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Why food & drink matters
Since the end of war-time rationing in 1954, few if any
UK socio-political decision-makers have paid attention to
food and drink supplies into conurbations.
We urge you to pay attention now, and offer our help in so
doing. Why?
First, the sector is the largest in the WMCA region. It
matters, economically.
Secondly, the current economic model is, however, severely
strained. For every £1 spent on food and drink in
Birmingham alone, £0.90 is spent on dealing with its
dietary effects.
Thirdly, there is a considerable and growing body of
evidence that maternal, infant and childhood diet affects
not only the health and well-being of the individual, but
the economic performance of the place where they live.
Finally, the current global agricultural system, even without
the challenges of climate change, cannot supply enough
nutritious food for the growing global population. Food
prices will rise, migration will increase, shortages and
famines will happen. Radical change in how infrastructure
and social assets are organised for the 83% of UK citizens
who live in urban areas will contribute to our food security,
and to meeting the global challenges ahead.
What follows is evidence of these issues in the context of
the four existing WMCA priorities: economics, education
& skills, transport and housing.
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WMCA priorities why food & drink matters

economics

education & skills

£0.90/ Food & drink is by far the largest
£1
business sector1 with sales of £8.7bn
a year, 56% household spend, 44% on
catering services.2 Of the 56% spend,
34% is on products with zero or close to
zero nutritional value.3
For every £1 spent on food & drink sales, it
costs £0.90 to deal with the dietary effects. 4

transport

Infant diet, esp first 1000 days after conception
affects education & skills attainment— and GDP. 8

housing
food.10

The UK imports 40% of its
The
60% grown here depends on good soils
(depleting 1-3cm a year),11 rainfall (East
Anglia is semi-arid)12 and energy. 83% of
the UK population live in urban areas
99.9%
where only tiny amounts can be grown.13

FOOTNOTES

WM has high unemployment (9.3%).5
14% adults are NEETS; UK average is
8.6%.6 47% students leave school without five good GCSEs; UK average is
44%.7 28% adults have a degree; UK 1000
average is 37%.8
days

37%

37% Birmingham children live in
poverty.15 Food poverty & insecurity look
set to increase owing to external drivers.16
Regional-level infrastructure and changes
in how we use social assets will mitigate
the effects of these drivers.17

>99.9% of the food & drink consumed in the
WMCA region is brought in by air, rail or road.1

More affordable sustainable housing within walking
distance of healthy food outlets is key.18

This statement is based on food and drink sales (see
footnote 2), and the less easily garnered information
about business GVA. For information about food
businesses in the region, see Annex C of our briefing
paper for the GBSLEP (2016).
2 The sales calculation is an extrapolation from UK data in
Defra’s Food Statistics Pocketbook 2016 and assumes the
UK population to be 65M and that of the WMCA region
to be 2.8M; this latter figure is from ONS data and used
by the Centre for Cities. (It should be noted, however, that
the WMCA website states the region’s population is 4M.)
3 From an analysis of Defra statistics we commissioned from
the Chartered Institute of Environmental Health; see this
blogpost about it. note: This Lancet editorial reports poor
quality diets are the leading cause of non-communicable
disease worldwide. (April 2017)
4 This figure is based on Birmingham statistics, the citations
for which can be found in this blogpost. Note, too, most
of the profits on our food and drink sales do not stay in
the region, and nearly all of the costs are locally borne.
5 WMCA priorities
6 WMCA Strategic Economic Plan Technical Appendix: Skills
(March 2016)
7 Centre for Cities: Three policy priorities for the West
Midlands (February 2017) and the Education DataLab,
2016
8 Centre for Cities: Three policy priorities for the West
Midlands (February 2017)
9 See, for example, Early childhood and cognitive
development in developing countries (Dfid, 2015), Food
for thought: Tackling childhood malnutrition to unlock
potential and boost prosperity (Save the Children Fund,

2013), the Chief Medical Officer Annual Report 2014:
Women’s Health, in particular Chapter 5, the wealth of
literature on the economic impact of healthy meals
among school students such as this April 2017 Berkeley
study and David J P Parker’s work on the 1944 Dutch
famine legacy.
10 This 40% figure is approximate and depends on many
factors; e.g. the weather, commodity prices, subsidies —
and if Brexit happens, imports look set to increase
dramatically. All of this is in the context of climate change
which will affect global food production; see FAO website.
11 Submission to Environmental Audit Commission Inquiry
on Soil Health. Climate Change Committee (Jan 2016).
12 Portrait of the East of England. ONS (2009). See also
Water Stress by Country, World Resources Institute.
13 World Bank data; see also the Population Research
Bureau on urbanisation. (note: The UK population has
increased by a third since 1945, the global population has
tripled.)
14 What it takes to feed the city, Part II of the Birmingham
2050 Scenarios Project Report, 2011 (page 21)
15 Birmingham Child Poverty Commission Report (2016),
reported by the BBC here
16 See sections 2.1.4 (pp 8-10) and 2.3.3 (pp13-14) of our
project report Food insecurity in Birmingham — a citylevel response? (October 2015)
17 ibid section 2.4 (p 14)
18 ibid section 3.3, paragraph PRODUCERS at the top of p 19,
and the useful bibliography on p 22 which includes as
here, a link to Hillary Shaw’s paper on Food access, diet
and health in the UK: an empirical study of Birmingham.
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