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Summary 
 

1. The Government’s localism agenda and DEFRA’s business plan potentially 
provide an opportunity to reconnect people to the process of food production and 
supply. However, if this is to be done successfully, policy makers need to be 
aware of the factors that facilitate and hinder Local Food Systems and ensure 
that these are given adequate consideration. 

 
2. The Government should: 

• support the bottom-up character and expansion of the Leader programme 
as a key part of the Common Agricultural Policy’s Rural Development 
Programme; 

• investigate the forces that lengthen food supply chains and devise 
measures to help shorten those chains, so that producers can gain more 
of the value that they add; 

• ensure adequate ring-fenced funding for locally-led public health 
initiatives and encourage these to build on existing local food initiatives 
rather than starting again from scratch; 

• ensure that national and EU policies (including hygiene, planning and 
business regulations; and policies in innovation and education) are 
formulated in such a way that Local Food Systems are recognised and 
valued for the broad range of benefits they bring; 

• do more to facilitate local food procurement. 
 

3. Support for local slaughterhouses, or mobile slaughterhouses, is essential for a 
genuinely sustainable, local meat supply. GeneWatch recommends that the 
committee takes time to look into this, and even considers taking evidence on it 
as a stand alone issue in more depth. 

 
4. In addition, Government should support labelling and traceability schemes that 

encourage sustainability and high welfare standards through facilitating 
consumer choice; and oppose subsidies for environmentally damaging practices 
(such as the use of maize for large-scale biofuels production). 

 
Introduction 

 
5. GeneWatch UK is a not-for-profit group that monitors developments in genetic 

technologies from a public interest, human rights, environmental protection and 
animal welfare perspective. GeneWatch believes people should have a voice in 
whether or how these technologies are used and campaigns for safeguards for 
people, animals and the environment. We work on all aspects of genetic 
technologies - from GM crops and foods to genetic testing of humans. 

  
6. GeneWatch’s research has repeatedly highlighted how a number of aspects of 

the current food production and supply chain tend to drive R&D investments 
towards ineffective technological solutions to existing environmental, social and 
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health problems.1,2 These approaches tend to be rejected by consumers and by 
society more broadly because they are not demand-led, tend to prioritise the 
interests of large companies in controlling markets, and often introduce new 
problems of their own. Because substantial public and private investments in 
such approaches are made behind closed doors, often several decades before 
products reach the market, many members of the public feel that they are 
fundamentally excluded from decision-making.3 

 
7. In contrast, Local Food Systems (LFS) are networks of small local businesses, 

charities, social enterprises and voluntary groups driven by ‘bottom-up’ 
innovation at a local level. They include a diverse range of initiatives (such as 
box schemes, farmers’ markets, community growing and Community Supported 
Agriculture) intended to develop closer links between consumers and producers.  
Local Food Systems have their roots in society and their strength lies in the 
people who create and manage them; the goodwill of consumers and producers; 
and in the strong motivation that lies behind them. They can help reduce the use 
of fossil fuels and other resources (through less food miles and lower use of 
agricultural inputs) and improve biodiversity (through a variety of organic, agro-
ecological, low-input or permaculture farming methods); increase food security; 
give low income groups access to good food and healthy diets; strengthen local 
communities and economies; and sustain small enterprises and improve the 
viability of small farms. Although it is difficult to quantify benefits, greater 
community engagement and better diets can also have positive impacts on 
mental health; reduce loneliness in the elderly; speed up recovery times in 
hospitals; and help to reduce offending and anti-social behaviour. 

 
8. This submission draws heavily on GeneWatch’s participation in the EC-funded 

research project Facilitating Alternative Agro-Food Networks (FAAN).4,5 The main 
objective of the FAAN project was to analyse how current policies facilitate, 
hinder or shape the development of Local Food Systems (LFS), using ‘Co-
operative research’ which involved close cooperation between the five research 
institutions and five civil society organisations involved. The findings are based 
on empirical qualitative research on ten case studies in Austria, England, 
Hungary, France and Poland, and on literature studies and an EU-level 
workshop. The UK case studies were undertaken in Cumbria and Manchester, 
providing both rural and urban examples of how people are attempting to 
implement Local Food Systems in practice on the ground in a rural and an urban 
area.6 

 
9. A key finding of this research is that innovative local authorities across Europe 

have successfully supported Local Food Systems in a variety of ways, in order to 
support a wide range of social, economic, environmental and health benefits. On 
the other hand, at a national and EU level, Local Food Systems are largely 
invisible to policy-makers and are often hindered by policies and bureaucracy 
that fails to take their existence and needs into account. 

