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On 23rd March 2020, just as the 2019-20 financial year was
drawing to a close, the Prime Minister announced a strict lockdown
in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. Some weeks earlier, the
Birmingham Food Council had already shifted its focus to the
Covid-related change in the food supply system, a change that
accelerated dramatically within hours of lockdown, and the
shutdown of hospitality services.
Our work this year built on the horizon scanning project in 2017-18
and the development of The Game last year. All of this meant we
were well-positioned to provide a Covid-19 commentary and,
perhaps more importantly, begin to glean from others working in
the sector how the UK can be better prepared for future food
system shocks..
Last year, we expressed concern as well as astonishment that the
Government appeared to be pursuing a ‘do or die’ Brexit. Despite
Covid-19 leading to empty shelves and supermarkets imposing
rationing of some foodstuffs, despite the poor UK harvests this year
owing to extreme weather events, despite the midwinter Brexit, it
looks almost certain HMG will not negotiate a trade arrangement
with the EU27. We anticipate our work over this last year will hold
us in good stead to be able to contribute to tackling these issues.
The next few pages give an account of other work we have done
over this last year, including our advice to the new Director of
Public Health in Birmingham and his work to create a Healthy Food
City, on food system transformation and the imaginative means we
have developed to communicate food system issues and challenges.
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how our work illuminated the challenges facing us all
Like others who had been involved in our scenarios
thinking tool, The Game, nothing surprised us in
the immediate drama of the hour-by-hour effects on
the UK food supply system from the moment the
Prime Minister announced the Covid-19 lockdown,
a mere week before the end of our financial year.
It was timely that much of our focus had been, and
still is on the risks to UK food supplies, and how we
might build better food system resilience. Fortunate,
too, we were also engaged in thinking through what
the UN Food & Agriculture Organization (FAO)
terms 'food system transformation'.

University meeting, shortages and scarcities can
only increase given the threats to our food supplies.

We were thus able to rapidly pivot all this work to a
Covid-19 commentary from early March, informed
by inputs through Zoom interviews within our
network of specialist informants across the sector.

We also responded to the National Food Strategy
Call for Evidence (see next page), in which inter alia
we made clear the specific risks on the system posed
by the makers and promoters of drug-foods.

Earlier in the year, we responded to the Lords Select
Committee on Food, Poverty, Health and the
Environment although such matters are not a direct
focus of our work. We nonetheless felt we should
respond, not least because, as we said at a Salford

This year, we were engaged on several arts projects
to illuminate food system resilience, some devised by
us, others originated elsewhere. Most of this multimedia work was curtailed by Covid. Nonetheless,
we continue some of this work behind the scenes.
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Preparedness for Covid? Future system shocks?

a PDF version of this infographic (with links) is on-line here.
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Our contribution to the National Food Strategy
Government responsibility, and three recommendations
In last year’s Annual Report, we asked a series of
questions, sparked by our consideration of the draft
London Food Strategy: Should a nation state, city
or neighbourhood have a food strategy or policy?
At what level could different versions be
implemented successfully? And if they were, how
would their effects be measured?
We will find out the answers to these questions over
the next few years as, in the summer of 2019, the
Government announced there would be a National
Food Strategy, and appointed Henry Dimbleby as
its ‘independent lead’.
Dimbleby and his team launched the Birmingham
Food Conversation, the start of his consultation and
of the city’s Healthy Food City project.

Our Response seems even more timely, given the
huge changes on the food supply system wrought by
Covid and the imminent Brexit-related changes on
our agri-food supply system.
The ultimate responsibility of Government is now
obvious to all, iterated in the recent EFRA
Commons Select Committee Report on Covid and
food supply, with their recommendation the
Government appoint a Minister for Food Security.
As to our recommendations, the notion of a UK
Food Security Institute or similar seems yet more
timely whether an institute or, as we’ve put forward
more recently, a statutory, independent Committee
on Food Security to advise Government.

