeth healthy
visit the British Dental Health
Foundation site at: www.
dentalhealth.org
Information, guidance and tips
on eating less salt are available
on the Consensus Action on Salt
and Health website:
www.actiononsalt.org.uk
Dabble with your dinner
www.dabblewithyourdinner.
co.uk/ helps families eat more
vegetables by offering simple
tweaks to six meals that most of
us cook every week.

Lots of practical food and
nutrition advice for women who
are, or may become pregnant,
and parents of children under
five is available from the First
Steps Nutrition Trust: www.
firststepsnutrition.org
H.U.S.H is the UK E.coli Support
Group for people and their
families who have suffered food
poisoning from E.coli O157
www.ecoli-uk.com

•

Which?93 not only reports on its
regular food investigations in its
magazine, it also campaigns for
honest labelling and robust food
and health policies.

•

FoodsMatter http://www.
foodsmatter.com has over
5,000 pages of information and
research reports on food allergy,
food intolerance, the many
health conditions related to
food sensitivity, and how to find
‘freefrom’ food.

Bread? Get Real!
Not all loaves are created equal. According to industry figures, baking
generates £3.4billion a year for the British economy. Sadly, the vast
majority (around 95-97%) of all loaves sold are produced by just a handful
of industrial baking companies and supermarkets88 that are physically,
economically and socially distant from our local communities.
The majority of these industrial loaves are produced using high speed
mixing, cocktails of unnecessary artificial additives (some not declared
on the label, quite legally89) and relatively high levels of yeast to force the
dough to rise quickly, rather than ‘ripen’ naturally in its own good time. We
are denied the right to make fully informed choices about the food we buy.
For example loaves sold as ‘freshly-baked’ might in fact have been partbaked at one site, carted down the motorway and then finished off at a
shop’s in-store ‘loaf tanning salon’90.
What you can do
•

Buy from your local independent Real Bread bakery to help create
jobs for people in your local community, keep money circulating in your
local economy and help revive your high street. The Real Bread Loaf
Mark www.sustainweb.org/realbread/real_bread_loaf_mark/ and the
Real Bread Finder www.sustainweb.org/realbread/bakery_finder can
help you to track down all-natural loaves.

•

Always read the label (where there is one) to help you avoid
unnecessary artificial additives.

•

Bake your own Real Bread to seize control over what does (and
doesn’t) go into your family’s food www.sustainweb.org/realbread/
homebake.

•

Ask for an Honest Crust Act that will require all artificial additives
(including so-called ‘processing aids’) to be displayed for all loaves and
set meaningful, legal definitions for bready terms including ‘freshly
baked’, ‘sourdough’, ‘artisan’, ‘wholegrain’ and ‘craft.’

•

Start your own bakery Whether setting up a microbakery in your own
kitchen or joining with friends and neighbours to start a Community
Supported Bakery, there are many ways that you can help the rise of
local loaves. Knead to Know by the Real Bread Campaign is the starting
point for success91.

You can find information on all of these problems and solutions and details
of why and how you should join the Campaign at
www.realbreadcampaign.org
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Growing our own, and
buying the rest from a
wide range of outlets
The problem
We’ve lost touch with our roots
The UK was the first country in the world to industrialise so our families
began to leave rural areas around 250 years ago to work in factories in
towns and cities. Only around one in a hundred jobs are now on farms and,
for most of us, neither our grandparents nor even great-grandparents were
farmers. This means that most of us know very little about how our food
is grown, what food is in season when, or even what fresh food – straight
from the farm – tastes like. In 2010 yet another survey showed the extent
of our ignorance by revealing that one in four children think the contents
of a bacon sandwich come from a sheep94! Cooking is not compulsory in
all schools and in many homes parents are not able to teach their children
to prepare healthy meals, either.

The power of the big supermarkets
Without first-hand experience of growing and cooking food, we often
have to rely on what the food industry tells us – on the packaging and
in ads – about the food we’re buying. We’re also buying food from fewer
and fewer companies. In 2002 we bought half (50%) of our groceries from
the four big supermarkets (Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Asda and Morrisons)95 but
this has now risen to around three-quarters (75%)96. In some ways this is
understandable as supermarkets provide an apparently huge range of
products at very affordable prices, all under one roof and at stores that are
sometimes open 24 hours a day. But this concentration of market power in
just a handful of companies can cause problems, for example:
•

The death of the high street and the rise of the ‘clone town’.
Most towns and high streets have now lost most of their independent
butcher, baker and greengrocer shops. Supermarkets can often sell
some staple products, such as factory loaves and milk, as ‘loss leaders’
– at a price below the costs of producing it, to attract customers into
the store. They can make up the loss by passing the costs onto the
suppliers (see below) or by charging more for other products in the
store. Local specialist producers often cannot compete with this unfair
pricing and are driven out of business.
Once local shops begin to close it can often spell the death of the
high street, and means that our choice to shop there is lost. Those
town centres that manage to hang on are now mostly dominated by
chains, including smaller versions of the major supermarkets. A New
Economics Foundation report97 describes these as ‘clone towns’, and
shows the damage being done to the local area, including lost jobs and
local identity.