 
10. Participants in the FAAN project (people actively involved in growing, distributing 

or promoting local food) did not see their emphasis on locally produced, seasonal 
food as being capable of entirely replacing the existing industrial food system, but 
they did see significant potential for it to become more mainstream and for the 
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expansion of Local Food Systems to produce diverse social, economic, 
environmental and health benefits. 

 
11. GeneWatch agrees that the Government’s localism agenda and DEFRA’s 

business plan potentially provide an opportunity to reconnect people to the 
process of food production and supply. However, if this is to be done 
successfully, policy makers need to be aware of the factors that facilitate and 
hinder Local Food Systems and ensure that these are given adequate 
consideration. 

 
12. GeneWatch therefore welcomes the opportunity to input to this inquiry. 

 
How can the environmental and climate change impacts of the food we choose 
to eat best be reduced? What are the land-use trade-offs that affect food 
production and supply and how should these be managed?  

 
13. Changing agricultural practices and land use can have significant impacts on the 

social and economic circumstances of farmers and consumers, particularly in 
developing countries.7 

 
14. The Royal Society’s promotion of the concept of “sustainable intensification”8 

glosses over many of these issues by taking a utilitarian approach in which 
scientific institutions (such as the Royal Society itself) are capable of weighing up 
and making decisions about what is best for farmers and consumers then 
somehow promoting these solutions worldwide. This contrasts with a rights-
based approach to considering the ethical implications of sustainable 
intensification, and with ‘bottom-up’ approaches to decision-making, which may 
lead to very different decisions.9, 10,11 This is one of the weaknesses of the 
Foresight report on Food and Farming Futures12, which makes a blanket global 
statement about restricting the expansion of agriculture onto new land, without 
considering highly variable local circumstances and the politics and economics of 
how decisions will be made about land use in practice on the ground. 

 
15. Where possible, these complex trade-offs are perhaps best made at a local level, 

where a variety of interests can be taken into account and knowledge of local 
circumstances is likely to be much more detailed. Within democratic countries, 
local authorities can play a key role in tackling land use issues in ways which 
support local food systems.  

 
16. For example, the FAAN project found that Manchester Food Futures (a 

partnership set up in 2004 between Manchester City Council, the NHS and 
community voluntary and private sector groups13) has taken action to expand 
access to allotments and other land within the city, in response to growing 
demand and long-term campaigns by local people to make the city more 
sustainable. The Growing Manchester Programme then provides assistance to 
community growing programmes in the form of courses, support and advice, 
within the context of the Manchester Community Strategy.  

 
17. In France, the FAAN project found that city of Rennes has taken an innovative 

approach to planning for the area around the city, in which thriving agriculture is 
seen as the best and most economical way to maintain the green belt. Rennes 
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Métropole’s planning policy preserves the green belt land for farming and 
supports ‘short-food chains’ through a variety of policies, including local food 
procurement in schools and old people’s homes and some funding for 
cooperative shops and advertising. Local economic data shows that the Rennes 
Métropole local food systems are clearly creating jobs, with a strong growth in 
AMAPs (which are similar to Community Supported Agriculture schemes), box 
schemes, co-operative shops and open-air markets. Agrocampus Rennes has 
estimated that about 300 jobs have been created, compared to fewer than 1,000 
‘classical’ agricultural jobs in the region. 

 
18. There are clearly also global issues which impact significantly on land-use and 

food supply. One important area is the use of grain in biofuels and to produce 
grain-fed meat: both practices which are widely recognised to be growing to a 
scale which is unsustainable. Tackling agricultural subsidies which support these 
unsustainable practices is therefore an example of a policy change which 
requires international rather than solely local, action.  

