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An abridged version of this paper is on the  
National Preparedness Commission website here.

PREPAREDNESS 
for  

FOOD SUPPLY SHORTAGES & SCARCITIES

It’s a political, economic and ethical failure.  

Why this is so and what we can do about it

https://nationalpreparednesscommission.uk/2021/07/preparedness-for-food-supply-shortages-and-scarcities/
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The UK was unprepared for the impact of  Covid on our food 
supply system. Instead of  heeding the warning, the public have yet 
to see any preparation planning for food supply shortages and 
scarcities, let alone any response to the steady degradation of  our 
system as summarised here. No-one in power, either nationally or 
locally, appears to take our food security seriously.  

Perhaps this inertia is because the scale and complexity of  
today’s supply system renders much of  it opaque, even to 
those working inside the sector. Perhaps it’s because the last 

time famine stalked these isles was in the 1840s, and the million or 
more who starved to death, and the many other millions who fled 
these shores (including JFK’s and Joe Biden’s forebears) lived far 
from Westminster. 

Perhaps it’s because today’s professional and government 
classes are largely insulated from the growing pauperisation 
of  young adults, low wages and increasing socio-economic 

inequalities in life expectancies and healthy life expectancies. That 
they don’t queue in the modern-day begging system called a food 
bank, watch their children go hungry, feel the despair of  an empty 
fridge, take on the perils of  dodgy kebabs, synthetic ‘food’ products 
or cheap carbs. 

Perhaps all of  the above. 

n 

In order to take action, those in power, as any person, need to feel 
what’s going on emotionally. Consider 23rd March 2020, imagining 
it in these terms: 

Despite mounting evidence of widespread malnutrition among its citizens over the 
last decade, and several months’ warning in advance that food supplies would be 
disrupted, the government of this already troubled, divided nation state did nothing 
to prepare for what occurred.

Overnight, half the country’s food supplies were locked up, inaccessible.

In the ensuing chaos of empty supermarket shelves, queues and ad hoc local rationing, 
many went hungry. Over the months that followed, mass hunger at a scale not seen for 
nearly 100 years ensued. Millions, including half  the nation’s children, suffered terribly, 
often having to beg for what they could get.
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https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/07/04/the-good-the-bad-the-ugly-a-steady-degradation-of-our-food-supply-system/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/ScaleComplexity_14June2021.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/ScaleComplexity_14June2021.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/14968
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/14968
https://ifs.org.uk/publications/15211
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/whats-happening-life-expectancy-england
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/06/29/the-perils-of-dodgy-kebabs/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/06/29/the-perils-of-synthetic-food-products-and-cheap-carbs/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/06/29/the-perils-of-synthetic-food-products-and-cheap-carbs/
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-address-to-the-nation-on-coronavirus-23-march-2020
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Both emotion and reason are needed to prepare for a crisis. 
Thinking, [both] fast and [then a] slow considered, dispassionate 
gathering of  unbiased information is needed. The former ‘fast’ 
intuitive thinking, after all, galvanises action. The latter ‘slow’ 
thinking is needed when actual decisions are made.  

History tells us that, if  leaders are driven only by intuition and 
evidence ignored, misjudgements and miscalculations about future 
food supplies to a population can lead to death and disease, even 
large scale famine. 

For a few frantic weeks in March and April last year when about 
half  the UK food supplies were indeed locked away, the supply 
system reconfigured itself  in order for most, but not all of  the 
population to have enough food to eat. (The reconfiguration 
included the big supermarkets accessing supply chains for smaller 
outlets, responses to labour shortages,  distribution issues, et al; see 
here and here.)  

n 

But such system agility masks two inconvenient truths we routinely 
discount: 

The first inconvenient truth: The modern-day famine is 
rarely a dearth of  calories. It’s one of  nutrients. The global 
competition for safe, nutritious food, already intense, can 

only increase. This will lead inexorably into higher prices with 
sudden, possibly irreversible price hikes.  

Shortages and scarcities, already seen here from time to time, will 
soon become frequent, predictably exacerbated by the effects of  the 
recent fracturing of  our EU27 trade relationship.  

Millions of  us already don’t have the economic means to buy the 
nutritious foods we need for an active, healthy life. Arguably a 
nutrient famine has already arrived here, a silent, pernicious threat 
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Reader, what do you feel about the language we’ve used? 
Do you want to challenge the content of that account?  
Ask for evidence behind our words?
We hope so . . .
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https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/563/56314/thinking--fast-and-slow/9780141033570.html
https://ourworldindata.org/famines
https://ourworldindata.org/famines
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2020/04/27/covid-19-commentary-millions-do-not-have-access-to-enough-food/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2020/03/20/commentary-on-coronavirus-the-food-network-20th-march-2020/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2020/03/28/covid-19-commentary-lockdown-impacts-on-labour-and-distribution-of-fresh-produce/
https://youtu.be/kOR-op8Igxg
https://youtu.be/kOR-op8Igxg
https://researchonline.lshtm.ac.uk/id/eprint/4647521/1/Brexit-food.pdf
https://www.thegrocer.co.uk/brexit/1551.subject
https://foodfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/FF_Impact-of-Covid_FINAL.pdf
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to each of  us, with life-long impact on children who are so deprived, 
a risk to the very fabric of  our society. 

