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In 2016-17, we made the prescient decision to focus our limited 
resources on three important areas largely neglected by others. 
They were and still are: 
❖ The strategic challenges of  ensuring all UK citizens have 

access to sufficient supplies of  safe, nutritious food. 
❖ Food safety, assurance and integrity. 
❖ The economics of  the food sector, and its costs to human and 

planetary health 

This is our fourth Annual Report to warn that climate change, 
resource depletion and population pressures will impact the UK 
food supply system. The global competition for safe, nutritious 
food is already evident and can only increase. Our food supplies 
are also adversely affected by this Brexit, despite warnings of  
the shortages and scarcities that would ensue at the end of  the 
transition period, while the continuing economic and social fall-
out from Covid-19 is still taking its toll.  

Our most urgent challenge is to help socio-political decision-
makers design, test and implement preparedness planning for 
every household to have access to what they need when there 
are shortages and scarcities of  safe, nutritious food. 

Chair	 	 	 	       Executive Director 
Birmingham Food Council 
8th September 2021
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The strategic challenges of UK food security
and policy-makers’ responsibility to mitigate risks to it
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Our retrospective review of  the horizon scanning 
project of  2017 dismayed us. The forecasts made a 
mere four years ago about the impact of  external 
threats were 10-15 years too optimistic. 

What we saw back then was sufficiently frightening 
to us that we took the decision to develop The 
Game, specifically designed to enable socio-political 
decision-makers to grasp how important it was for 
them to plan for future food shortages and scarcities.  

Events due to climate change are more frequent and 
ferocious, depleting already scarce agri-food 
resources the rising global population need for their 
survival. As the pandemic reminds us, too, that 
pestilience in its many forms still stalks the world.  

Crop pathogens could prove more lethal, as two of  
our Panel of  Experts have been saying for years; for 
example Professor Sarah Gurr’s words in this 2019 
report: Global Risks on UK food supplies, or 
Professor Molly Jahn’s co-authored 2015 Lloyds of  
London report: Food System Shock: The insurance 
impacts of  acute disruption to global food supply. 

Undoubtedly, governments, here and overseas, can 
mitigate some of  these exogenous threats upon our 
food supplies.As can be seen from the info-diagram 
below, current UK policies, too. are putting grave 
internal stresses on our food supplies. Should the 
UK government use their economic and policy 
levers differently?  

These profound ethical questions are central to our 
work in exploring how society can better respond to 
future food shortages and scarcities. Board member 
Dr Lauren Traczykowski’s research on how society 
can respond ethically to crises is invaluable to us.

V

https://youtu.be/8mkMCRCHs1I
https://youtu.be/8mkMCRCHs1I
https://youtu.be/8mkMCRCHs1I
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/07/09/about-the-food-system-in-2021-23-how-smart-were-our-predictions-in-2017/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/BackFromTheFuture_HorizonScanningProjectReport_BirminghamFoodCouncil_January2018.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/BackFromTheFuture_HorizonScanningProjectReport_BirminghamFoodCouncil_January2018.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/what-we-do/the-game-nine-meals-from-anarchy/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/what-we-do/the-game-nine-meals-from-anarchy/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Global_Risks_to_UK_food_supplies_Jan2019.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Global_Risks_to_UK_food_supplies_Jan2019.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Global_Risks_to_UK_food_supplies_Jan2019.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Global_Risks_to_UK_food_supplies_Jan2019.pdf
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A distributed buffer contingency stock system
what preparedness for future shocks could look like
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An extract from our report: 
One Scenario: 
Buffer contingency food stocks

Covid-19 wreaked its damage on the UK food 
supply system, leaving millions still without access 
to sufficient supplies of  safe, nutritious food. Food 
sector professionals who had played The Game, 
our scenarios tool for socio-political decision-
makers, called to say how that scenarios experience 
aided their response to what was happening. 

By early summer 2020, we decided to run another 
scenarios exercise, recruiting participants with 
diverse professional experience across the food 
sector. Through a series of  facilitated virtual 
workshops, they explored what preparedness would 
look like.  

All agreed a buffer contingency stock system for 
when people can’t access sufficient, safe, nutritious 
food for whatever reason, is the only way to build 
resilience into the system. Their view, too, was that 
setting up and managing such a buffer system was 
not only desirable, but essential. And feasible too; 
see the summary info-diagram below. 

What was surprising about this scenarios exercise is 
how the setting up of  such a system would have a 
beneficial, transformative impact on  the whole UK 
food system, no doubt in large part owing to the 
factors itemised under Pillar 5 below, coupled with 
setting up a new, protected community catering 
supply service to utilise the rotating of  stocks and 
surpluses from the commercial system. 

https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/OneScenario_BufferContingencyFoodStocks_2nd-edition.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/OneScenario_BufferContingencyFoodStocks_2nd-edition.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/what-we-do/the-game-nine-meals-from-anarchy/
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In addition to The Game, we’re also creating a 
suite of  thinking tools to enable decision-makers to 
better understand the food supply system, two of  
them outlined here, more in our recent Shining a 
light series of  papers, and blogposts such as these.  

