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A national context

I recommend that the Government include obesity in its national risk planning.

Annual Report of the Chief Medical Officer 2014
Professor Dame Sally Davies, published December 2015

Wave 10 is the first occasion that food prices have not been the highest wider food 
concern. Spontaneous concern about food prices (12%) was also reported by 
fewer respondents than in all previous waves except Wave 8. Concerns about food 
safety in food outlets are fairly stable, with concerns remaining marginally higher 
for restaurants, pubs, cafes and takeaways than shops and supermarkets at this 
wave. Women continue to report greater concern than men about most food 
issues.

Biannual Public Attitudes Survey Tracker Wave 10, May 2015
Government Statistical Service & the Food Standards Agency, published July 2015

The UK’s food and farming industry contributes more than £100 billion a year to 
our growing economy and employs one in eight people. Over 16,000 new food 
and drink products are introduced every year—second in the world only to the 
United States of  America. Food and drink remains the UK’s biggest 
manufacturing sector, bigger than cars and aerospace combined.

Industry kick-starts work on the Great British Food and Farming Plan
Press release by Defra on 16th July 2015

Geographical voting patterns, magnified by first-past-the-post system make [ . . . ] 
deep continuities visible: the Ambridge versus Coronation Street polarity.

The English & their history
Robert Tombs, Penguin 2015
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1	 The national diet and population health

The Chief  Medical Officer’s first recommendation in her latest Annual Report is that the 
Government includes obesity in its national risk planning, a forceful acknowledgement of  the 
societal costs of  poor diet. These include the financial burden of  obesity-related morbidities on 
our health and social services and the impact of  diet on performance and productivity.

The financial burden for the GBSLEP are given in Annex C, extrapolated from national figures.

Professor Davies also references the long-term 
impact of  poor diet, including maternal obesity, 
on foetal and infant development, including 
cognitive development.

A rich source of  more evidence backing her 
recommendation features in another Government 
report published last month, the Department of  
International Development’s Early childhood and 
cognitive development in developing countries. 

Info-graphic from the Annual Report of the Chief Medical Officer

To summarise, maternal and infant diet has life-long impact. It affects the body, and also the mind. 

While diet has a big impact on children of  all ages, the effects of  diet during a 1000-day period 
starting at conception is critical, in particular for cognitive development. Inadequate provision of  
energy, protein, fatty acids and certain micronutrients can severely disrupt the neuro-developmental 
process, leading to poor development of  the brain.

Another report Food for thought: Tackling child malnutrition to 
unlock potential and boost prosperity (Save the Children Fund, 
2013) has costed the effects of  interventions in infant and 
child diet. As with the DFID report, much of  the data is 
from developing countries where concerns over calorie 
sufficiency can dominate. The nutrients required, 
however, by a growing body and mind, particularly 
during this critical 1000-day window when development 
is so rapid, are universal requirements.

Childhood diet makes a bigger difference to 
educational achievement than any other intervention. 
And interventions to improve maternal and infant diet 
make a dramatically even bigger difference.1 

There is even evidence that the foetal environment of  girls 
affects the following generation; i.e. healthy maternal eating 
habits during a pregnancy carrying daughter/s will benefit 
the woman’s grandchildren.2

Professor Davies’ report presents an opportunity for 
local as well as national policy-makers to build on 

evidence that is well-understood by the Government in its development work overseas, that 
good nutrition underpins economic prosperity.
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1	 There’s evidence the returns on investment are a staggering 1:138. See our (forthcoming) report Economic and social costs of poor diet which will 
shortly be published on-line here.