 
19. Based on grain consumption figures calculated by the Food and Agriculture 

Policy Research Institute (FAPRI),14 Monsanto argues that production of grain for 
animal feed must increase by 50 million tonnes a year by 2017/18 to meet the 
expected increased demand for meat, and by 60 million tonnes a year to meet 
biofuels production targets, requiring more investment in intensive agriculture, 
including GM crops. 15 Critiques of this view rest partly on doubts about the 
potential for GM technologies to increase yields16,17,18, as well as disagreements 
about the downsides of the technology. However, the diversion of potential food-
growing land to produce industrial-scale biofuels and animal feed is also part of 
the problem, not the solution, to global hunger.19 At the same time as promoting 
increasingly intensive agriculture, Monsanto and other companies have been 
actively lobbying for government subsidies for industrial-scale biofuels.20 An 
estimated 40% of US GM maize production now goes into biofuels and perhaps 
as much as 90% of remaining GM production (i.e. not including cotton and 
biofuels) to animal feed (although reliable figures are difficult to come by).  

 
20. The use of maize-based ethanol production in the US (which frequently uses GM 

maize) is more likely than not to exacerbate global warming, if indirect effects on 
land use are included in the assessment, and there are significant opportunity 
costs because there are better ways to achieve greenhouse gas savings. 21  

 
21. Grain-fed meat production is also significantly more resource intensive and 

damaging to the environment than pasture-fed meat production, so an emphasis 
on expanding GM maize and soya production for animal feed neglects important 
alternative steps that could be taken to make the production of meat and dairy 
products more sustainable. Grain-fed meat is also much less healthy than 
pasture-fed meat or game in its fatty acid content.22,23 The ratio of omega-6 fatty 
acids to omega-3 fatty acids has increased substantially in modern compared to 
traditional diets, partly due to increased use of sunflower and other oils; and 
partly due to intensive farming of cattle fed on grains24. 
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How can the Government help to deliver healthy food sustainably, whilst also 
delivering affordable food for all? How can consumers best be helped to make 
more sustainable choices about food?  
 

22. The FAAN project identified important roles for Local Food Systems in building 
close consumer-producer links and in educating consumers (in the broadest 
sense) about where their food comes from. The initiatives we studied in the 
FAAN project were partly motivated by making local seasonal food accessible to 
people on low-incomes and to tackling health and social inequalities. 

 
23. For example, the Manchester Environmental Resource Centre (MERCi)25 – set 

up with National Lottery funding in 1996 - has stimulated many food projects 
which also address societal problems. Initiatives such as the Herbie Van and Dig 
Box scheme provide easier access and lower prices for fresh food for people 
living in ‘food deserts’, whilst other initiatives engage younger or elderly people 
and people with mental health issues to become involved in growing and cooking 
local food.26 People involved in local food systems in Manchester describe a wide 
variety of benefits, including social integration, environmental and economic 
benefits. In Cumbria, the award-winning Growing Well project focuses on 
supporting people to recover from mental health problems by helping to grow 
food on an organic farm.27 

 
24. Local Food Systems involve direct communication between growers or 

intermediaries and customers (for example, at farmers’ markets and farm shops), 
but labelling also plays an important role. This can include official certification 
schemes (such as the Soil Association’s organic labeling scheme in the UK) or 
(more often) voluntary, local schemes such as Distinctly Cumbrian28 (set up by 
the Cumbria Rural Development Agency), which promotes an entire region and 
its services. Consumer recognition depends upon wider efforts to promote quality 
meanings, often linked with public goods, including the use of sustainable 
farming methods. In the FAAN case studies, local food projects built upon 
existing brands or developed new ones, rarely dependent upon legal protection, 
so that they were recognised and trusted by consumers. 

 
25. Labelling based on high environmental or animal welfare standards can inform 

consumer choice, allow farmers and small business to capture more of the value 
that they add, and stimulate competition to improve standards (a race to the top, 
rather than a race to the bottom). National government can have an important 
role to play in ensuring traceability and labelling from ‘farm to fork’. It is therefore 
disappointing that stated government support for labelling and consumer choice, 
based on high environmental and animal welfare standards, does not always 
appear to have been followed through by DEFRA.29,30 

 
26. Agricultural subsidies and public funding can also play a facilitating role for Local 

Food Systems. 
 