Before compiling a single word of our Response to
their subesequent Call for Evidence we hosted a
workshop to glean insights of participants across
the sector, then undertook desk research and further
interviews, chronicled in 20 supporting posts.

Our second recommendation for a new statutory
funding body to generate and debate and new
ideas, and our third, for a Public Inquiry to advise
on the authority body we need to ensure food
system players act ethically, also appear more timely
than ever.

Government responsibility

Our three recommendations

The UN 1996 Rome Declaration, to which the UK
Government is a signatory, puts the responsibility
for food security firmly on governments: Food
security exists when all people, at all times, have physical
and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to
meet their dietary needs and food preferences for a healthy
life . . . Each nation must adopt a strategy consistent with its
resources and capacities to achieve its individual goals and, at
the same time, cooperate regionally and internationally in
order to organize collective solutions to global issues of food
security.
In addition, in 2015, the UK Government
committed to achieving the UN’s Sustainable
Development Goals. It has, however, been criticised
for not doing enough to achieve these goals,
including combatting hunger and food security at
home.
It’s important the National Food Strategy states
the Government has ultimate responsibility for the
food security for every citizen in the UK.

The Government sets up a UK Food Security
Institute, or similar, ideally led by senior
members of the MoD or the intelligence
community with specific remits regarding food
risk and resilience.
The Government sets up a new statutory
funding body, similar to the Arts Council or
Sport England. Its purpose would be to enable
engaging, informed debate about the food
security challenges we’re facing and to generate
a myriad of unexplored and as yet unimagined
ideas for different actual and potential food
systems.
The Government sets up a Public Inquiry led by
a senior Judge. Its concern would be to advise
on the authority body we need to ensure food
system players act ethically in the protection,
promotion and maintenance of sufficient
supplies of safe, nutritious food for the UK
population.
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Our contribution to Birmingham Healthy Food City
Challenges, opportunities and threats to the local system
We met with Dr Justin Varney, the
city’s new Director of Public
Health, just after his appointment
to discuss with him how our work
could help him achieve a ‘healthy
food city’.
At his request, in October 2019,
we submitted to him a four-page
account of our work over the
preceding year, summarised in the
info-graphic below.
Pre-Covid, we advised Dr Varney
and his colleagues that the biggest
food system challenges they were
facing were three-fold.
First, food system deficit costs, as
summarised in this Briefing Note.
Secondly, that local decision-players
were well-nigh powerless. Thirdly,
the UK food system was fragile,
threatened by the factors that were
the backdrop to our development
of The Game; i.e. climate change,
resource depletion and population

pressures, all compounded by the
pernicious dangers on human and
planetary health of corporations
that make and promote drugfoods.

“ pernicious dangers

A co-design of The Game with
Birmingham Public Health was
halted by Covid-19, as has been
their work on Healthy Food City.

on
human & planetary health
of corporations
that make and promote
drug-foods.”

Covid-19 provided the City
Council with an immediate, harsh
lesson on system fragility and local
powerlessness in the face of a food
supply crisis.

20% VAT

As Birmingham City Council and
Public Health focus on responding
to the pandemic, we continue our
efforts to curb the activities of
drug-food corporations in order to
save scarce natural agri-resources,
reduce diet-related morbidities
and aid building food system
resilience in preparation for the
next crisis.

all healthy foods

0%
VAT
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engineering serendipity & diversity to generate new ideas
We need new radical thinking to engineer our way
through these uncertain complex times.
Threats to our food system abound and can only
increase. Food system fragilities were exposed by
Covid. Neither extreme weather-related impacts on
harvests here and overseas, nor increasingly likely
disruptions from a midwinter crash-out Brexit, have
gone away. Nor climate change, resource depletion,
population pressures and changing geopolitics.
It was no accident that we were well-prepared for
the Covid-19 impact on the food system. Our
activities are informed by a growing network of

people with different perspectives on the system.
As stated earlier, our Response to the National Food
Strategy Call for Evidence typified our approach in
generating new ideas through serendipitous meetings
of minds; the video (left) illuminates the complexity
of the fresh produce supply chain, its origins a
briefing from a supermarket executive and a freshproduce wholesaler. to others in the group we’d
brought together.

