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Nourish Scotland’s submission to the
House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee

FOOD SECURITY


1. Nourish Scotland is a not for profit organisation working for a fairer and more sustainable food system in Scotland based on ecological farming methods and short supply chains. 

Executive Summary

2. Nourish Scotland welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Committee’s inquiry on food security. 

3. We start by clarifying our assumptions. First, food security is not a matter of scarcity. The world currently produces enough food for 14bn people. Second, food insecurity is experienced at household and community level in all countries, rich and poor – and UK food security policy should address food security at both national and household level.

4. Food security policies need to address the causes of environmental degradation, overexploitation and social injustice. Solutions must look beyond technological fixes and must include new ways of accounting for the externalities to food production, which both distort the market and build unsustainability into the food economy.

5. Ways to build resilience into our food system include: 

· the adoption of food sovereignty principles, 
· an agroecological set of practices building regenerative production systems,
· addressing household food security, 
· reducing food waste 
· promoting sustainable diets that are healthy, ecological and socially just
· regenerating seed diversity rather than promoting GM technology, and
· building short supply chains.



Starting from the right assumptions

6. That food security is not an issue of scarcity, is fundamental to any further debate.

7. We currently produce enough food for 14bn people.[footnoteRef:1]  However, due to food being treated as a commodity it is not available to everyone.  [1:  IAASTD. 2009. Agriculture at a Crossroads. In: International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development Global Report, Island Press, Washington, D.C.] 


· Worldwide approximately 1bn people are suffering from chronic undernourishment. Most countries produce more than enough food, but many of them still have hungry people. For example India, which produces more than enough food for its citizens, has one of the highest infant malnutrition rates in the world. In India, as in many other places, this is tied to the legacies of monoculture, cash crops, and a lack of support for smallholder farmers, household inequality (especially gender inequality) and a lack of agrobiodiversity.[footnoteRef:2]   [2:  See, for example, U. Patnaik, "Origins of the Food Crisis in India and Developing Countries." Monthly Review 61.3, and Patnaik "Food Availability and Famine: A Longer View." The Journal of Peasant Studies 19.1 (1991): 1-25] 

· Half of the food produced globally is wasted. In the UK, 30% of the food that is bought is thrown away, and as much as 30% of vegetable crops are not harvested for cosmetic reasons.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Institute of Mechanical Engineers ‘Global Food; Waste Not, Want Not, 2013.] 

· Nearly half of the world’s cereal production is used to produce animal feed. 
· In 2012, 40% of the US maize crop was diverted into ethanol production.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  Jean Ziegler, 2012, Wir lassen sie verhungern.] 

· Food speculation has resulted in pronounced food price spikes and has thus contributed to hunger. 

8. The key to local and global food security is to reframe food as a public good, like education and health, not just another commodity. This reframing enables different accounting models which include externalities and which balance environmental and social outcomes with financial results.

9. On a national level, the UK is currently food secure, with enough food available to everyone. However, we are seeing an iceberg of public malnutrition, of which food banks are the visible tip, above rising levels of diet-related ill health. Millions of people in the UK will be faced this winter with the weekly choice of heating or eating. Rather than institutionalizing a rise in food banks we should look for sustainable solutions to ensure that all households have secure access to a healthy balanced diet. 

10. Food sovereignty is an approach to food security that addresses the wider issues around food. First developed in the Global South, food sovereignty principles are now endorsed by a growing range of European and UK Food and Farming Organisations[footnoteRef:5]. Food sovereignty is an approach which rests on: [5:  http://www.nyelenieurope.net/europeanfooddeclaration/positions] 


· Strengthening democratic control over the food system, including land, seeds and technology, and resisting the introduction of genetically modified organisms; 
· Establishing every citizen’s right to food;
· Giving priority to production for local markets and bring citizens and food producers closer together; 
· Valuing, respecting and protecting the rights of food producers, including migrant workers and women; 
· Encouraging agroecological production methods. 

How best to improve UK (and EU) food security, including using resources more efficiently?

11. Food security depends on a better integration of health, environment and farming policies by the UK Government and the EU.  This means addressing the challenges of poor nutrition and obesity, degraded and destroyed ecosystems, climate change, waste and over consumption of resources and animal suffering as well as inequalities and unfair trading systems. Some figures:

· Almost 2 million tonnes of topsoil in Britain are being eroded every year, affecting the soil’s ability to store water, carbon and nutrients and thus seriously impacting on our food production capacity.
· At least 31% of the EU’s GHG emissions are associated with the food system.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  EC (2006) Environmental Impact of Products (EIPRO). Analysis of the life cycle environmental impacts related to the final consumption of the EU-25. Main report. Institute for Prospective Technological Studies. Luxembourg: European Joint Research Centre.] 

