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This talk 
• Will anyone get a grip of food policy? 

– Why no buy-in to food eg at Paris?  
• Food a big driver: solid evidence 

– Bigger % if energy goes more renewable 
• Food is tricky - not an easy problem: 

– Complex: how to unravel that complexity? 
– Control: who and what is in control (if anyone)?  
– Is control possible? 

• We need to scan for possible new openings to 
allow radical change 

• The role of academics 
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Some policy options emerging 
• Eat differently 

– Meat = hotspot 
• Reduce waste 

– Cultural approach vs circular economy 
• New technical efficiency 

– Productionism Mk 4 
• Let markets sort it 

– TNCs + SMEs  financial mechanisms 
• Do nothing: 

– Drift  crisis 
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What might unlock this 
policy tangle? 

Rationality? (institutions?) 
Crisis? (where?) 

Who? What? 

4 



What shapes current food system? 
factors, actors & shapers 

• Demographic: eg weight of population (the 
Malthusian legacy) 

• Environmental: eg land, climate CO2e, etc 
• Resource: eg minerals, H2O (to grow food) 
• Societal: eg changed eating patterns (the 

nutrition transition) 
• Political: eg institutions founded by rich 

states 
• Economic: eg trade relations shaped by 

powerful corporate interests 
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Drivers change over time 
• C 18th:  

– energy (water); transport (canals); social (rise of 
science); politics (revolutions) 

• C 19th:  
– energy (coal); transport (train, steam); social 

(empires); politics (organised labour)  
• C 20th :  

– energy (grids, nuclear); transport (cars); social 
(gender); politics (votes, empire) 

• C 21st:  
– energy (solar); transport (electric); social 

(migration); politics (climate change) 
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Hot Springs 
Conference 1943 

source: LSE digital library - 
UK delegation (pic) & Lionel 

Robbins (drawing); Lynchberg 
News - US cartoon 
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...by 1970s it was under stress 
• The problem: 

– Unmet need (Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Biafra) 
– Declining rate of productivity 
– Energy reliance exposed (1973 oil crisis) 
– Early warnings about environmental pressures 

• The resolution:  
– New wave of Science + ‘green revolution’ Technology 

(funded by Rockefeller et al) 
– Marketisation  
– Better policy analyses, eg IFPRI founded within CGIAR 

• The instruments: 
– Largely in hands of private sector 
– Washington Consensus  

8 



Meaning of ‘drivers’ varies: ‘spaghetti’ models 
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INPUTS 

Agrichemicals, pharmaceuticals, equipment, 
seeds 

PRIMARY PRODUCTION 

 Farming, fishing, horticulture, plantations 

PROCESSING & MANUFACTURE 

Craft / large factories 
 

DISTRIBUTION & LOGISTICS 

National / international, import/export 

RETAIL  

markets, shops, supermarkets 
FOODSERVICE 

catering, cafés, restaurants, 
public sector 

DOMESTIC FOOD 
PREPARATION 

 

International Organizations  
Policy guidelines,  advice, etc 

Regional bodies  
Regulations, law, subsidies, 

etc 

National governments 
Laws, regulations, 

subsidies, etc 

Socio-cultural influences, 
eg  religion, gender, family 

Consciousness 
industries, eg 

advertising, media 

Public health, hygiene 
controls, risk 
management 

Energy inputs 

Fuels 

Civil society 
organisations 

Finance capital 

Training & education 

Research, 
development, 
engineering  & 

technology 

... or linear models source Lang & Heasman (2015) Food Wars. Routledge, ed 2, fig 2.1 

Local governments Laws, 
regulations, subsidies, etc 

Social impact Waste & biological 
outflow 

Energy & material 
outflow and emissions 

Economic drivers 
eg price, profits, 

trade 

Public health & 
nutrition outcomes  

Cultural impact 

Environmental ‘givens’ 
eg climate, water, land, 

biodiversity 

CONSUMPTION 

Labour 

Skills, 
livelihoods 
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Wide agreement on tensions ahead 
• Bio-eco systems:  

– climate change, water, land use, soil 
• Social systems:  

– Democracy, consumerism, gender & age 
• Technology:  

– big data, artificial intelligence 
• Global structures: 

– Fragmented world China - EU - USA – Russia 
• Multi-level world 
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US and UK defence analyses 
sources: US DNI Global Trends http://www.dni.gov/files/documents/GlobalTrends_2030.pdf  & UK MoD DCDC Global 
Strategic Trends out to 2045 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/global-strategic-trends-out-to-2045#history  

