True Cost Accounting in Food and Farming
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Nourish Scotland hosted a conference in conjunction with the Sustainable Food Trust on true cost accounting in food and farming on Wednesday, June 4 at the University of Edinburgh. Various speakers gave presentations in the morning and discussion groups were held in the afternoon on topics related to sustainable food. Those who attended the conference were able to learn more about challenges and problems facing our current food system and voice their opinions, concerns, and suggestions.
Pete Ritchie, director of Nourish Scotland, began the day by welcoming the group of approximately 100 people. Alex Renton, who chaired the event, then took over and introduced the first speaker of the day. Patrick Holden, a dairy farmer from Wales, spoke about the Sustainable Food Trust and the framing principals of true cost accounting. The Sustainable Food Trust is a fairly new organization that aids in the transition towards sustainable agriculture; it works to build more collaboration between individuals and organizations as well as communicate issues as effectively as possible to the public. Holden defined true cost accounting as the study of economics that is distorted. Negative impacts of food grown today are not included in the cost of food when purchased at the store. Holden argued family farms have tried to use right, sustainable practices but can’t compete within the industry today where the market demands a cheap price for food. To address this issue, institutions need to collaborate in new ways, subsidies need to be redirected, sustainable practices need to be implemented, and society needs to take a closer look at whether or not conventional agriculture is actually sustainable. The market today does not encourage sustainability. Holden believed the best solution is to give farmers an incentive to work towards sustainable practices.
The next speaker was Bob Rees, a professor at SRUC, who spoke specifically about emissions related to agriculture and food production. Agriculture in Scotland is responsible for approximately 10% of emissions, but the view of how agriculture is defined can change that number; in reality, it’s actually closer to 20%. Rees said that although emissions produced in Scotland have decreased overall, the emissions Scotland is responsible for have actually increased due to imports. In order to have a clean planet for future generations to enjoy and society to continue, Scotland’s carbon footprint and emissions from the food system must be monitored more closely. He believed more could be done, starting with better reporting of production and consumption emissions.
The third speaker, Mark Sutton from the Centre of Ecology and Hydrology, gave a presentation about the true costs of nitrogen in agriculture. He stated nitrogen has allowed the world population to increase. He explained the plants from the Green Revolution require high amounts of nitrogen to grow. Too much nitrogen in the environment causes several problems, but ultimately leads to five key threats of reducing water quality, soil quality, and air quality, increasing greenhouse gas emissions, and threatening ecosystems and biodiversity. Agriculture is largely to blame for the nitrogen problem because of emissions from livestock and pollution from over application of nitrogen on row crops. His suggestion for a sustainable food system is for society to consume less meat overall. This means producing less livestock than current production levels today; therefore, decreasing nitrogen levels and ultimately the harmful effects excess nitrogen has on the environment.
A short question and answer period was allowed after the speakers finished. Following was a short tea break before the conference resumed with Vicki Swales from RSPB Scotland speaking about the impacts of agriculture on biodiversity. Vicki said we are loosing biodiversity at an alarming rate today. As farming intensity increases, biodiversity is decreasing. We waste around 30% of all food produced which has no justification. Drivers of change in agriculture are markets and consumer behavior, research and development, technological change, and public policy. Looking to the future and taking steps towards sustainable food, there needs to be an increased recognition of the complex values that nature provides. As a society, we need to recognize the intrinsic value of nature and need a fundamental change to our food and farming system. Vicki closed her presentation by explaining true cost accounting is a useful tool to make explicit the real price of food.
Annie Anderson from the University of Dundee was next to speak about the true cost of our diet. Annie spent most of her time lecturing about various aspects of obesity including the harmful effects of obesity to individuals, costs of obesity to the government, and cost of obesity to society. Although Scotland is 15 – 20 years behind the U.S. obesity rate, 80% of Scotland is projected to be obese by the year 2030 if the current rate continues. The harmful effects of food produced by conventional agriculture compared to the health benefits of organic sustainable food is another important aspect to consider when looking at the true cost of our diet.