2	 The effects of prenatal exposure to the 1944 Dutch famine have proved life-long. Other studies since have been carried out on the generational 
impact of inadequate nutrients in utero; see for example, the work of David J P Barker.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/chief-medical-officer-annual-report-2014-womens-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/chief-medical-officer-annual-report-2014-womens-health
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-childhood-and-cognitive-development-in-developing-countries
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-childhood-and-cognitive-development-in-developing-countries
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-childhood-and-cognitive-development-in-developing-countries
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/early-childhood-and-cognitive-development-in-developing-countries
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://livepage.apple.com/
http://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/useful-info/our-reports-papers/
http://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/useful-info/our-reports-papers/
http://bmb.oxfordjournals.org/search?author1=David+J+P+Barker&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://bmb.oxfordjournals.org/search?author1=David+J+P+Barker&sortspec=date&submit=Submit


2	 Changing consumer behaviours
Consumer diet
The challenge to change the diet of  the UK population appears huge. The latest National Diet 
and Nutrition Survey (NDNS, 2014) reports that in the population as a whole, mean saturated fat, non-
milk extrinsic sugars (NMES) and salt intakes were above dietary recommendations, and the mean intakes of  fruit 
and vegetables, non-starch polysaccharides (NSP) and oily fish were below recommendations.

Yet we know what dietary changes are required. For example, the Scientific Advisory Committee 
on Nutrition advised in a report published by Public Health England (PHE) in July 2015 
recommended that no more than 5% of  calorie intake should be from free sugars; i.e. 100 kcal or 
25 grams per day.3 

The latest Food Standard Agency Biannual Public Attitudes Survey Tracker hints that consumer 
awareness of  the importance of  a healthy diet is beginning to change behaviours. Moreover, 
consumers can and do quickly change behaviours, given evidence and opportunity. There are, 
too, many opportunities for interventions to positively affect the diet of  pregnant women and 
childhood through their routine participation in health and education services.

Consumer shopping behaviours
As all our supermarkets are only too well-aware, our shopping habits can and do change rapidly, 
whether changes in how often we shop for groceries to other demands on our household budgets.4

3	 Where UK food comes from: The importance of food imports

The UK is one of  the world’s largest importers of  food (see left, a 
table from the FAO Statistical Pocketbook) and, unlike the US, the 
Netherlands,  Germany, France, Spain, Italy, Canada and India, the 
UK do not feature on the FAO list of  the world’s top food exporting 
countries.

The last time Britain was self-sufficient in food was over 200 years 
ago when the population was ~10M. Since then, the population has 
risen more than six-fold to 64.4M (mid-2014) and ONS projections 
indicate it will be 70M by 2027. Although the UK population 
increase appears great, it has only increased by 31%, just less than a 
third since 1945. In contrast, the global population increased from 
1.65 billion to 6.5 billion in the 20th century; it has more than 
tripled to today’s 7.4 billion since 1945 and projections suggest it 
will be 9-10 billion by 2050. 

The size of  global population, and its consumption habits, matters 
very much to the UK because we import some 40% of  the food we 
eat; in years of  poor harvest, we import more. 

That’s not to say our agricultural sector is unproductive; it’s highly 
productive. Agricultural productivity tripled between 1800 and 
1950, and tripled again between 1950 and 2000 owing to the 
increase in more efficient farming practices and economies of  scale. 
Farmers are quick to adopt new technologies and new systems.

(There is current concern, though, with stagnation of  yield returns on UK wheat, and for reasons 
scientists cannot yet explain although soil management is likely to be playing a significant part.)
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3	 As illustration of what this means, an can of cola provides ~140-150 kcal; i.e. contains 50% more free sugar than is recommended.
4 Regarding Waitrose performance over this Christmas period, for example, Sir Charlie Maybury said ‘the grocery market continues to be challenging . . . 

patterns of trade sifted significantly’.

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/310997/NDNS_Y1_to_4_UK_report_Executive_summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/310997/NDNS_Y1_to_4_UK_report_Executive_summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sacns-sugars-and-health-recommendations-why-5
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sacns-sugars-and-health-recommendations-why-5
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sacns-sugars-and-health-recommendations-why-5
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sacns-sugars-and-health-recommendations-why-5
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/310997/NDNS_Y1_to_4_UK_report_Executive_summary.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/310997/NDNS_Y1_to_4_UK_report_Executive_summary.pdf
http://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/383d384a-28e6-47b3-a1a2-2496a9e017b2/
http://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/383d384a-28e6-47b3-a1a2-2496a9e017b2/


By 1939, we were importing some 70% of  our food albeit with 14M fewer mouths to feed than 
today, a situation exploited by the German blockade during World War II when we became 
perilously close to famine. 