• Demography 
(age; gender) 

• Climate change 
• Resources  
• Urbanisation 
• Inequality   
• Diffusion of 

power 
• Technical 

change 

Mega 
Trends… 

• Food 
system 

• Security  
…Affect 
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WEF Global 
Risks 2016 
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Top risks (likely 
impact): 
1. climate  
2. weapons 
3. water 
4. migration 

 



Most scientific attention (not 
action) has been on 

environmental drivers 
Climate change (CO2e) 

Ecosystem resilience under threat 
Human-ecosystems interaction 

So why no role in Paris? 
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What might inject food  
into policy? 
Many candidates! 
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Water stress source: WRI 2013 
http://www.wri.org/resources/charts-graphs/water-stress-country  
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Biodiversity 
• Food is major source of degradation 
• 15 of 24 of world’s ecosystem services are 

being degraded by food-related activity (MEA 2005)   

• 50-78% of main fish stocks monitored either in 
decline or fished unsustainably (Defra 2010)  

• Of 270k higher plants, only c2k + 14 animal 
species dominate agriculture (UNEP 2009) 

• Declines in wildlife driven by land for food 
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What other factors might shock 
or trigger change? 

• Climate change itself (of course) 
• AMR  meat systems? 
• Labour unrest? 
• Migration? 
• Geopolitical destabilisation: ISIS? 
• Democratic surge ‘below’: Big Data Brother? 
• UK: Brexit? 

 
hi h  f d lt  ill b  k  d 
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Need to improve our 
understanding of culture in the 
technology – consumption mix 

Waves of energy change: steam  oil 
Agriculture: settled  industrialised 

Nutrition Transition  ultra-processing 
= changes in work, eating & waste 
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Meat rises with income 
+ supply 
but alters with culture 

Source: OECD 
(2016), Meat 
consumption 
(indicator). doi: 
10.1787/fa290fd0-en 
(Accessed on 17 
January 2016) 22 

 



Nutrition transition   
source: Popkin 2002/2006 
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• Transition in cooking and processing 
– Simple: heat 
– Processed: canning, freezing  
– Ultra-processed: empty calorie foods & drinks 
 
sources:  
– Popkin: http://www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/nutrans/whatis 
– Monteiro: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/obr.12107/full   
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Ultra‐processed products go global 

Monteiro et al (2013) Obesity Reviews, pages 21-28, 23 OCT 2013 DOI: 10.1111/obr.12107 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/obr.12107/full#obr12107-fig-0001 

Ultra‐processed products: 
o Ubiquitous; Palatable 
o Refined  
o Ready to consume & durable  
o energy dense; 
o high glycaemic load;  
o low in dietary fibre, 

micronutrients, and 
phytochemicals;  

o high in unhealthy types of 
dietary fat, free sugars, and 
sodium 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/obr.12107/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/obr.12107/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/obr.12107/full
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source: OECD FAO (2015) Agricultural Outlook 2015-24 
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Population 
growth: 

urban/rural + 
developed / 
developing 

source: OECD FAO 
Agric Outlook 2015-

24 
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Big Data and Food 
• Constant data collection 
• Algorithm led marketing 
• Myth that big data is ‘free’.  

– Rise and rise of the prosumer,  
– the consumer working free for companies 

• BUT DATA are PRIVATE 
• Apps track us 
• retail power…..Story of Dunnhumby 

– ‘customer science company’ (£2bn) Tesco owned 
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Time & 
convenience 
(Dunnhumby 2015) 
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What about the politics of 
the economy? 
Profit and money flows 

Corporate concentration 
(but economics exposes values) 
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 Institutional failure: EU? 
• Common Market founded partly on food 

– CAP / Stresa / Treaty of Rome  
• Productionism the answer 

– More food, cheaper 
• 1980s in trouble 
• Post Rio  SCP 
• Sustainable Food Communiqué dropped 2014 
• Circular Economy main show in town? 
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Policy Development but….? 
• 1929 Wall St crash 
• 1939-45 World War 2 
• 1943 Hot Springs Conf 
• 1945 Quebec Conf FAO 
• 1974 World Food Conf 
• 1992 Int Conf Nutrition 
• 1992 Rio Conf 
• 2000 UN MDGs 
• 2015 UN SDGs 
• 2015 Paris CO2 Accord 

 

• 1951 Euro Coal & Steel 
• 1957 Treaty of Rome 
• 1958 Stresa Conf (CAP) 
• 1973 UK in Common Mkt 
• 1975 UK referendum 
• 1987 Single Market 
• 1992 McSharry CAP 
• 1998 QUID labelling 
• 2000 EU Food Safety WP 
• 2000 Agenda 2000 
• 2002 EFSA created 31 