27. Participants in the FAAN project mainly saw agricultural subsidies under the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) as favouring large-scale agri-businesses 
rather than Local Food Systems. They expressed a strong desire to be 
economically self-sufficient, but also welcomed grants for support bodies and 
networking (including sharing best-practice); for educational work (such as 
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school visits to farms); training (in both growing and marketing) and for small 
amounts of capital (for example to buy a freezer, a van, or a pie-making 
machine). The most commonly identified initiative under which Local Food 
Systems had received funding was the Leader programme (under the 2nd CAP 
pillar, i.e. the Regional Development Programme, RDP).  

 
28. Leader (Liaison Entre Actions pour le Développement de L'Economie Rurale) 

provides links between actions for the development of the rural economy. It 
emphasises the role of local communities in taking decisions about strategic 
choices for the future of a given area, and provides for the creation of local 
partnerships to deliver rural development programmes in their areas. 
Decentralised delivery through Local Action Groups encourages support for 
projects considered valuable at the local level. The ‘pilot’ phases of Leader I, 
Leader II and Leader+ were considered a success. In the current period 2007-
2013, Leader has been mainstreamed as a mandatory component of all Rural 
Development Programmes. In Cumbria, the successive Leader programmes 
have facilitated cooperative networks, e.g. infrastructure for farmers’ markets, 
Cumbria Organics and Made in Cumbria. They have also helped producers to 
cooperate in shortening the supply chain to large buyers (including 
supermarkets). In this way, producers can gain more from the value that they add 
and can promote their own quality brands. 

 
29. Ironically, a particular problem for some of the businesses we spoke to was that 

grant schemes often had minimum grant levels that were set too high, or else 
required too much paperwork for the small amounts of money that these 
businesses were seeking. 

 
30. One recommendation of the FAAN project is to increase the funding to Leader, 

maintain its bottom-up character and encourage a territorial approach linking 
rural producers with urban consumers (rather than promoting ‘global 
competitiveness’ of territories). Likewise, rural development and regional 
development funds should be linked in ways that facilitate Local Food Systems. 

 
31. The UK Government should also support the creation of an EC inter-DG task 

force for Local Food Systems and a Europe-wide structure for information 
exchange among and about Local Food Systems, so that these growing 
initiatives are no longer invisible at a European level.  

 
Which aspects of the food production and supply chain are presenting the 
biggest problems for the sustainability of the food industry?  

 
32. There are major ‘upstream’ problems with the current supply chain which are 

shaping consumption patterns, such as trade and agriculture policies.31  
 

33. There has been significant consolidation in the industrial food system which gives 
a small number of large players extensive control over key aspects of the market. 
This includes: a high level of control exercised by a small number of buyers in the 
large supermarkets (one of the sources of the squeeze on farm-gate prices); the 
large-scale food producers (which seek growth through increased sales of 
processed foods and cut product costs whilst maintaining taste by adding salt, 
unhealthy fats and sugars); multi-national food distributors (which exercise 
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considerable control of the international commodities trade); and the seed 
industry (which has become highly consolidated in the wake of the introduction of 
patents on GM seeds).   

 
34. The industrial food system has tended to shift production and distribution towards 

‘long-food chains’ rather than ‘short-food chains’ (based on sourcing the 
cheapest, rather than the freshest or highest quality, ingredients); to create 
mass-produced, standardised products, often high in salt, sugar and unhealthy 
fats; and to squeeze farm-gate prices. Whilst there have undoubtedly been some 
benefits in terms of ensuring food supplies in relatively wealthy countries, there 
have also been many widely recognised downsides, including negative 
environmental impacts (e.g. depletion of soils and water resources, loss of 
biodiversity, unsustainable use of fossil fuels and agricultural inputs); the 
persistence of global hunger at the same time as a global epidemic of obesity; 
and the exacerbation of health inequalities (for example, through ‘fat 
dumping’32,33,34) and rural poverty. The Republic of Korea, where a traditional diet 
high in fruits and vegetables has been maintained (possibly due to earlier 
modernisation than many other Asian countries) illustrates that these problems 
are not an inevitable consequence of rising incomes.35 

 
35. The food industry’s main response to concerns about diet and health has been to 

promote hi-tech products such as cholesterol-lowering margarines and other 
functional foods (marketed at a premium to relatively wealthy consumers). Whilst 
some steps have also been taken to reformulate unhealthy processed foods, 
there has not been any fundamental change in the food supply chain.  