Indeed, we have relied heavily on food imports since the mid 19th century when a combination of 
the repeal of  the Corn Laws in 1846, faster means of  transporting goods, imperial control over 
far-flung agricultural lands and new methods of  storing perishable fresh foods (including 
protecting them from contaminants and away from rodents, weevils etc) meant we concentrated 
on economic industrial success rather than farming. Unlike France and other members of  the EU, 
we haven’t invested heavily in our agriculture or horticultural sectors since this time.

Moreover, we are a densely populated set of  islands. Although areas (such as those at the eastern 
side of  the Midlands Engine) have soils suitable for high grade arable crops, our climate and 
much of  our terrain (e.g. moorland and mountainous regions) is unsuitable for arable farming, 
although some have pasture-fed livestock.

Given this picture, the GBSLEP need to be aware that food price volatility and possible shortages 
look set to affect us all and make the need to take measures to alleviate and mitigate against the 
current high levels of  poverty and food insecurity in the area all the more urgent (see Annex C). 

4	 Information from the Defra Food Statistics Pocketbook 2015

This Defra pocketbook provides a great deal of  useful information about the national context, 
only some of  which is below in the following four info-graphics:

(note: The information from the food chain info-graphic on the right is that used to calculate the 
GBSLEP spend on food in Annex C.)
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5	 Information from the FAO about the UK

The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), part of  the United Nations, provides annual 
profiles of  each country in the world. They’re hugely informative, and have a wealth of  statistics. 
The profile for the United Kingdom can be found on-line here.

6	 The UK food and drink sector

GVA by sub-sector

Top UK companies
There are many ways to measure the size or influence of  a company. This table gives three lists: 

Notable is the inclusion of  Whiskas in the list of  brands, a reminder of  the importance of  the pet 
food sub-sector.
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http://www.fao.org/countryprofiles/index/en/?iso3=GBR&lang=en
http://www.fao.org/countryprofiles/index/en/?iso3=GBR&lang=en


Private companies
SSP plc was listed on the FTSE 250 in 2014. The next two on the list are Samworth Brothers 
(2013 revenue £767M) who are located in Melton Mowbray so within the Midlands Engine area, 
and Dunbia of  Co Tyrone (2013 revenue £765M). 

VAT-exemption
Many food and drink products are VAT-exempt. Those that have low or no nutritional content, 
however, carry standard-rate VAT. Catering venues carry standard-rate VAT as there is a service 
element. Some of  the distinctions between VAT-rated and VAT-exempt products are fine ones; 
just-cooked bakery products are VAT-exempt, but hot food takeaways are not. Most farm animal 
feeds are VAT-exempt; pet foods are not.

7	 Defra: Great British Food and Farming Plan

In July 2015, Defra began an industry-led process to deliver a Great British Food and Farming 
Plan. The press release about it is here. It is set to be published in March 2016.

8	 The rise of the food service sector

A variety of  factors suggests there will be a significant rise in the food service sector. (In March 
2015 Horizon, for example, suggested a 20% rise by 2019.) Catering businesses, especially casual 
dining and street food look set to be a huge growth area for the UK economy.

9	 Scenarios

The Food Standards Agency commissioned Cranfield University to undertake a scenario planning 
exercise. Their report is Plausible future scenarios for the UK food and feed system — 2015 and 2035.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/news/industry-kick-starts-work-on-great-british-food-and-farming-plan
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/industry-kick-starts-work-on-great-british-food-and-farming-plan
https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/FINAL_FFS_Report-June-2014.pdf
https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/FINAL_FFS_Report-June-2014.pdf

