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Famines are often typified  by indifference, incompetence and/or 
negligence by political leaders.  

Add in climate change, agri-food resource depletion (land, soils, water), 
plus population pressures, and starvation looks increasingly likely for 
millions if  not billions of  people. 

Few grasp the necessary scale and complexity of  operations of  what it 
takes to feed just the 68 million of  us here in the UK, where we already 
have a nutrient famine. 

Our scenarios work illuminates a possible way out of  potential 
catastrophe.

WHAT CHILDREN 
ARE FACING

THE SITUATION

The words above were given to 
the delegates at the David 
Middleton Sustainability 
Conference on 28th September 
2021to summarise the afternoon 
workshop I ran on food security. 

The following pages are copies of  
handout materials for those 
people who prefer e-versions.



Birmingham Food Council: September 2021 page 3

1How much top soils has East Anglia been losing per year on average 
since 1850? 

2Why do all animals crave protein and will continue to eat until they have 
consumed their daily requirement? 

3What is the relationship between a nutritious diet during the first 1000 
days of  human life (from conception) and GDP, and why? 

4By what percentage did the UK 2020 domestic wheat harvest drop from 
that in 2019, and why? 

5How many people does the United Nations Food & Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) estimate will be, by 2025, living in regions with 
absolute water scarcity, and what proportion of  the global population 
living in water-stressed regions? 

5 QUESTIONS
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 THE NECESSARY SCALE OF IT ALL

time # people # portions fruit’n’veg # calories

one day
1

10 2000
one year 3,650 730,000

one day
3 million

30,000,000 6,000,000,000
one year 1,095,000,000 2,190,000,000,000

one day 68 
million

680,000,000 136,000,000,000
one year 24,820,000,000 49,640,000,000,000

one day 8 billion 80,000,000,000 16,000,000,000,000
one year 8 billion 29,200,000,000,000 5,840,000,000,000,000

Humans can’t ‘see’ the difference between millions, 
billions and trillions. But if  each number were a second:

what the  
WEST MIDLANDS NEEDS

what  
YOU NEED

what the  
UNITED KINGDOM NEEDS

what the  
WORLD NEEDS

See also our report: Shining a light on the food supply system: 
Its scale and complexity.

https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/ScaleComplexity_14June2021.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/ScaleComplexity_14June2021.pdf
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 THE COMPLEXITIES OF IT ALL

This info-graphic is from our 
briefing report: What food supply 
organisations actually do: A 
function space map of the food 
supply system.

https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/WhatFoodSupplyOrganisationsActuallyDo_21stAugust2021.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/WhatFoodSupplyOrganisationsActuallyDo_21stAugust2021.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/WhatFoodSupplyOrganisationsActuallyDo_21stAugust2021.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/WhatFoodSupplyOrganisationsActuallyDo_21stAugust2021.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/WhatFoodSupplyOrganisationsActuallyDo_21stAugust2021.pdf
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This info-graphic is from is from 
our briefing report: The state 
we're in: Risks to UK food 
supplies.

https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-state-were-in_-Risks-to-UK-food-supplies.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-state-were-in_-Risks-to-UK-food-supplies.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-state-were-in_-Risks-to-UK-food-supplies.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-state-were-in_-Risks-to-UK-food-supplies.pdf


Birmingham Food Council: September 2021 page 7

1 The State commits in law to meet their responsibilities under the 1996 
Rome Declaration to ensure food security for all citizens in perpetuity. 

2 A Committee on Food Security,15 an independent body set up by 
statute, advises each Government how to meet these responsibilities in 
the light of  their assessment of  the risks to UK food supplies. 

3HM Treasury sets a Food Resilience Levy, similar in remit and purpose 
to the Climate Change Levy, and an Excise Duty on companies that 
make ‘food’ & beverage products carrying standard-rate VAT. 16-19 

4 The monies raised from the above used to expand capacity & capability 
for fresh produce production, preservation & storage facilities plus 
management and distribution technologies in order for every household 
to have access to reserve supplies for x-weeks’ meals within 10km.20 

5 Buffer stocks comprise nutrient-dense foods; i.e. fresh produce (fruit, 
vegetables and animal products preserved as necessary),21-26 acquired 
through donated surpluses from the retail and hospitality sectors, 
supplemented with wholesale purchases. NOVA 4 products and 
products carrying standard-rate VAT are prohibited, as is any kind of  
relationship with companies that make or promote any of  them.27 

6 Distribution and logistics planning, partnerships, networks, technologies 
and frequent testing to meet community, regional and national needs, 
supported by annual reports on regional risk & resilience open to public 
scrutiny and submitted to the Committee for Food Security.28 

7 Contract and compliance wrap for (4), (5) and (6). 

The scenario players recognised that any buffer contingency system is 
more robust when stocks are distributed. Such a system, they suggested, 
would flourish under Seven Pillars:

A DISTRIBUTED 
BUFFER CONTINGENCY STOCK SYSTEM

protected 
supplies 

mass 
catering 
provision 

anchor 
institutions

ambient, chill & cold storage facilities rotated, 
plus inspected & tested for safety & assurance

Local food stock acquisition & storage 30

5

DIGITAL 
connectivity 

local jobs 
social value 

PHYSICAL 
connectivity

employment for x% local community,  
also provides reservist capacity for crisis events

Management, logistics, distribution 31

6

14 billion 
kcal 

2.1m kg 
protein 

700 million 
portions 

fruit & veg

Food required for 1m people/week 29

4

UK production, preservation & packaging 
capacity needed to meet nutrient requirement

This info-graphic & next are from 
our report: 

UK preparedness for future food 
system shocks: One scenario.

https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/OneScenario_BufferContingencyFoodStocks_3rd-edition.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/09/OneScenario_BufferContingencyFoodStocks_3rd-edition.pdf
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possibility space . . .

