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Birmingham Food Council CIC: Annual Report

At our first Board Meeting in June 2014, I was formally appointed the
Birmingham Food Council Chair. It is in this capacity that I’ve written our
first Annual Report.
I’m pleased to report that a great deal was achieved in our first year.
We have recruited a Board of Directors, a Panel of Experts, first-class
administrative support and we commissioned work to enable us meet our
responsibilities under the Birmingham Food Charter.
We are confident that our work to date is already benefitting Birmingham
and its citizens, and contributing to the city having an enviable reputation
beyond its borders as a thought-leader on the vitally important subject of
food.

Image on the front page by mafleen, reproduced here
with her kind permission under a creative commons licence.
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1	


GOVERNANCE, ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE & FINANCE
1.1	

 Professional advisors
After legal, accounting and governance advice, Birmingham Food Council CIC was
incorporated by Anthony Collins Solicitors in March 2014. It is a Community Interest
Company (CIC) number 8931789 registered in England and Wales. We appointed W H Parker
& Co as our accountants.

1.2	

 Birmingham Food Council: Board of Directors
Under our Articles of Association, we can have up to 12 Board members, each being both a
Director of the company and a Member of the CIC, one of whom should be an independent
Chair, and none of whom is, has been or is nominated for election as a MP, MEP or Councillor.
In addition, the Board is required to use its reasonable endeavours to ensure:
➡

Board members have relevant experience in the food supply chain, SMEs or social enterprises
operating in the food industry, the NHS or other public health body, the catering industry, the
education of children and young people, groups formed for the purpose of community food
growing, regional universities or medical schools.

➡

The Board has no fewer than three Directors.

➡

No more than one individual is appointed as a Director from any single organisation.

At the end of our first year, we had six Directors registered at Companies House:
❖

Kate Cooper, independent Chair

❖

Caroline Hutton of Growing Birmingham, also Director at Martineau Gardens

❖

Dr John Middleton, Vice President of the UK Faculty of Public Health and former Sandwell
Director of Public Health

❖

Jim Parle, Professor of Primary Care at Birmingham Medical School and a practising GP

❖

Alison Plant, then Head of Sponsorship and Hospitality at Aston Villa Football Club

❖

Dr Caroline Wolhuter, Head of Social Inclusion at Ashram Housing Association in which
capacity she is also the organiser of Holiday Kitchen

1.3	

 Board Meetings
We have four Board of Directors meetings every year, planned for each quarter in June,
September, December and March.
In addition, our Articles state we must have a Annual General Meeting within six months of the
end of our financial year when we are required to present a report on our activities. Our first
AGM will follow on from our September 2015 Board Meeting.
We have also planned an Annual Meeting later in 2015 to which the public will be invited.

1.4	

 Panel of Experts
We recruited an international Panel of Experts. This Panel does not have any legal status within
the CIC. Their role is to inform the Board, and give an ‘outsider’ perspective as and when
required. We also inform them as to our activities which has the knock-on effect of informing
professionals from across UK and further afield about the work Birmingham is doing.
At the end of our first year the following people had agreed to serve:
✦
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Tim Benton, Professor of Population Ecology at Leeds University and the UK’s Global Food
Security Champion. He also contributed to the Birmingham 2050 Scenarios Project Report.
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✦

Dr Rosemary Collier, Director of the Warwick Crop Centre and Academic Lead on the
Warwick Global Research Project on Food. She took part in the Birmingham 2050 Scenarios
Project exploring possible food futures for the city.

✦

Chris Elliott, Professor in the School of Biosciences at Queens University Belfast and Director
of the Institute for Global Food Safety. He also led the Elliott Review into the Integrity and
Assurance of Food Supply Networks, set up by HMG in the wake of the horsemeat scandal.

✦

Roberta Friedman, Director of Public Policy at the US-based Rudd Center.

✦

Linda Hindle, Lead Allied Health Professional for Public Health England, Board member of
the British Dietetic Board and Chair of DOM UK.

✦

Professor Lisa Jack of the Food Fraud Group at Portsmouth Business School.

✦

Chris Mould, Executive Chair of the Trussell Trust.

✦

Rajiv Narayan is ‘capacity specialist’ in the NYC Department of Health and Mental
Hygiene. A recent Rotary Scholar on the MSc in Medical Anthropology at Oxford
University, he has written and edited widely on food, farming, diet and obesity for academic
journals, on-line media such as the Huffington Post and Upworthy.