· In the UK, 30% of the food that is bought is thrown away by consumers, and as much as 30% of vegetable crops are not harvested due to their failure to meet retailers’ exacting standards on physical appearance.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Institute of Mechanical Engineers ‘Global Food; Waste Not, Want Not, 2013.] 


12. These costs – and other externalities such as rapid loss of species and habitats, deforestation, salinisation and aquifer depletion – are not reflected in the financial accounts of the food system.  This is actively encouraging the waste of our global commons of non-renewable resources – stealing from our children.  The first step in starting to use resources more efficiently is true-cost accounting.


Shift in food production towards agroecology 

13. The UNCTAD report “Wake up before it’s too late” is only the latest in a number of reports calling for a rapid and significant shift from conventional, monoculture-based and high-external-input-dependent industrial production toward mosaics of sustainable, regenerative production systems. The report states that transformative changes are needed in our food, agriculture and trade systems towards strong local food systems. Also the IAASTD report, with contributions from experts from over 100 countries (and endorsed by nearly 60 countries) concluded that “Business as Usual is Not an Option,” and that the shift toward agroecological approaches was urgent and necessary for food security and climate resilience.

14. The current agro-industrial model increases the system’s vulnerability to perturbations. Diseases for example, are to a large degree a result of monoculture planting. The ability to adapt to changes, such as climate change, depends on a high level of diversity in crops and livestock.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Levin, S. (1999). Fragile Dominion. Complexity and the Commons. Perseus Books: Reading, Massachusetts.] 


15. The core principles of agroecology are to increase the diversity of crop and animal species; to recycle nutrients and energy on the farm rather than introducing external inputs; to integrate crops and livestock; and to focus on interactions and productivity across the agricultural system. Practices used in diversified farming systems include: crop rotation, polycultures, agroforestry systems, cover crops and mulching, and crop-livestock mixtures. 

16. Protecting and restoring soils with high levels of soil organic matter should form the basis for food security. Healthy soils result in better plant nutrient content, have increased water retention capacity and better structure, leading to higher yields and resilience. Extreme weather events will increase and so will soil degradation and loss due to flooding and drought if soil quality is not improved.

17. The high organic matter content of soils in organic farming produces 28% higher soil carbon levels than non-organic farming. The widespread adoption of organic farming in the UK would offset at least 23% of UK agriculture’s GHG emissions.[footnoteRef:9]   [9:  Soil Association(2009). Soil carbon and organic farming. ] 


18. Agroecology is highly knowledge-intensive, based on techniques that are not delivered top-down but developed on the basis of farmers’ knowledge and experimentation. Agroecology is supported by an increasingly wide range of experts within the scientific community[footnoteRef:10] and by international agencies and organisations, such as the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), UNEP[footnoteRef:11] and Biodiversity International.[footnoteRef:12] It is also gaining ground in countries as diverse as the United States, Brazil, Germany and France.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development (IAASTD), Summary for Decision Makers of the Global Report, approved by 58 governments in Johannesburg, April 2008, see Key Finding 7; see A. Wezel et al., “A quantitative and qualitative historical analysis of the scientific discipline of agroecology,” International Journal of Agricultural Sustainability, 7:1, 2009, pp. 3-18 (showing the rising interest for agroecology in scientific literature).]  [11:  Miguel A. Altieri and Clara I. Nicholis, Agroecology and the Search for a Truly Sustainable Agriculture, UNEP, Mexico, 2005.]  [12:   Sustainable Agriculture and Rural Development (SARD) Policy Brief 11, 2007.]  [13:  For a review of the developments in these four countries, see: A. Wezel et al., “Agroecology as a science, a movement and a practice. A review,” Agronomy for Sustainable Development, 29, 2009, pp. 503-515.] 


19. According to the UN special rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier de Schutter, agroecology can provide food for 9 billion people and is the answer to several crises: energy, biodiversity, water, food stuff, financial. In his report Agroecology and the Right to Food de Schutter cites a study of 286 agroecological projects, which found that yields increased by 79% on average.

Consumption: wasting less food and changing diets

20. In the UK, 30% of purchased food is thrown away. To address food waste a cultural shift is needed so that we place greater value on the food we eat, the environment and animals that provide it and the people who produce it.

21. Also, different food choices have different impacts on farming, people’s health and the economy. For example, a recent Danish study[footnoteRef:14] showed that there is a link between food choices that are good for health and good for the environment. It compared the New Nordic Diet to the average Danish diet, and found greenhouse gas emissions are at least 6 percent lower with the New Nordic Diet. The New Nordic Diet recommends an increase in fruit and vegetables and a decrease in meat consumption and places emphasis on local and organic ingredients. When optimised, the New Nordic diet has the potential to reduce emissions associated with food intake by almost a third. Another recent study[footnoteRef:15] concluded that halving world consumption of grain-fed meat could feed two billion more people. Meat consumption needs to shift towards less and better meat. [14:  The global warming potential of two healthy Nordic diets compared with the average Danish diet. 2013.]  [15:  Cassidy et al 2013. Redefining agricultural yields: from tonnes to people nourished per hectare.
] 


22. Defra has started work on the role that diet and consumption play in the sustainability of the whole food system. In July 2013 they published a report that includes draft guidelines for healthy sustainable diets. The government needs to agree and adopt these guidelines.