2
COMMITTEE 

ON 
FOOD SECURITY

1
THE STATE

3
FOOD RESILIENCE 

LEVY & 
EXCISE DUTY

5
STOCK 

ACQUISITION & 
STORAGE

6
MANAGEMENT, 

DISTRIBUTION & 
LOGISTICS

4
CAPACITY 

& CAPABILITY 
EXPANSION

140 million 
kcal 

21,000 kg 
protein 

700,000 
portions 

fruit & veg

UK production, preservation & packaging 
capacity needed to meet nutrient requirement

Food required for 10K people/week only

4

7
CONTRACT & 

COMPLIANCE WRAP

EATING OUT THE NEW NORMAL FOR EVERYONE 
ASPIRATIONAL, AFFORDABLE, NUTRITIOUS, CONVENIENT32

Sociable, friendly meals-on-wheels delivery 
provision for time-rich households, as well 
as efficient fulfilment of on-line orders

Minimum one full-time EHO per 25K 
people for food inspection, surveillance 
and sampling

Professionally equipped & managed 
community-owned kitchens, with 
storage facilities for x-weeks’ supplies

Protected supply chain for retail surplus stocks 
wholesale purchases & at-cost buffer stock rotations

Communal meals provision open to all, attractive to all

Licensed street-food 
outlets

Sure Start free meals provision for 
infants & their carers

All anchor institutions: freshly-prepared on site 
meals at cost for staff & visitors and

Free meals for all under-18 students in schools 
and colleges

Local training schools in food hygiene, 
preservation processes et al

Training of reservists for crisis events

Investment in small-scale food preserving 
facilities; e.g. drying, curing, pickling, cheese 
making, composite meal preparation et al

Click’n’collect storage network for ambient, 
chill and cold produce

a new community catering supply service

Imagine the above represents one of many communities of 
10K-50K people across the UK:

What would be the impact of  investment in mid-scale food 
production and preservation, and associated training be 
within each community, its region and across the UK? (#4) 

What would be the local economic & cultural impact of  the 
exclusion of  NOVA 4 & standard-rate VAT products? (#5) 

How would subsidised healthy fresh produce, including mass 
catering affect communities, anchor institutions & local 
businesses? (#5) 

How would community risk & resilience planning, to include 
stock retention and rotation, affect regional and UK-scale 
crisis planning from farm to fork (#6) and UK food security? 

What and where are the trade-offs between buffer stock 
rotation and stock release? (#6) 

What are the governance, regulatory and legal issues and any 
other conflicts of  interest? (#7)
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TEN QUESTIONS                                              & SOME ANSWERS*

ADDENDUM

(1) How much top soil has East Anglia been losing on average per 
year since 1850? 

(2) Unlike plants, we can’t get energy directly from the sun. What’s 
the most efficient high fell crop for us to eat? 

(3) Why do some ‘food’ and drink products carry standard-rate VAT, 
and what are they?  
(The forerunner of  VAT was Purchase Tax, set up in 1940 at 
33.3%. Food was zero-rated, but with notable exceptions, then as 
today.) 

(4) Why do all animals crave protein and will continue to eat until 
they have consumed their daily requirement? 

(5) If  an orchard is destroyed by floods, how long does it take for it to 
be productive again? 

(6) What is the relationship between a nutritious diet during the first 
1000 of  human life (from conception) and GDP, and why? 

(7) Why can’t you buy cod and chips for £4.99? Or chicken and 
chips for, say, £3.99? 

(8)  How many portions of  fruit and vegetables should you eat for the 
ideal diet, and in what ratio? (What & when are the ‘hungry 
months’ in the UK?) 

(9) By what percentage did the UK 2020 domestic wheat harvest 
drop from that in 2019, and why? 

(10)   How many people does the UN FAO estimate will be, by 2025, 
living in regions with absolute water scarcity, and what proportion 
of  the global population living in water-stressed regions?

Between one and three centimetres per year

The body of a sheep

Some products harm us when consumed in 
quantity. Products which carry standard-rate 
VAT are the so-called drug-foods (incl sugar, 
chocolate, caffeine, alcohol, plus some designed 
to be more-ish) so incl savoury snacks such as 
crisps, confectionery, most drinks; see this BMJ 
Rapid Response: Its time to act against drug 
foods, for for the health of the population and 
the planet.

Because it’s what we’re all made of, and none 
of us can store it.

Most take 10-12 years

Rapid brain development at this age, upon 
which later cognitive skills depend. It needs 
nutrients. GDP depends on population 
educational levels; see this paper (page 7 refs)

It’s not commercially viable. Cod is expensive; 
fish is notoriously difficult to identify. Chicken at 
ths price is not fit for human consumption.

10, with roughly two thirds vegetables, and a 
third fruit. The hungry months in the UK are 
November to March; see this post.

40%, owing to flooding so planting was late, if at 
all. It was then followed by drought.

1.8 billion people.
Two-thirds of the global population, including 
south east England. East Anglia is entering its 
third decade of being classed as semi-arid.

*which you just might disagree with!  
glad to discuss/share sources.

https://scalingupnutrition.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/Zambia_First-1000-Most-Critical-Days-Programme_2013-2015.pdf
https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m2470/rapid-responses
https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m2470/rapid-responses
https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m2470/rapid-responses
https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m2470/rapid-responses
https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m2470/rapid-responses
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/03/18/the-hungry-months-why-fresh-produce-trade-matters-to-the-uk/
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