The food supply system is necessarily very different 
in scale and complexity than it was even a decade 
ago. A Malthusian catastrophe has, so far, been 
countered by technologies that have enabled large 
scale food production, although, as we’re all only 
too aware, with considerable environmental costs. 

Gut instinct is little help in grasping what’s involved 
to feed the UK population of  68 million people, let 
alone the global population of  over 8 billion and 
counting.. A good start is, however, some back-of-
the-envelope calculations and a neat way to a better 
understand huge numbers by thinking of  time:  
If  each person in the UK population needs on 
average 2000kcal per day . . . 68,000,000 x 2000 x 
365 = 49,640,000,000,000 kcal per year . . . 

i.e. 49.64 trillion kcal are needed annually. 

A useful way of  approaching the highly connected 
complexity of  the food supply system is through a 
function space map (see below). This map allow us 
to ‘see’ the system comprises far more than farm to 
fork production and consumption (i.e. above the red 
line). Much of  the food system activity, however, is 
below the red line; i.e. operational and organisation 
support. All governments use economic and policy 
levers to set the parameters of  engagement for the 
players in the system — or decide not to intervene, 
which has potential lethal consequences in times of  
food shortages.

The scale, complexity & dynamics of the system
from the agri-food landscape to the meal in front of you
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1,000,000 (one million) 
seconds is 12 days

1,000,000,000 (one billion) 
seconds is nearly 32 years

1,000,000,000,000 (one trillion) 
seconds is 31,688 years

https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/06/14/a-series-of-short-papers/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/06/14/a-series-of-short-papers/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2020/05/18/covid-19-commentary-recovery-and-ratios-six-examples/
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Supply system economics & how VAT can identify
drug-food corporates that damage human & planetary health
Two former CIC Directors, Professor Jim Parle and 
Professor John Middleton co-authored this BMJ 
Rapid Response with our Executive Director, Kate 
Cooper: It’s time to act against drug-foods for the 
health of  the population and the planet. To date, it 
has been viewed over 27,000 times. 

After a specific definition of  what drug-foods are (see 
below), the authors note the UK VAT system precisely 
and systematically identifies drug-food products and 
their manufacturers at the point of  sale. 

As well as highlighting the damage over consumption 
of  these products has on human health, they provide 
figures, too, that illuminate the damage to planetary 
health, in particular on the world’s increasingly scarce 
natural agri-food resources of  land, soils and water.  

The most telling example is the estimate that, in 2012, 
Coca Cola’s water consumption was enough to meet 
the annual cooking, cleaning and drinking needs of  
over 2 billion people, when FAO figures suggest that 
by 2025, less than four years away, 1.8 billion of  us 
will be living in regions with absolute water scarcity 
and two-thirds of  us in water-stressed regions.
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They also set out measures that could be taken to 
curb the activities of  these corporations, similar to 
those with regard to tobacco companies:

How our VAT-related work fits 
with latest research on diet

VAT and drug-foods are not the whole story. Other 
edible products on sale cause damage human and 
planetary health, but are zero-rated. Nonetheless, 
our VAT-related work not only fits with the latest 
research on diet-related morbidities, it provides 
additional insights to it and, perhaps more 
importantly, a precise means for societal action. 

It was no accident that we chose our BMJ Rapid 
Response to be to an article by Tim Spector & Chris 
Gardner. Their ’myth-busting’ work is summarised 
in Spector’s best-seller, Spoon Fed: Why almost 
everything you’ve been told about food is wrong. 

In addition, David Raubenheimer & Stephen 
Simpson’s ground-breaking Protein Leverage 
Hypothesis confirms and expands what we’ve been 
saying. Entomologists by background, they’d found 
locusts eat until a precise requirement for protein 
was met — and that this was true of  all species, 
including humans. Their layperson’s guide is Eat 
like the animals: What nature tells us about the 
science of  eating. The Professors were kind enough 
to comment on drafts of  our info-graphic to explain 
what foods to stock and prohibit in any buffer stocks.

But what do we mean by 
drug foods?

Sugar, cocoa and caffeine were  
first termed drug-foods 

by Sidney Mintz in1986, but the definition 
we use here includes products containing 
non-sugar sweeteners and those, such as 

savoury snacks, formulated to be ‘more-ish’, 
to stimulate pleasure responses above 

and beyond the natural pleasure 
derived from eating.