✦

Pam Warhurst who, among other activities, is co-founder of Todmorden’s Incredible Edible.

1.5	

 Finances
We spend the first six months of our first year putting in place appropriate governance and
organisational structures. We only began to commission work after our September Board
meeting. At the end of our first year as a CIC, therefore, we have a small surplus on income
which has been carried over into 2015-16.

2	


THE BIRMINGHAM FOOD CHARTER
Between our June and September Board meetings, we scrutinised draft Birmingham Food Charter which
Birmingham Public Health had commissioned Roger Harmer to write in 2013. With minor amendments,
we agreed it at our September Board meeting before posting it on-line on our website here. Our activities
(see below) are designed to fulfil our responsibilities with regard to this Food Charter. To this end, our overarching aim for the Food Council is this:
We aim for all our children to enjoy safe, tasty, healthy meals . . . and eat them in good company.

3	


ACTIVITIES
We have developed a website (http:birminghamfoodcouncil.org) which has become a growing repository of
useful information with links to reports, papers and other useful websites plus ‘facts & stats’ under our six
activity headings, along with an image gallery to illustrate the complexity, diversity and sheer scale of what
it takes to feed a city.
The Food Council itself doesn’t have the resources to carry out substantial work on its own. Therefore its
role, at least in its first year, is to scrutise what other organisations are doing and identify gaps in relevant
information that is publicly available. To that end we categorised six inter-connected activity strands for our
work: Food & the city economy, Food safety & integrity, Food poverty, food insecurity, Urban food growing, Global food
security and Nutrition & public health.

3.1	

 Food and the city economy
3.1.1	

 The existing ‘food economy’
Nick Hughes undertook to carry out research on food and the city economy as it is today. A
blogpost about this commission can be read here. Our main brief was this:
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What we want to be able to do is demonstrate how important food businesses and the food
industry is to the city’s economy. At the moment, the food sector doesn’t appear to enter into
socio-political decision-making.
Our question is, should it?
How does the ‘food economy’ (however we might define that) compare to other sectors in the
city? And does it have a higher or a lower profile here than in other cities?
An interim report based on his findings was put to the December Board and was published as an
on-line discussion document here. We sought and received responses to it which were put before
the Board meeting in March.
In summary, this research showed food is of huge importance to the city; it is a diverse sector
integral to the economic fortunes of Birmingham. Several major niche players in the UK food
sector have been founded here over the last 25 years, business activity largely unnoticed until
very recently by many people, including key decision-makers in the city.
Food is at the heart of many of the city’s social issues. Birmingham under-performs on key food
enforcement measures. Obesity rates in adults and children are higher than the national average.
Food poverty is an emerging issue with food banks proliferating across the city.
Perhaps inevitably there are therefore clear tensions between the political desire to attract
investment and support local businesses and the health and social issues caused by obesity and
increasing levels of poverty and poor enforcement of food standards in the city. These tensions
will be explored further in 2015-16.
3.1.2	

 Our response to the Birmingham City Council Budget Consultation 2015
We also responded to the Budget Consultation 2015, commenting on their proposals for
economic development, an energy services company, public health, voluntary sector advice and
income generation. We published what we said on-line here.

3.2	

 Food safety and integrity
3.2.1	

 Professor Elliott & Nick Lowe report to the December 2014 Board meeting
Following on from the Elliott Review Birmingham led by The New Optimists, the Birmingham
Food Council Board asked Professor Elliott and the City Council’s lead EHO, Nick Lowe, to
report to them in person after our December Board meeting on the state of play regarding
tackling food crime from a national and a local standpoint respectively.
We also asked other people with relevant professional expertise to attend and join in the
discussion with the Professor, Nick Lowe and the Board. They were Stewart Davies of
Birmingham City Laboratories, Public Analyst Dr Frank Hollywood and Professor Ian Nabney,
a mathematician and computer scientist at Aston University. (Dan Edwards of the Food Safety
Group at the University of Bimringham sent his apologies.)
This event had live social media reporting via twitter and our blog; these reports can be found
here. We also engaged an analyst, Alex Clarke of the University of Warwick, to attend,
summarise and and comment on the presentations and following discussion. A draft report was
written in March 2015, but the final version wasn’t published in 2014-15 as we were still
awaiting the Professor’s amendments on our synopsis of his presentation to us.
3.2.2	

 Food crime — why should doctors care?
As a result of this meeting, Board Directors John Middleton and Jim Parle co-authored a ‘grey’
article for the BMJ Food crime — why should doctors care? which was published on-line on 15th
January 2015. Within days, it had been viewed over 1000 times.
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3.2.3	