•
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Squeezing farmers out of business.
In 2012 there were protests all over the country about the low price
of milk in supermarkets forcing British dairy farmers out of business98.
Eventually agreement was reached to increase the price slightly, but
it is not clear how long this agreement will last and this was just the

latest example of farmers and other suppliers being treated unfairly by
the major retailers. And it’s not just British farmers that are under pressure.
Poor farmers from poor countries are also squeezed by supermarkets’
pressure for ever lower prices and for very stringent cosmetic standards
for fresh produce99.
This abuse of market power has led to a number of enquiries into the
supermarkets’ behaviour by the Competition Commission100 and to longstanding calls from a wide range of campaign groups for a supermarket
ombudsman. This would have legal powers to make sure that, for
example, supermarkets pay their suppliers promptly, have fair contracts
that they can’t pull out of at a moment’s notice, and don’t demand
retrospective payments.
Campaign pressure has been successful, and the government’s Groceries
Code Adjudicator101 (appointed in January 2013) will have legal powers,
described by Government as follows: “If the Adjudicator finds that
retailers are breaching the Groceries Code and treating their suppliers
unlawfully or unfairly, he or she will be able to apply a range of sanctions.
In most cases, this would consist of recommendations or ‘naming and
shaming’ but, if the breach is serious enough, the Adjudicator will have
an immediate power to fine the retailer102.” However, the Adjudicator does
not have a remit to tackle supermarkets on other ethical or environmental
issues, nor on their promotion of junk food, including to children.
•

Putting all our eggs in four baskets
A smaller number of companies dominating the retail market has led
to a smaller number of companies supplying them. Fewer and fewer
companies are now able to supply the huge, year-round volume
of products that supermarkets require. With fewer, but longer and
more complex and inter-linked supply chains, the security risks rise.
Contamination in just one part of the chain can mean the problem is
spread across large parts of the whole food system, as the horsemeat
scandal in 2013 so amply illustrated103. Similarly, these supply chains
rely on cheap oil, leaving us vulnerable to oil price rises, fuel protests or
natural disasters. It has been suggested that this system, coupled with
‘just in time’ deliveries and low stock levels in stores means we are ‘nine
meals from anarchy’104.

employability, and enhance
our health by reducing stress,
increasing physical activity and
encouraging us to eat more fresh
and delicious produce112.

Spread around our
shopping pounds
The more money we spend with
local outlets, the more it stays in
our local area, helping to retain jobs
and keep our town centres alive113.
It also means we’re less likely to use
our cars, and more likely to meet
our neighbours on the stroll to or
from the shop or market – good
for our health, keeping down the
traffic, and for community spirit!
•

Find your local food enterprise
at Big Barn www.bigbarn.co.uk

•

The Real Bread Campaign
can help you find where to
buy Real Bread locally www.
realbreadcampaign.org

•

The Campaign for Real Ale runs
a wide range of campaigns to
help keep our local pubs open,
as well as helping find and
celebrate the ones that still are
www.camra.org.uk

•

Farmers’ markets continue to
grow in popularity and the
National Farmers’ Retail and
Markets Association www.farma.
org.uk can help you find one
local to you, with London having
its own farmers’ market website
at: www.lfm.org.uk

•

Street markets are promoted
by the National Association of
British Market Authorities www.
nabma.com

•

Food co-ops are another good
way to get good quality food
at an affordable price – find
one here www.sustainweb.org/
foodcoops/finder/

•

You can find Community
Supported Agriculture schemes
here www.soilassociation.org/
communitysupported
agriculture/findacsa and there is
also a wide range of box delivery
schemes, providing local and
often organic produce, up and
down the country

What we can do
Grow our own
Recent years have seen a
resurgence in people wanting
to grow their own food. In 2008,
fruit and veg seed sales overtook
flower seeds for the first time105
and in 2011 there were at least
87,000 people across the country
on allotment waiting lists106. In
response to this demand, the
Capital Growth campaign107
helped to create over 2,000 new
community food growing spaces in
London between 2008 and 2012.
Similar initiatives are spreading to
other towns and cities, supported
by The Big Dig108, and many areas
also have Master Gardeners109. All
these groups, and many others,

encourage people to use organic
principles and practices in their
growing activities110. Among many
other benefits, organic gardening
reduces the risks to people and
wildlife of using pesticides.
As well as growing more food
and helping to ‘re-green’ unloved
patches of land, growing food in
towns and cities can, as Garden
Organic has noted111: “...buffer the
extremes of the urban environment
– ameliorating temperatures,
providing absorbent surfaces and
preventing water run-off, filtering
and cleaning air, not to mention
absorbing carbon dioxide.”
Community food growing can
also bring communities together,
provide skills that can improve
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•

