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SUMMARY

Only the Government has the economic and policy levers to make 
the food supply system be more robust in the face of  system shocks 

What local government has is arguably as important. Along with 
local public health intelligence, they have data.

In this report, we provide: 

➡ What the relevant local data is, where it resides and who has 
access to it.  

What the threats are to our food supplies, and why disruptions 
to them will occur with increasing severity and frequency. 

Why the UK must be better prepared for future food shocks

➡ This data, if  judiciously analysed, can be used signal potential 
food supply shocks, as well as provide information for local risk 
and resilience planning

The role of local intelligence in national preparedness for future 
food system shocks.
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This short paper is one of a series under 
the heading Shining a light on the food 
supply system, all published on-line here.
For simplicity’s sake, none has references. 
Information sources are in other articles 
and posts on our website. Alternatively, 
do email if you’d like to know more, via 
info@birminghamgfoodcouncil.org.

https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/our-publications/
mailto:info@birminghamgfoodcouncil.org
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1. Food security: The role of national government 
The United Nations 1996 Rome Declaration on Food Security, to which 
the UK Government is a signatory, provides this succinct, pertinent 
definition of  food security.  It also states the primary 
responsibility for food security rests with 
national governments. 

The reason why governments have this 
primary responsibility is because only they 
have the key economic and policy levers to 
achieve it.  

These levers underpin the food supply system 
which, among other matters, set the parameters of  
engagement between organisations in the food supply system. They 
include fiscal policies, trade agreements, tariffs and non-tariff  barriers, 
regulation and regulatory bodies. 

2. Food security: The role of local government 
2.1 Data analysis: A core, perhaps surprising role for local government

Whatever national governments decide about the food supplies in 
good times or in bad, eating is ultra-local, literally in your face, in 
your gut, in the moment.   

Faced with stories of  local suffering due to disruption in the food 
supply system as happened with Covid, what should local decision-
makers do, particularly if, like most of  us, they have little grasp of  
the complexity of  the food supply system? (see left) 

Moreover, if  no-one, nationally or locally has prepared for food 
supply disruptions, how can national, let alone local socio-political 
leaders determine who should do what? Put simply, they can’t. 

What is the role of  local government in preparedness planning for 
future system shocks?   

The answer to that question lies in a familiar, unglamorous, but 
nonetheless vital role in collecting, analysing and publishing relevant 
local data. 

2.2 Why this data is important nationally as well as locally 
Rates of  change in key local data can provide useful information for 
local food security risk and resilience planning. When aggregated 
across local authorities, however, this data can provide early warning 
signals of  UK preparedness for future food shocks through: 
❖ Identifying demographic groups and communities who cannot 

access sufficient supplies of  safe, nutritious food 
❖ Identifying the systemic reasons if  and why any particular groups 

or communities are disproportionately affected 
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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 

an active and healthy life.

CLICK

This brief video is a highly simplified map of how 
the UK fresh produce system works. 

https://youtu.be/dkNKIS4JlMQ
http://www.fao.org/3/w3613e/w3613e00.htm
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3. Examples of relevant local data 
3.1 On sufficient supplies of safe, nutritious food

The proportion of  households on low incomes, children on free 
school dinners. (Ours is necessarily a commercial supply system, 
so these data are indicators of  people’s economic access to 
sufficient, safe, nutritious food.) 

People who are recipients of  other people’s choices about the 
meals they are offered; e.g. hospital patients, care home 
residents, food bank users, soldiers, prisoners, school children, 
many of  whom are adversely affected in crises. Nutritional 
quality and safety of  the meals provided. 

Food sampling, testing and inspection numbers. Food Hygiene 
Rating (FHR) data. Food poisoning hospital admissions and 
mortalities. 

The proportion of  pregnant women with gestational diabetes. 
Maternal diet during pregnancy. Breast-feeding data. Infant diet 
up to two years old. Childhood obesity.  

Other information about community/population diet; 
e.g. fresh produce consumption, fibre intake. 