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.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/322123/sweetness-and-power-by-sidney-w-mintz/
https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m2470/rapid-responses
https://www.bmj.com/content/369/bmj.m2470/rapid-responses
https://www.tim-spector.co.uk/spoonfed/
https://www.tim-spector.co.uk/spoonfed/
https://www.eatliketheanimals.com/
https://www.eatliketheanimals.com/
https://www.eatliketheanimals.com/
https://www.eatliketheanimals.com/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/NovaGroup4PHL_only.pdf
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Owing to the pandemic, our work on food safety, 
assurance and integrity, notably our project to raise 
food hygiene ratings across Birmingham, has been 
suspended. What we have done, however, is monitor 
what’s been happening: 

FSA reports on food poisoning 

The need for strategic intervention is highlighted 
by a 2020 FSA study reporting there are 

currently 2.4 million cases a year of  food-borne 
illnesses compared to approximately one million in 
2013; i.e. an increase of  140%. What is also of  
concern is that FSA itself  appears no longer to 
provide annual data on hospitalisations and 
mortality from food-borne illness as they once did; 
e.g. 2013 data was removed from the FSA site, 
although it can still be found on the Leigh Day site, 
as we discovered for our 2018 Response to the draft 
London Food Strategy. 

The paucity of laboratory capacity 

The 2014 Elliott Review, commissioned and 
welcomed by the Government, recommended 

a ‘strategic approach’ to maintain a resilient network 
of  food analytical laboratories. In 2014, there were 
only six local authority Public Analyst laboratories 
in England, now it’s just three, Hampshire, Kent 
and Lancashire. There are also two commercial 
companies, the global firm Eurofins operating out 
of  Wolverhampton, and Minton Treharne & Davis 
in Cardiff. 

Low levels of inspection, sampling & 
enforcement 

A rguably the worst possible situation is one with 
strict but unenforced regulation, as unsafe, 

fraudulent or downright criminal activity goes under 
the radar. There has been steady decline in the 
numbers of  Environmental Health Officers (EHOs) 
to inspect premises and take samples, hence a 
greatly reduced capacity to to enforce regulations.  

In December 2014 Birmingham had 15 FTE EHOs 
covering food standards. The 2019-20 LEAMS data 
(i.e. about pre-pandemic situation) reported the city 
had only three. Worryingly, the highest number 
reported in any authority was 8, the median being 
only 1.5 FTE EHOs engaged on food matters. 

Covid-related relaxation of regulations 

A s we pointed out in our submissions to the 
Commons EFRA Select Committee on Covid 

and food supply in May 2020 and January 2021, the 
relaxation of  regulations at the beginning of  the 
pandemic needed to be subject to review and time-
limited. For example, the inclusion of  virtual or self-
reported inspections inevitably provides 
opportunities for the unscrupulous and the criminal 
or, as a senior supermarket executive said to us, an 
‘invitation’ to them. 

Brexit and limited laboratory capacity 

Brexit has compounded the challenges of  testing 
food samples. Of  special concern is the lack of  

UK testing capacity of  fresh produce imports. It’s 
often impossible to test perishable fresh produce 
quickly enough here given our limited laboratory 
capacity and, since the ending of  the transition 
period, non-tariff  barriers mean samples requiring 
certain tests cannot be sent to EU27. 

Other food-related Brexit issues 

Other food-related Brexit issues can be gleaned 
from inter alia these The Grocer articles, the 

number of  food issues listed in this #BrexitReality 
twitter thread from @DanielKelemen, regular 
reports from the Food and Drink Federation and 
various Parliamentary Select Committee reports. 
Like many others, we are gravely concerned about 
the impact of  this Brexit on the UK population 
having access to sufficient nutritious food, assured of  
its safety, assurance and integrity. 
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decades of under-investment & Brexit [non-tariff] trade barriers
Food safety, assurance & integrity,             and

https://www.food.gov.uk/print/pdf/node/3831
https://www.leighday.co.uk/latest-updates/news/2014-news/food-standards-agency-publishes-latest-figures-on-food-poisoning/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/BhamFoodCouncil_Response_draft_LondonFoodStrategy_July2018.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/BhamFoodCouncil_Response_draft_LondonFoodStrategy_July2018.pdf
http://www.publicanalyst.com/about_us/the_laboratories/
http://www.publicanalyst.com/about_us/the_laboratories/
https://data.food.gov.uk/catalog/datasets/069c7353-4fdd-4b4f-9c13-ec525753fb2c
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Submission_22ndMay2020_BirminghamFoodCouncil_CommonsEFRACommittee.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/21986/default/
https://www.thegrocer.co.uk/brexit/1551.subject
https://twitter.com/rdanielkelemen/status/1348964732104007680?s=20
https://twitter.com/rdanielkelemen/status/1348964732104007680?s=20
https://twitter.com/rdanielkelemen/status/1348964732104007680?s=20
https://www.fdf.org.uk/fdf/what-we-do/trade/eu-exit/
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Our last Annual Report posed a question: Should a 
nation state, city or neighbourhood have a food 
strategy or policy? We also outlined what our 
contribution to the Healthy Food City programme 
could be here in Birmingham, none of  which has 
been deemed relevant to their current thinking. 