Next to speak was David Finlay, farmer and business owner of Cream O’Galloway. David spoke about sustainable practices he has implemented and is observing on his own dairy farm. His presentation started with a story proving the point there is intense pressure on farmers currently to intensify their operations, but often these intense farming practices are not sustainable. David believes there are two ways change will happen, either through fundamental system change or a catastrophic societal change. It is important to change our agricultural practices now to being sustainable to ensure the second option does not happen. In order to do so, we need to incentivize farmers to use sustainable practices. David is one of the first producers in Scotland to keep the calves on the cow, but he has found this has made his entire dairy system more efficient. Although it took some trial and error to find the balance, he says the atmosphere in his dairy herd completely changed for the better with this new sustainable practice implemented on his farm. There is a strong push for intensification in the farming community, but none for alternatives. There needs to be proof that alternative production methods work and encourage farmers to use these sustainable practices.
Jo Hunt from the Knockfarrel Produce was the final speaker in the morning session. He is an organic vegetable producer who spoke about sustainable practices he is currently using on his farm. The three goals Jo has for his business is to lock-up carbon and avoid producing emissions through his production, create real jobs, and produce healthy food. As an economist, he said with confidence sustainable decisions are not currently economically smart. Jo wishes he could run his business in a manner that could pay a living wage to his employees, but currently he is only able to afford to pay minimum wage. He also strives to reinvest in more efficient equipment as it depreciates, and eventually expand his business and rent more land. He believes it is possible for farms to soak up carbon with the right practices implemented; however, Jo is not optimistic at the current moment about changes happening in the near future with organic food.
To follow the theme and discussion of sustainable food, a local and organic lunch was served at the conference. Fresh greens with the option of meatballs or sautéed onions were served from a food truck in the courtyard of the Edinburgh Centre for Carbon Innovation. Following lunch, attendees of the conference split up into four different groups to discuss how to move towards paying the full price for food without causing unwanted externalities. The four topics of the groups were Policy interventions for change, Collaboration – a new way of working together, What we know & What we need to know, and Mechanisms for market change. After time to discuss, the small groups rejoined into one large group where they gave a quick recap about their discussion and conclusions.
The policy interventions for change group came to the conclusion the bigger picture of sustainable food needs to come from education, which starts at the grass roots. Different government agencies working together can also work towards accomplishing local, sustainable food in communities and in Scotland. On a national level, this issue is currently not on politicians radars but needs to be. Parliament should consider implementing a sugar tax and increasing regulation in marketing food to work towards promoting healthy diet options. On the European scale, a nitrogen tax should be considered to curb the use of nitrogen in agriculture and work towards reducing emissions.
The mechanisms for market change group discussed the definition of what are we actually marketing and whom are we marketing to. They discussed the difference between the terms citizen and consumer; they established the need to empower citizens to make their own informed decisions and stop labeling ourselves as passive consumers. There needs to be education in the school and teen activists promoting local sustainable food. The best short-term option the group concluded was to work with supermarkets on getting fresh and local produce into their stores. If enough consumers demand it, they will listen and be willing to negotiate.
The group that determined what we know & what we need to know thought there needed to be more case studies and more research. Research in agriculture needs to be given priority and turn the evidence we find into action. A healthy diet needs to be better defined and this information needs to be easily accessible to the public. As a society, we need to become more aware of the contribution we are making every day to global emissions. Currently farms are struggling to make a profit while food prices continue to increase and food poverty still exists.
In the collaboration group, they came to the conclusion there needs to be a better balance between food waste and food price. A nitrogen tax would be favorable, but it would have to be global in order for it to make an impact. As a society, we need to work together to be sustainable while feeding all of Scotland’s population. Instead of rewarding farmers for yield/quantity, they should instead be rewarded for quality of their products. Also, they thought education about healthy food and the right food choices should start as young as possible with children, but big food corporations need to stay out.
The final event of the True Cost Accounting conference was a panel who gave their feedback on topics discussed throughout the day and answers to questions the audience had. The panelist included Charlotte Maberly, Queen Margaret University; Michael Northcott, Professor on Ethics, University of Edinburgh; Simon Crichton, Triodos Bank; and Iain Gordon, James Hutton Institute. The audience asked questions ranging from the best thing the panelist had heard throughout the day to who is responsible for footing the bill in changing the food system to the debate about GM crops in sustainability. The widest range in opinions expressed at the conference occurred with the topic of GM crops. The panel concluded on the thought that everyone will have some part to play in working towards a sustainable food system. The price will have to increase at every stage; not just one particular group will be responsible for footing the bill. An increased price at all levels will make this issue an even playing field for all parties involved and allow people to change their diets to local sustainable food.
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