The numbers of  adults and children who have fled here from 
regions experiencing food scarcity or drought, and where from, 
(as this information may well (i) give early warning of  impending 
global threats to UK food supplies and (ii) geopolitical shifts.) 

3.2 On drug-food products
Citizens’ health depends on access to healthy food and how cheap 
and easy it is to consume the so-called drug-food products (i.e. sugar, 
sweeteners, caffeine, cacao/chocolate and alcohol) that, if  imbibed 
in any but small quantities, not only causes us harm, but also uses 
increasingly scarce natural resources of  land, soils and water. 

The UK VAT system uniquely and precisely identifies the products 
and corporations that make and promote drug-foods (as explained 
in this BMJ Rapid Response). 

Local government can play a significant role in identifying the scale 
of  this systemic problem in their area, upon which local inventions 
(e.g. addict support) can be made as well as providing Government 
with useful intelligence for curbing their promotion; e.g. 

Numbers of  adults, and of  children, who drink beverages that 
carry VAT, and how many they drink on average per week. 

The size and nature of  the contracts local government has, and 
bodies delivering community activities (e.g. leisure centres) have 
with companies that make and promote ‘food’ and beverage 
products that carry standard-rate VAT. 
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https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m2470/rapid-responses


Shining a light on the UK food supply system The role of local government and public health

3.3 Where the data resides and who gets access to it
Local government and public health already have much of  the data 
needed, more is in the public domain, either nationally or locally, 
some held by the NHS.  

If  local leaders haven’t got, or cannot access relevant data, their task 
is to clearly state what the gap is 

In the interests of  openness and transparency, raw data (with due 
regard to data protection) should be easily accessible to other 
organisations and individuals, who should encouraged to use it, 
contribute to it and publish any or all of  their analyses of  it. 

4. UK preparedness for future system shocks 
4.1 Our food supply system is facing grave threats

The UK food supply challenges caused by Covid are a precursor to 
more severe disruptions coming our way.   

Annex 2 lists the risks to UK food supplies under three categories: 
(i) the impact of  socio-political choices, (ii) risks associated with 
events and circumstances within the UK and (iii) existing  and 
potential global risks. 

4.2 But there are no plans 
It’s easy to suppose some of  these threats, such as climate change or 
resource depletion won’t affect us. We grow desensitised to the 
stories of  extreme weather events, wildfires and droughts, most 
happening far away from our daily lives. Moreover, until Covid, few 
of  us had imagined our food supply would be so disrupted.  

Yet, Covid notwithstanding, we are witness to other signs that food 
supplies are not a given; the increasingly frequent sight of  empty 
fresh produce supermarkets shelves, unseasonal floods then drought 
last year and the subsequent 40% drop in the UK wheat harvest, 
East Anglia’s arable farmland in its third decade of  being classed as 
semi-arid and all-too prevalent biodiversity loss. 

There will be more supply and price instabilities, punctuated by 
sudden shocks, such as another pandemic, or severe harvest failure 
of  one or more commodity crops, or a nightmare scenario of  a suite 
of  events occurring simultaneously. 

5. Local intelligence & preparedness for future system shocks 
5.1 Local intelligence signals of threats to our food supplies

The rates of  change of  a few, carefully chosen features about local 
food supplies and their impact could inform national government of  
the nature and potential severity of  the next food system shock; e.g. 

Which households and communities are facing food insecurity 

Local shortfalls in fresh produce supply 
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Population health preparedness for future shocks 

Community preparedness for supply disruptions (see Annex 2: 
An example of  a community catering supply service.) 

Among infinite possibilities, local intelligence data could signal food 
supply tipping points such as these: 

5.2 National preparedness planning
Preparedness is often counted as a sunk cost. As we’ve learned with 
Covid-19, though, lack of  preparedness costs far more.  

It’s the Government’s role to undertake horizon-scanning of  the 
exogenous threats to UK food supplies. It’s the role of  local 
government to have viable, realistic and piloted food security risk 
and resilience plans.  