Source of UK food 
source: Defra (2015) Food Statistics Pocketbook  
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Food Trade Gap 
£20.6 bn 



Source: 
DEFRA (2015) 
Agriculture in 
the UK 2014 
pg 91 chart 

13.2 
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US Food Dollar: where the money goes 
source: USDA ERS 2015 http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/food-dollar-

series/documentation.aspx  
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Subsidies all going down (neoliberal effect) 
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Source: OECD Agricultural Policy & Monitoring 2015, pg35 



Source: OECD Agricultural Policy & Monitoring 2015, pg35 
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Big global companies emerge: 
late 19th  21st century 

• Some brands are old: Nestle (1866), Unilever 
(Van Den Berg 1875, Lever Bros 1899, Unilever 
1929), J Sainsbury (1869) 

• Some new: WalMart (1962; starts food 1987), Aldi 
(1962) M&S (1884; food 1931) 

• World Top 100 food co.s  
• Big get huge - eg top 10 fd manufacturing: 

– Nestlé, Kraft/Mondelez, Unilever, Pepsico, Mars, 
Danone, General Mills, Kelloggs, ABF,  CocaCola 
= $450 bn revenue, 15% global sales 

– http://fairtrade-advocacy.org/images/Whos_got_the_power-full_report.pdf  
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Global concentration / ownership 
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EU food & drink manufacturing sector 

• Largest EU manufacturing sector 
– 4.24 m employed 
– turnover of €1,048 billion (2012) 

• 286k food & beverage companies  
– Average company has 16 employees 

• 283k (99.1%) are SMEs  
= 51.6% by turnover  

• 3k (0.9%) are large cos. 
= 48% of sales 
                                                   Source: FoodDrinkEurope, 2014 39 



But… Food Power, not Food 
Democracy: eg Tax Avoidance 

• Accountancy as the vehicle for tax avoidance 
• Action Aid (2013) Sweet Nothings report 

http://www.actionaid.org.uk/sites/default/files/doc_lib/sweet_nothings.pdf  

– Investigation of ABF (Silver Spoon sugar) in Zambia  
– Zambia Sugar profits $123m; pays “virtually no corporate tax” in Zambia.  
– ‘siphoned’ $83.7m / $13m p.a. (=30% of pre-tax profits) into tax havens.  
– Total loss c.$27m. This could school 48,000 children. It’s 10 x UK 

education aid to Zambia p.a. 

• War on Want (2015) Unhappy Meal : estimated €1 Billion Tax 
Avoidance at McDonald's (EU) http://www.waronwant.org/about-us/publications/cat_view/328-publications  

• General picture on tax avoidance: 
– Richard Murphy: Tax Research UK: http://www.taxresearch.org.uk/Blog/  

– HC PAC reports 2013 and 2015: http://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-
z/commons-select/public-accounts-committee/news/report-tax-avoidance-the-role-of-large-accountancy-firms-follow-up/  
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McDonalds in EU: Top 5 markets 
(Sales 2013; Stores Jan 2015) 

source: War On Want (2015) Unhappy Meal 
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• EU franchise HQ moved to Luxembourg 
(2009) 

• €833m sales (2013) 
• 13 employees 
• tax if paid in countries 

€3707.9 m (cumulative 2009-13) 
Actual paid: €16m 



Is anything or body in 
control? 

Sober situation 
Some stirrings (at last) 
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What’s needed? 
• A Hot Springs 2? 
• More local policy leadership? Post Milan 
• Popular engagement? 
• Broader alliance of science, CSOs and 

progressive industry? 
• WHAT MIGHT SPARK THIS? 

– Crisis? 
– Build up of company concerns? 
– Consumer / society pressures? 
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People: elephant in the room 
• Activism:  

– campaigns, boycotts, lobbies 
• Workers:  

– living wage campaign 
• Consumers: 

– Beyond ethical shopping 
• Diet change: 

– Sustainable diets;  
– less meat, more plants 
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The picture of drivers presented 

Complexity 
Knowledge about some drivers 

Inadequate policy response 
People as central 
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Conclusions 
• Food System drivers are complex (not new) 
• further proof of need for interdisciplinary work 
• Humans are shaping the food system…. 
• There are feedback loops now shaping us 
• Many possible sources of change  
• New era is consumption politics 

– not just production  
– not least since food system power is diffuse 
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