•

Ethical Eats is Sustain’s network
for restaurants, caterers,
community cafés and catering
colleges that care about
sustainability. The Ethical Eats
team run regular workshops on
sustainable food issues and help
food businesses to identify more
local and ethical suppliers. For
more information see
www.ethicaleats.org.
The Sustainable Restaurant
Association is a nationwide
organisation that helps its
members to operate in a
more environmentally and
socially sustainable way,
and audits them on their
performance. Look out for the
SRA’s ‘Sustainability Champion’
badges in restaurant windows,
or check out the directory of
members on its website:
www.thesra.org

Ask businesses and policy
makers to take action

For general growing advice contact:

Want to go further and start
generating some income with your
food growing skills? Try these:

•

Garden Organic
www.gardenorganic.org.uk

•

•

Good Gardeners Association
www.goodgardeners.org.uk

•

Permaculture Association
www.permaculture.org.uk

Growing Communities is a
successful social enterprise and
it also has a start up programme
for communities wanting to
set up profitable fruit and
veg box schemes to support
good food and farming - www.
growingcommunities.org/startups/

•

The Wholesome Food
Association www.wholesomefood.org promotes a “local
symbol” scheme to encourage
natural and authentic food and
farming, educate about the
health and social benefits of
eating wholesome food, and
help renew local economies and
communities.

•

World Wide Opportunities on
Organic Farms www.wwoof.
org.uk teaches people about
organic growing and low-impact
lifestyles through hands-on
experience.

•

A Growing Trade is a guide for
community groups growing
food to sell in our towns and
cities www.sustainweb.org/
publications/order/201/

Stay informed

To start or develop a community
garden:
•

Community Land
Advisory Service www.
communitylandadvice.org.uk
and Landshare www.landshare.
net can help you find land to
grow on

•

The Federation of City Farms
and Community Gardens has a
wide range of information and
advice: www.farmgarden.org.uk

•

Garden Organic has a Master
Gardener programme http://
mastergardeners.org.uk/

•

The Women’s Environment
Network www.wen.org.uk is the
only organisation working for
women and the environment,
and runs a number of
community food growing
projects.

Local authorities can help the
local food system to thrive by, for
example:
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•

Making land available for
community food growing.

•

Adopting planning policies that
encourage local food systems –
read Sustain’s 2011 report, ‘Good
planning for good food’:
www.sustainweb.org/
publications/info/192

•

Supporting local food
businesses – particularly those
serving diverse and low-income
communities with good food
– community cafés, street
markets, farmers’ markets
and other food outlets. This
might be, for example, with
business advice, reduced fees,
parking and waste-collection
arrangements, investing in
‘destination shopping areas’
featuring local food businesses
to make them safer and more
attractive, and promoting
good, local food businesses
with prominent signs and other
marketing.

•

Sustain’s Big Dig promotes food
growing networks in UK towns
and cities, particularly helping
volunteers to find a local food
growing space: www.bigdig.
org.uk

Finally, join the campaign
www.tescopoly.org to save our
local shops from being driven
out of business by major multiple
supermarkets.

You’ve got better food, now…
Sustainability is obviously not just about the food you eat. Two areas of
special concern are dealt with briefly below: energy and water. While Sustain
does not specialise in advice on these important aspects of the food system,
we mention them here because they play a significant part in the overall
sustainability of our food and farming systems.

Save energy
Large amounts of energy are used to prepare food - in cooking and
refrigeration - and indirectly in the production, processing and transporting
the food. Most of this energy will be from non-renewable fossil fuels, and are
therefore a significant source of greenhouse gases. In total, the food sector
is estimated to be responsible for between 20 and 30 per cent of the UK’s
greenhouse gas emissions114. Much more could be done to improve energy
efficiency at home and in food businesses, and to invest in renewable energy
sources, so that we can all play our part in reducing the greenhouse gas
emissions that lead to dangerous climate change.

Conserve water
Water demand has increased dramatically over the past quarter of a century,
and we now use half as much water again as we did in 1980115, partly because
we all now have many more water-using appliances. There are several
reasons to use water more efficiently – not simply because water resources
are finite (a good enough reason in itself!). For example, water purification
uses a lot of energy, which contributes to climate change. Climate change
means we can expect more extreme weather, with greater risk of both
droughts and floods. We should all do our bit to use water more wisely.

What we can do
Follow the energy and water saving
advice of specialist organisations:
•

The Energy Savings Trust gives
advice on how to be more
energy efficient:
www.energysavingtrust.org.uk

•

Waterwise specialises in
providing information about
saving water:
www.waterwise.org.uk

•

Tips on saving water are also
offered by the Water Guide, see:

For food businesses, joining
an organisation such as the
Sustainable Restaurant Association
is a good way to get up-to-date
and relevant information on good
products and practices to adopt to
save water and energy.
www.thesra.org
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