When coupled with local government intelligence, the Government 
will be able to put in place viable food security preparedness 
planning, whether future food shocks are sudden and obvious, or 
caused by pernicious slow-onset sets of  contingencies. 

The Government would then have insight into how to use and 
measure economic and policy levers to address or mitigate current 
as well as future food insecurity and instabilities. 

Conclusion: Let the data talk 
Local government responsibility and accountability for UK food security 
reside in the open, transparent tracking of  local data over time. 

This will inform national as well as local decision-makers whether any 
current disruptions to food supplies represent ‘noise’ in the system, or are 
telling signals of  future food shocks and their potential severity. 

Then, and only then, can both local and national government be better 
prepared for future food system shocks. 
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x-% households without 
income to meet physiological 

needs (incl nutritional)

Vegetable & fruit portion 
consumption/day/1000 people

Local preservation/processing 
capacity + buffer stock levels of 

nutritious foods

x-% infants and children obese 
or otherwise malnourished
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ANNEX 1: RISKS to UK FOOD SUPPLIES 

Economic inequality in a commercial system 

Unfettered commercial opportunities to make and promote low-protein, 
micro-nutrient light, addictive drug-food products. 

The impact on planetary as well as human health by companies that make 
and promote products carrying UK standard-rate VAT. 

No policies supporting people with diet-related morbidities, or action taken 
against companies making and promoting health-damaging products. 

Malnutrition during infants’ first 1000 days from conception. 

Inadequate levels of  food inspection, sampling and testing, worsened by 
Covid-19 regulation relaxations. 

Brexit, the Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) and the Northern 
Ireland Protocol. 

Agri-food terrorism, including food adulteration, cybercrime, et al. 

Disruptions to supporting systems; e.g. transport, energy, processing. 

The stresses Covid 19 and lockdowns across the world are putting on the 
UK supply system. 

The knock-on effect of  any current threat during the winter ‘hungry 
months’ when the UK depends on imported fresh produce. 

Climate change and associated events; e.g. extreme and unseasonal weather, 
wildfires, ocean and air current changes, the opening of  Arctic sea passage. 

Agri-resource depletion, degradation & pollution (land, soils, air, water). 

Pestilence affecting humans, crops or livestock; e.g. labour shortages, insect 
and rodent plagues, crop infestation, crop pathogen anti-microbial 
resistance. 

Population pressures, incl pressures on marginal land and animal habitats. 

Price hikes and other food instabilities will lead to more mass migrations of  
people threatened by drought, war, pestilence and famine. 

Geopolitics has entered a new era. The powers controlling access to safe, 
nutritious food will increasingly dominate human affairs. 

If  the list above weren’t enough, there are the difficult-to-chart threats, such as 
large volcanic eruptions, devastating earthquakes and tsunamis, let alone 
unprecedented challenges we can’t yet imagine. 
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Without local intelligence, the impact of  these threats on food insecurity 
may well be unrecognised by socio-political leaders until too late. 

1 
SOCIO-POLITICAL 

CHOICES

2 
RISKS 

associated with 
events and circumstances 

WITHIN THE UK

3 
existing & potential 

GLOBAL RISKS 
to

UK FOOD SUPPLIES

THE ROLE OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT 
& PUBLIC HEALTH

June 2021

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/948119/EU-UK_Trade_and_Cooperation_Agreement_24.12.2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/840230/Revised_Protocol_to_the_Withdrawal_Agreement.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/840230/Revised_Protocol_to_the_Withdrawal_Agreement.pdf
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ANNEX 2: An example of a community catering supply service 
We ran a scenarios project on how the UK could be better prepared for future food system shocks in 2020. 
Our contributors put forward the idea of  a new supply chain, one exclusively dedicated to community 
catering supplies.  

This info-graphic represents a summary of  their ideas, and is from our page 5/13 of  the scenario project 
One Scenario: Buffer contingency food stocks. 
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https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/OneScenario_BufferContingencyFoodStocks_2nd-edition.pdf
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