 
36. Whilst ‘short-food chains’ clearly cannot supply all the products consumers may 

wish to buy, some of which are dependent on fairer international trade (e.g. 
oranges, bananas, tea, coffee), they can reconnect consumers with a wide 
variety of local products (meat, dairy, vegetables, fruit) and at the same time 
tackle many of these issues of sustainability and access to healthy diets in the 
context of locally produced seasonal food. Closer consumer-producer links allow 
people to learn more about, and even become directly involved in, the process of 
food production and supply. Thus opportunities for education (in its broadest 
sense) also open up. 

 
37. The Government should therefore support a broadening of the EC policy initiative 

on food supply chains36, by investigating the forces that lengthen food supply 
chains and devising measures to help shorten those chains, so that producers 
can gain more of the value that they add. 

 
How might the changing powers of local authorities and the localism agenda 
hinder, or be used to encourage, more sustainable production and supply of 
food?  

 
38. The localism agenda opens up considerable opportunities to support and 

encourage Local Food Systems. However, the squeeze on funding could also 
lead to cuts (especially at local authority level) that could hinder the development 
and expansion of such systems. The findings of the FAAN report suggest that 
relatively small amounts of funding are needed, but that the roles played by local 
support bodies (such as Manchester Food Futures37 and the Cumbrian Rural 
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Development Agency) are crucial and that national and EU policies must be 
formulated in such a way that Local Food Systems are recognised and valued for 
the benefits they bring. 

 
39. Devolving responsibility for public health functions to a local level could be highly 

beneficial, given the ability of local authorities to see and realise the benefits of 
Local Food Systems. However, this step needs to be accompanied by a sufficient 
ring-fenced budget (recognising the enormous potential cost savings that could 
be made if attempts to tackle obesity and reduce health inequalities are 
successful). It also needs food policy to be seen to be a key aspect of improving 
public health, and to ensure that successful experiences from across the country 
are built on, rather than starting again from scratch.  Public consultation and 
engagement (at a cross-departmental local level) will be key. 

 
40. At the same time, Local Food Systems must be made more visible at a national 

and EU policy level so that local initiatives are not fatally undermined by top-
down policies in a wide variety of areas (e.g. food procurement, hygiene 
regulations, planning law, poorly directed subsidies, or red-tape for small 
businesses). Some examples of issues highlighted by the FAAN project are listed 
below. 

 
41. Hygiene regulations and abattoirs: The FAAN project found that Regulation 

(EC) No.852/2004 on the hygiene of foodstuffs had been implemented badly in 
many countries (particularly in Eastern Europe) restricting local sales of products 
such as jams from farms. This does not appear to be such an issue in the UK, 
where the regulations have been implemented more flexibly. However, the 
closure of abattoirs due to onerous hygiene inspections is a continuing problem 
for Local Food Systems.38 For example, closure of abattoirs in Cumbria has 
made hill farmers averse to new cooperative and branding schemes to market 
Cumbrian lamb.39 Whilst participants in the project recognised the importance of 
food safety they felt that the regulations had been devised and implemented with 
the needs of large-scale agri-businesses in mind, ignoring their own needs. This 
has been a problem throughout the EU: however the FAAN project did identify 
one positive initiative in Austria, where an abattoir was purchased co-operatively 
about 550 farmers, two smaller butchers and one large processor and distributor 
of meat delicacies, in order to market specialty meat from oxen to high animal 
welfare standards (the ALMO initiative in Almenland). 

 
42. Planning law: The example of Rennes Métropole’s planning system, which was 

used to facilitate local food production on green belt land (cited above); and 
initiatives to improve access to land for growing food in cites (as in Manchester) 
require the benefits of Local Food Systems to be recognised by the planning 
system. National systems such as enterprise zones could potentially undermine 
similar local initiatives if they do not give due consideration to the potential use of 
land for growing food. 

