
Belfast Summit on Global Food Integrity

Lightning talk: The Hand That Feeds: A musical about food crime 

With the title The Hand That Feeds, A musical about food crime, you may well be expecting me 
to burst into song. 

But about the Birmingham Food Council first: We do serious, evidence-based stuff  
about food integrity. As well, about other scary threats to our food supplies from 
climate change, resource depletion and population pressures. And, too, about how 
economics drives and shapes the food sector. 

We do ‘serious’. But we never do solemn. Indeed, we do fun things like the food 
crime musical to get important messages over to thousands of  people. 

But as for me, the Chair of  the Council, I cannot reliably sing in tune. 

n 

So what am I going to do here, given this medium of, what is in essence, a soap box? 

I will play a recording . . . But that won’t keep your attention much longer. 

So instead, I’m going to do is this: 

First, I’m going to make a distinction between the term homo sapiens, ‘wise 
man’ . . . and pan narrans, the storytelling ape.  

Science, perhaps more than any other way of  thinking, encourages wisdom. And 
the reason why is this. I quote mathematician Ian Stewart: Science is the best 
defence we have against believing what we want to. That is indeed wisdom. And a 
vital wisdom, given the food supply challenges we’re facing. 

Yet humans, yes, scientists too, you can be as daffy and as irrational as the rest of  
us, we are in our day-to-day lives less homo sapiens, more pan narrans, the story-
telling ape. It’s stories, with all their emotional impact, that motivate us to act. 

My second point is this: If  you’re a scientist, regulator or policy decision-maker, as 
many of  you are here, please continue to do what you’re good at. Yours is a 
scientific endeavour. Yes, set up hypotheses to test and maybe disprove what you 
believe to be true. Change your mind in the face of  evidence. And thereby your 
work will widen and deepen our knowledge.  

Be clear, though, this is where your strengths lie, it’s where you make our world a 
better place.  

When it comes to communicating what you doing, however, it may well not be for 
you. Instead, collaborate with people, often artists whose professional expertise is 
in the creation of  lively, engaging ‘narrativium’, the element upon which we 
humans run.  

n 
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In conclusion: If  you want to know about how we made a story, made a story set to music 
on the serious, weighty, information-dense matter of  food crime and performed it in front 
of  thousands of  people . . . Get out your mobile, your cell phone. And point your camera 
at my T-shirt now. 

I have six more of  them here. For you. There is, though,  no such thing as a free T-shirt. 
The deal is that you wear it, today, and you become the living, breathing medium of  how 
a story set to music about food crime was made, some of  the sound of  it and the impact it 
had. 
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The QR code on the 
T-shirt is for our 
website. During the 
Belfast Summit it led 
with this blogpost.

http://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2018/05/30/belfast-summit-more-about-the-food-crime-musical/
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