 The International Food Fraud Network (IFFN)
As a result of the live social media reporting of the Professor’s visit to us, the Manchester-based
IFFN invited me to join a working party on 16th-17th December of key people from the food
sector and academia to co-design a conference on food crime to be held next May. They were
delighted for us to participate, and impressed by the work we’re doing.
3.2.4	

 House of Commons Environment, Food & Rural Affairs Select Committee
As Chair of the Food Council, I attended the Commons EFRA Select Committee on 25th
February when the FSA Chief Executive, Catherine Brown, the FSA acting Chair Tim Bennett
and Director of Policy Steve Wearne appeared before the Committee; a transcript of this
meeting is here.
The situation regarding food safety and integrity is not only a Birmingham issue. As Catherine
said to the Select Committee we are very concerned about and thinking about a lot as we look into the future
strategy period is the sustainability of the local authority delivery model. You [The Chair, Anne McIntosh MP]
have alluded to the question around public analysts and laboratory infrastructure, but the question is much wider
than that, relating to labs, and that is something that clearly we only effectively have an impact through our
collegiate working with people on the ground locally, and how that is sustainable is another really important area
for us going forward. (page 4)

3.3	

 Food poverty and food insecurity
Food poverty and food insecurity is a growing concern in the city, and has been a concern for
some time. For example, in February 2012 as part of the Birmingham 2050 Scenarios Project a
video interview with Professor Parle (now a Food Council Board member) sparked lively on-line
debate and gained the attention of many, including MPs Richard Burden and Gisela Stuart as
well as the then-Sainsbury’s CEO Justin King.
In my role with Birmingham Food Council Chair, I was asked to chair the Lunar Society
meeting on the topic in May. Panel Expert Chris Mould from the Trussell Trust was a key
speaker, along with Adrian Phillips and Professor Liz Dowler. (Live social media reporting of
both events can be found here.)
There is, however, little understanding of how a city society should respond to the evident crisis
so many people find themselves in. By the end of our first year, we had set up and designed a six
month project in partnership with the AshramMoseley, the Trussell Trust and Birmingham
Public Health to explore this topic during 2015-16. The Barrow Cadbury Trust have kindly
agreed to co-fund it with us.

3.4	

 Urban food growing
3.4.1	

 A report on community food growing in Birmingham
We commissioned David Papadopoulis to research community food growing in Birmingham,
and his report was submitted to the March Board meeting. It gives detailed descriptions of food
growing places in the city, and has begun an important analysis of the similarities and
differences among the types of food growing projects happening now — as Caroline Hutton
says in the introduction to the report, there are a glorious variety of them. The final version of
this report was published in early 2015-16.
3.4.2	

 What we commissioned next
At our March Board meeting, we agreed to co-commission with Martineau Gardens an on-line
mapping tool for all the information gleaned through this research to be entered on to a live
database on the Growing Birmingham website, and regularly updated.
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3.5	

 Global food security
3.5.1	

 Food waste
Professor Tim Benton advises that there are three major ways in which people living in cities can
contribute to global food security, namely for citizens to buy less, eat less and differently, and
waste less. 1 Given that other activity strands will cover both the economy and nutrition, we
decided that our focus in our first year should be on food waste.
To that end, Su Balu was tasked at the September Board meeting to garner information in the
public domain and consult with the helpful people working on the local Love Food Hate Waste
campaign. She presented an interim report to the December Board meeting which is published
on-line here and blogposts about her research work and some of its implications are here.
3.5.2	

 Warwick Climate Forum 2015
By invitation, I attended the student-organised Warwick Climate Forum in March 2015 where
there were speakers with global renown (see blogpost here). Along with some scary statistics and
grim images of sterile seas and landscapes, speaker after speaker talked about the need for
transformative change within a generation.
I had several conversations there about the potential for this change at a city level, including
with the Chief Scientist for the United Nations Environment Programme Professor Jacqueline
McGlade and the Rothamsted Research CEO Professor Achim Dobermann. These
conversations are continuing.

3.6	

 Nutrition and public health
In September, we made a deliberate decision not to commission or engage with specific work
under this activity strand for the time being, in recognition that the work we commissioned
under the other five activity strands all have a bearing on the health and well-being of
Birmingham citizens.

1	


See pages 24-25 of the Birmingham 2050 Scenarios Project Report.
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