V
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Foresight: diverse networks drive radical thinking

Foresight requires a diversity of perspectives and an
intellectual flexibility to plan for a range of possible
futures, while adapting or changing any or all of
them when a new reality hits.
Some food system realities, however, will stay the
same. The scale and logistical complexity required to
ensure all 66.5m UK residents have access to
sufficient supplies of safe, nutritious food. That
investment to ensure the nutritional requirements of
children, in particular during the first 1000 days
from conception, has life-long impact, beneficial
impact on GDP and generates considerable savings
by reducing the costs of diet-related morbidities.

Food system ethics in times of plenty, in times of crisis
Our foresight work inevitably concerns the ethics
of personal and social decision-making. When we
call upon the UK Government to meet its
responsibilities under the Rome Declaration, it is
fundamentally an ethical call by us for them.
As 99.9% of our food supplies arrive on our plates
through a commercial system, what we should do
about the growing number of people in the UK
who do not have the money to buy sufficient, safe
nutritious food is, we argue, of urgent concern.
Other issues abound: Should there be adequate
public funds for food inspection and testing, or
should these important duties be carried out by
the private sector? Who polices delivery of them?
How much food should the UK import? How do
we prioritise the interests and needs of people and
business?
How much should we invest in agri-food research?
Should UK grazing land be taken out of
production? If so,
how much?

How should the UK balance the demands
of environmental and healthcare costs
with drug-food company profits and their
use of scarce global agri-resources?
What are the rights of people fleeing lands
rendered infertile by drought or
war? And what are our
responsibilities to them?
Over the coming year, our
focus will be on such issues,
and how their resolution can
set the UK on a trajectory
to expand our
contribution to
the common
good.

page 5
5/6
/6
page

BIRMINGHAMFOODCOUNCIL annual report 2019-20

Who we are
Board of Directors

Panel of Experts

Birmingham Food Council CIC was incorporated in
March 2014.

We have an international Panel of Experts. At the
end of March 2020, they were:

At the end of the 2019-20 financial year, there were
eight Directors registered at Companies House who
were also CIC Members:
❖

Andrew Clark, Director of Policy at the National
Farmers Union

❖
❖
❖

❖

Kate Cooper, Executive Director

❖

Junaid Haroon, Partner, Mills and Reeve

❖

Caroline Hutton Growing Birmingham member
and former Director at Martineau Gardens

❖

Mark Laurie, Director, Nationwide Catering
Association

❖

❖

Jon Miller, Industry Engagement Leader, Marsh
UK Corporate

❖

❖

Dr Miranda Pallan, Reader in Public Health &
Epidemiology at the Institute of Applied Health,
University of Birmingham

❖

❖

Dr Lauren Traczykowski, Senior Lecturer in Law
(ethics) at Aston Business School

❖

❖

❖

❖
❖
❖

Tim Benton, Professor of Population Ecology at
Leeds University and Chatham House Fellow.
Barbara Bray, OBE, Nutrition and food safety
consultant, former Nuffield scholar.
Dr Rosemary Collier, Director of the Warwick
Crop Centre and Academic Lead on the Warwick
Global Research Project on Food.
Chris Elliott, Professor, School of Biosciences,
Queens University Belfast and Director of the
Institute for Global Food Safety.
Roberta Friedman, Director of Public Policy at
the US-based Rudd Center.
Professor Sarah Gurr, Chair in Food Security at
Exeter University.
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 Food Fraud Group, PBS.
Molly Jahn, Professor at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison. She serves on many boards
and scientific advisory panels around the world.
Mark Rogers, Director General, Children, Young
People, Education & Skills, The States of Jersey.
Pam Sydelko, former Director of the Systems
Science Center, Argonne National Laboratory.
Pam Warhurst who, among other activities, is cofounder of Todmorden’s Incredible Edible.

Digbeth Dining Club instagram,
(cropped and reproduced herewith their kind permission)
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