The second inconvenient truth is, yes, that of  Al Gore, 
namely, climate change. Plus, too, agri-food resource 
depletion, population pressures and, inevitably during times 

of  existential risk, geopolitical changes, too.  

All the while, as the Committee on Climate Change reported 
recently what needs to be done simply isn’t happening:  

Alarmingly, [this] new evidence shows that the gap between the level of  risk 
we face and the level of  adaptation underway has widened. 

n 

Did you know that crops don’t grow above 30oC, a temperature 
often exceeded in the 2018 heatwave across the northern 

hemisphere?  

That there was a 40% drop in our 2020 domestic wheat harvest 
owing to floods followed by drought earlier last year? That if  

an orchard is damaged by floods, it can take a decade or more, if  
ever, to re-establish production? That East Anglia has been losing 
1-3cm top soil per year since the 1850s?  

That very little fresh produce is grown in the UK during the 
‘hungry months’? That the UK imports some 40% of  the food 

we eat, more when domestic harvests fail?  

That four-fifths of  the world’s population depend on food 
imports? That the world needs to produce enough food for 

25% more people by 2050 on two-thirds of  the land used now — 
and there is no more land left to cultivate?  

That the United Nations estimates 1.8 billion people will be 
living in regions with absolute water scarcity by 2025, less than 

four years away, with two-thirds of  the global population living in 
water-stressed regions — and before NIMBY complacency takes 
over, London and the south east has been water-stressed for years 
with East Anglia entering its third decade of  being classed as semi-
arid? 

n 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/An_Inconvenient_Truth
https://www.ipcc.ch/srccl/
https://www.ipcc.ch/srccl/
https://www.ipcc.ch/srccl/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Global_Risks_to_UK_food_supplies_Jan2019.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/independent-assessment-of-uk-climate-risk/
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/independent-assessment-of-uk-climate-risk/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/946161/structure-jun2020final-uk-22dec20.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/6.736_CCC_ASC_Adaptation-Progress-Report_2015_FINAL_WEB_070715_RFS.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/6.736_CCC_ASC_Adaptation-Progress-Report_2015_FINAL_WEB_070715_RFS.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/03/18/the-hungry-months-why-fresh-produce-trade-matters-to-the-uk/
https://www.economist.com/briefing/2020/05/09/the-worlds-food-system-has-so-far-weathered-the-challenge-of-covid-19
https://www.un.org/development/desa/en/news/population/world-population-prospects-2019.html
http://grantham.sheffield.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/A4-sustainable-model-intensive-agriculture-spread.pdf
http://www.fao.org/land-water/water/water-scarcity/en/
https://www.nationalgeographic.co.uk/environment-and-conservation/uks-looming-water-crisis
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/weather-of-extremes-brings-monsoon-springs-and-arid-summers-to-britain-1122829.html
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Foremost, it is a political, economic and ethical failure.  

The Government could make the ethical choice to meet its 
responsibilities under the 1996 Rome Declaration on food 

security, to which they are a signatory.  

They could ask Parliament to set up a Committee on Food Security, 
HM Treasury to set a Food Resilience Levy, similar in remit and 
purpose to the Climate Change Levy, and an Excise Duty on 
companies that make ‘food’ and beverage products carrying 
standard-rate VAT and further curb their malign impact on human 
and planetary health.  

They could make the ethical choice to use the monies raised to 
expand the capacity and capability for fresh produce production 
and preservation, invest in management, storage and logistics 
technologies and set up a distributed buffer stock system of  nutrient-
dense foods for use in crisis situations. 

n 

They could.  

And we could encourage them while, too, holding them to 
account when they don’t do enough to prepare the 

population and the food supply system for the future.  

Or we can all bury our heads in the sand. Millions more will then 
suffer even more.  

Maybe you and yours among them.
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Reader, this time, you’ve had sound-bite rhetorics rather 
than a story. Have you taken umbrage, perhaps again?
Or have you followed some of the links, wondering about 
the background to what you’ve read?
We want you to do so. 
Engage with your head, that is, as well as your heart. 
For, although a lack of preparedness of our food supply is, at 
first, a failure of imagination . . .

This paper the third in the series:  
Shining a light on the food supply system.
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http://www.fao.org/3/w3613e/w3613e00.htm
http://www.fao.org/3/w3613e/w3613e00.htm
https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m2470/rapid-responses
https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m2470/rapid-responses
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/onescenario_buffercontingencyfoodstocks_3rd-edition/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/onescenario_buffercontingencyfoodstocks_3rd-edition/
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