The first part of  the National Food Strategy was 
published in July 2020. None of  our submission to 
them was taken into account. Yet, according to 
these words from Jay Rayner it was received across the 
world of  food production and policy with at best eye-rolling 
and at worst exasperation.  

Millions cannot access the safe, nutritious food they 
need. Empty supermarket shelves are a regular 
sight. Brexit is proving, as many said it would, a 
major threat to UK food supplies. Meanwhile, 
external threats to our food supplies are coming at 
us with a ferocity and frequency unimaginable even 
a couple of  years ago. 

Given the above, would a food strategy be relevant 
next year, let alone five years hence; i.e has the 
good ship STRATEGY already sailed?  

This is not to say that strategic thinking isn’t 
relevant, it is. 

Strategic thinking by socio-political decision-
makers in both national and local government is 
vital. But they need grasp the scale, complexity and 
ever-changing dynamics of  the global food supply 
system in the context of  external events threatening 
every facet of  its operations. At its core must be the 
principle that every citizen has equal access to the 
safe, nutritious food needed for well-lived life.  

Decision-makers must therefore be informed by 
data, and by a wide range of  expertise from deep 
within the food supply sector. Neither the Healthy 
Food City initiative here, nor the National Food 
Strategy is currently informed by robust data, nor 
by a diverse enough range of  professionals across 
all the functions within the food supply system. 

Whoever speaks to decision-makers needs to feel 
they can speak truth to power. Yet few feel able to 
do this as, rightly or wrongly, they are fearful their 
future could be adversely impacted by so doing. 

The approach we take in our scenarios work is to 
recruit people with specific expertise to discuss 
possible futures. Their role with us, though, is as an 
individual citizen who, like all of  us, wants to make 
the world a better place for future generations. 
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Has the good ship “STRATEGY” already sailed?

a summary of our work to date 
a pdf version with links to relevant webpages is here

https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Birmingham-Food-Council_Annual-Report-2019-2020_reduced-size.pdf
https://www.nationalfoodstrategy.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/NFS-Part-One-SP-CP.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/aug/01/this-isnt-a-tough-new-food-policy-for-post-brexit-uk-its-thin-gruel-and-easy-to-set-to-one-side
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/Summary-activities_Autumn_2021.pdf
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Who we are
Board of Directors
Birmingham Food Council CIC was incorporated in 
March 2014.  

At the end of  the 2020-21 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  

Panel of Experts
We have an international Panel of  Experts. At the 
end of  March 2021, they were: 
❖ 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 co-
founder of  Todmorden’s Incredible Edible.
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http://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/who-we-are/the-board-of-directors/
https://www.nfuonline.com/about-us/nfu-whos-who/andrew-clark-nfu-director-of-policy/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/who-we-are/the-board-of-directors/kate-cooper/
https://www.mills-reeve.com/people/junaid-haroon
https://www.linkedin.com/in/caroline-hutton-a1772128/?originalSubdomain=uk
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/who-we-are/the-board-of-directors/mark-laurie/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/who-we-are/the-board-of-directors/jon-miller/
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/staff/profiles/applied-health/pallan-miranda.aspx
https://www2.aston.ac.uk/aston-business-school/research/departments/law/school-members/aston-law-school/lauren-traczykowski/index
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/who-we-are/panel-of-experts/
http://www.fbs.leeds.ac.uk/staff/profile.php?tag=Benton_T
https://www.linkedin.com/in/braybarbara/
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/lifesci/people/rcollier/
http://pure.qub.ac.uk/portal/en/persons/christopher-elliott(10515544-0d5c-487f-a747-fe0d7f5aa94c).html
http://www.uconnruddcenter.org/faculty-and-staff-roberta-friedman
https://biosciences.exeter.ac.uk/staff/profile/index.php?web_id=Sarah_Gurr
https://publichealthmatters.blog.gov.uk/author/linda-hindle/
https://www.bda.uk.com/regionsgroups/groups/dom/home
http://www.port.ac.uk/accounting-and-financial-management/staff/lisa-jack.html
http://agronomy.wisc.edu/molly-jahn/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/mark-rogers-b2b8baa/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/pamela-sydelko-4373b211/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pamela_Warhurst
http://www.incredible-edible-todmorden.co.uk/
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