The potential value and contribution of science and GM technology to UK food security

23. Science at its most basic is the careful and systematic study of the world around us and the consistent testing of our ideas against reality—this process has been narrowed too often in discussions of food to mean technology. Technology is just one way to use science. In order to address food security all tools in the toolbox of science need to be employed including social sciences like sociology, anthropology, ecological economics and political ecology. (Chappell, 2013)

24. We draw the Committee’s attention to examples of applied science which will help maintain productivity while reducing pressures on the wider environment:

· The ‘Green Pig’ project showed that home-grown protein (beans and peas) can successfully be used in UK/Europe to fatten pigs commercially, as an alternative to imported soya.

· The SRUC ‘Green Cow’ project is showing the potential using conventional techniques to breed cattle with heritable traits to produce less methane.

·  NIAB’s ‘synthetic’ wheat which, when crossed with modern UK varieties, could offer new sources of yield improvement, drought tolerance, disease resistance and input use efficiency.

· Agroforestry research at Glensaugh shows that woodland grazing systems can maintain the same level of livestock production while locking up more carbon, enhancing biodiversity and reducing soil erosion risks.

25. There are many other examples of technical improvements to productivity, resilience and resource efficiency. However, the challenge is to diffuse innovation.  Too much research and commercial effort goes into trying to increase yields marginally on the most intensively and expensively farmed fields.  Smaller investments – e.g. in extension services - can help the bottom 25% of fields make proportionally much larger gains in yields at a lower input/output ratio.

26. GM technology does not contribute to the diversity that makes agricultural systems resilient, stable and nutritional diverse. Diversity, field, plot, landscape and garden-scale variation is the very biological basis of adaptation and evolution. To boost a crop’s resilience its seeds need to be selected and preserved in situ. This will allow for continued adjustment of the crop to changing local conditions. 

27. Based on the evidence[footnoteRef:16], there is no need to take risks with GM crops when effective, readily available and sustainable solutions to the problems that GM technology is claimed to address already exist. Conventional plant breeding, in some cases helped by safe modern technologies like gene mapping and marker assisted selection, continues to outperform GM in producing high-yield, drought-tolerant, and pest- and disease-resistant crops. [16:  For example GMO Myths and Truths.] 


How food and farming supply chains can contribute to increased resilience

28. A diversified food system, with short supply chains creates resilience by making the supply chain less vulnerable to disruption by extreme weather events, changes in global markets or the closures or takeovers of large businesses.  

29. Several studies like Why local linkages matter (Sustainable Seattle, 2008) set out how short food supply chains, or relationship-based economies increase resilience. The study found that “practices in community building and care of the community’s resources are key to the vitality of the local food economy. In general, healthy dollar flows are associated with a greater number and diversity of local linkages that build on the small-lot variety that is characteristic of sustainable agriculture and production. By comparison, trading in high volumes of commodity food results in low dollar flows and impoverishment of a community’s resource base.” 

30. A study from the UK is the report from CPRE From field to fork (2012). In economic terms the study found that local outlets support three times the jobs of national supermarket chains and every £1 spent on local food in a local outlet generates £2.50 for the local economy as compared to only £1.4 if spent in a supermarket. The local multiplier effect - which measures how the value of money spent in a local economy increases through it being circulated locally - has been well researched by the New Economics Foundation. 

31. In the UK we should increase food production and grow 80% of our own food using agroecological methods and start building grain reserves. This will bring the benefits described above and reduce the impacts of price volatility and our dependence on other countries (that themselves will face changes associated with climate change and degraded environments). In the UK we can grow a wide range of foods that support a diversified healthy diet. Basing food production on the notion of comparative advantage will not lead to sustainable outcomes. All countries in the world need to tap into their full potential, and give priority to growing for a diversified diet for their own people. 


The obstacles facing food producers, including small farmers, seeking to increase production and access new markets

32. Amongst the biggest obstacles for small producers are the limited routes to market. Smaller scale producers need alternatives to the common routes to market with an emphasis on linking up with consumers more directly. Independent and community retailers have an important role in supporting small producers to market their produce. 

33. Setting up co-operatives between farmers or food hubs that serve as distribution points needs to be supported by government programmes. Also, farm extension services that give business development and marketing advice should be freely available to small farmers. A prerequisite for this is building capacity and expertise within the farm extension service. Funding local food brokers that link up farmers and communities would be another idea to support food producers in getting their produce to market. 

34. Local authorities should be encouraged and supported in making city food plans. This can help stimulate better links between small producers and citizens, and make the link between peri-urban farmers and public procurement.
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