 
43. Red-tape for small businesses: The same bureaucratic requirements that all 

small businesses sometimes struggle with can be a problem for Local Food 
Systems. Thus, measures to reduce paperwork and unnecessary bureaucracy 
would generally be welcomed.  
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44. Education and training: Training and education for farmers and community 
growers as well as public education in its broadest sense was widely recognised 
to be of key importance by FAAN study participants. 

 
45. Science and innovation policies: The idea of the Knowledge-Based Bio-

Economy (KBBE) underpins R&D funding at an EU and UK level. It treats 
agriculture as a biomass factory supplying raw materials for diverse industrial 
products. Innovation is seen as a process by which ideas are ‘translated’ into 
patents and marketable products, excluding broader issues and innovation in 
processes (such as farmland management) from investment. In contrast, agro-
ecological accounts see agricultural methods as a means to incorporate and 
enhance farmers’ knowledge of natural resources, as a basis for them to gain 
from the value that they add.40 Thus current science and innovation policies tend 
to undermine Local Food Systems - by diverting resources and by adding costs 
(e.g. the costs of segregating GM crops, which would fall on conventional and 
organic farmers41,42,43,44,45) - rather than supporting them. 

 
How could Government procurement practices be improved to promote better 
practice across the food sector?  

 
46. The UK government ostensibly supports efforts by local authorities to procure 

local food and there have been some high profile successes, including, for 
example, initiatives facilitated by the Food for Life Partnership in schools.46 
These initiatives see procurement as only one part of a process of engaging 
children in growing and cooking food and building links with local farms, and thus 
transforming food culture. 

 
47. However, tensions continue between the lowest price versus ‘best value’, and 

criteria remain unclear for justifying a higher price. DEFRA’s Sustainable 
Procurement Strategy emphasises social and environmental benefits as criteria 
which can be included. But official guidance gives no clear direction or incentive 
for decisions to include sustainability criteria such as local regeneration or 
production methods. Official reviews have emphasised efficiency savings from 
‘aggregated procurement’ – gaining lower prices through greater bargaining 
power. That emphasis favours larger suppliers, while disadvantaging local ones, 
unless they can aggregate diverse supplies. Consequently, local procurement 
officials remain cautious about favouring local food, for reasons which may 
conflate the constraints of UK and EU rules. Government policy emphasises 
nutritional criteria, while looking to supermarket chains as a major means to 
provide more nutritious food, even local food, rather than to small local 
businesses.47  

 
48. This approach risks knowing the “price of everything but the value of nothing” in 

terms of the added social, educational, health and local economic benefits that 
supporting Local Food Systems can bring. 

 
49. In the FAAN local case studies, we found that local suppliers were effectively 

excluded from food procurement in Manchester, although the council was 
supportive of Local Food Systems in other ways. In contrast, support bodies in 
Cumbria had done much to support local businesses that wished to tender for 
procurement contracts. For example, local organisations (e.g. Cumbria Organics, 
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Distinctly Cumbrian, Cumbria Community Foundation), which support local food 
businesses have provided training for small businesses on how to tender for 
large orders, and food procurement contracts have also tended to be split into 
smaller parts. Cumbria Rural Enterprise Agency has helped small-scale food 
producers bear the burdens of compliance with hygiene regulations by providing 
the necessary shared infrastructure – e.g. commercially equipped kitchens, 
refrigeration, storage etc.48 Small grants have also made a difference: for 
example, the RDP funded one small-scale manufacturer to buy a machine for 
making small-sized (rather than its existing large-size) meat pies, enabling it to 
gain contracts to supply schools and old peoples’ homes.   

 
50. Government could do more to facilitate local food sourcing in public procurement, 

for example by collecting experiences of local sourcing through quality and 
environmental criteria (which may sometimes justify a higher price) and sharing 
best local practice nationally. Local food procurement also needs to be expanded 
to include prisons, old people’s homes and hospitals, as well as schools. 

 
For further information contact: 
Dr Helen Wallace 
Director 
GeneWatch UK 
60 Lightwood Rd 
Buxton 
SK17 7BB 
Tel: 01298-24300 
Email: helen.wallace@genewatch.org 
Website: www.genewatch.org 
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