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SECTION 1 
Where a city food system strategy can make a difference 

1.1 Preparedness for supply disruptions 
The UK was ill-prepared for the pandemic, and the far-reaching impact of  it 
on our food supplies. The UK is not prepared, either, for the considerable 
threats on the food supply system that are already materialising; see 3 below. 

1.1.1 The challenges for the City Council
All urban populations depend on food supplies being brought in to them; 
without them, they starve.   1

Yet eating is hyperlocal, literally in your face. The individual, social and 
economic costs of  a poor diet are borne locally; calories are necessary, but not 
sufficient. The City Council has to respond to events and circumstances over 
which they have little or no control, but which have profound effects on us all.  

1.1.2 The Local Resilience Forum & Community Risk Register
Nonetheless, the City Council can be better prepared for supply disruptions 
and chronic shortages. And should be, given what we’re facing; see Section 3. 

We recommend the City Council’s Food System Strategy includes reference to 
their role in Local Resilience Forum.  This role should include the City 2

Council asking the Forum draw up a revised West Midlands Resilience Plan to 
be updated annually and has the following content:  3

A list of  risks to local food security, including those originating from 
outside the conurbation; see Figure 2 below. 

Outline how each organisation represented in the Local Resilience Forum 
will respond under a range of  supply disruptions, whether sudden, acute 
or other situation, ,  and how their responses will be co-ordinated. 4 5

A commitment to regular rehearsal exercises with Local Resilience Forum 
members for a range of  food shortage scenarios. 

1.1.3 Contingency food stocks
When there are shortages of  any commodity, there are three options to remedy 
the situation: decrease demand, ,  increase production,  and/or use reserve 6 7 8

contingency stocks. They all require government policy change, to include 
significant infrastructure investment, and their sustained commitment to its 
implementation. 

Over the summer of  2021, we carried out a feasibility exercise for a buffer 
contingency stock system. ,   9 10

See also Annex A regarding what stocks to choose and why. 

We recommend that the consultation draft outlines how the City Council will 

Review our scenarios work on buffer contingency stock systems, and 
determine what role they, and the Local Resilience Forum could play (a) in 
pushing for national planning for such a system, and (b) in co-ordinating 
local stock provision within a national system. 

n 
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1.2 Food safety, assurance and integrity 
A local authority has statutory duties regarding food safety, assurance and 
integrity.We know such matters are high on the Director of  Public Health’s 
agenda. At our first meeting with him shortly after his appointment, he told us 
that the possibility of  a food poisoning outbreak in the city could keep him 
awake at night!  

The City Council, too, was involved in the Elliott Review into the assurance 
and integrity of  the food network, set up by HMG in response to the horse-
meat scandal; see 1.2.2 below.  

We were, therefore, surprised that the consultation draft doesn’t say anything 
about food safety, assurance and integrity. We think it should. 

1.2.1 Food Hygiene Rating Scheme (FHRS)
We recommend the the consultation draft says the City Council will:  

Promote the FHRS scheme across the city 

Ensure outlets on their premises display their rating prominently, and 
encourage other local bodies, such as nurseries, academy schools, colleges, 
universities, leisure centres, care homes and NHS premises to do the same. 

1.2.2 Tackling food crime
We were instrumental in providing Professor Elliott, who led the Government 
Review, with a best case study of  how Birmingham, as a major UK city, could 
tackle food crime.   11

We recommend that the consultation draft outlines how the City Council will:  

Review this best case scenario, and assess what elements of  it they will 
deliver. 

1.2.3 Inspection, sampling and testing
The City Council has statutory duties to inspect food premises, take samples 
and test them for safety (i.e. they won’t give anyone food poisoning) and the 
product is what it’s claimed to be (e.g. a beef-burger is made from beef, not 
horse-meat).  

The data from all local authorities is submitted annually to the Local Authority 
Enforcement Monitoring System (LEAMS).  This data shows little inspection 12

and testing has been done over the last few years across England, Birmingham 
among the lowest performers. The City Council, as other authorities, simply 
doesn’t have the resources to do the work that’s needed. 

The consequences will, sooner or later, mean much individual suffering, the 
NHS creaking at the seams and many a sleepless night for the DPH. 

We recommend that the consultation draft outlines how the City Council will:  

Monitor the frequency and reliability of  the data they submit to LEAMS, 
and how their data compares to that submitted by other local authorities. 

Assess what levels of  investment they require to meet their statutory duties, 
and publish their findings when they make every LEAMS submission. 

Lead other authorities on how England can have a robust, better-resourced 
system to ensure food safety, assurance and integrity. 
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1.2.4 Food Standards Agency (FSA)
The consultation draft should recognise what the Chief  Scientific Advisor to 
the FSA could contribute to the city’s performance in inspection, sampling and 
testing, and also to their status in relation to other English local authorities 
regarding food safety, assurance and integrity. 

We recommend the the consultation draft team: 

Consults with the Chief  Scientific Advisor, Professor Robin May from the 
University of  Birmingham on these matters.  13

n 

1.3 An early warning system 
Few socio-political decision-makers appear to grasp the scale and the urgency 
to act in response to the multiplicity of  threats to our food supplies.  

The City Council could be instrumental in predicting when and where crises 
are likely to hit and, perhaps even more importantly, could provide under-the-
radar signals when underlying chronic issues are surfacing.  

1.3.1 Local government has valuable data
Local government, along with local public health intelligence, have data.  14

This data, if  regularly collected and judiciously analysed, can be used to signal 
potential food supply issues, and thereby provide information on local risks and 
resilience. Data must be regularly collected to show rates of  change.  15

Examples include monitoring changes in LEAMS data, food poisoning 
incidents, the numbers of  low-income households, diet-related morbidity 
epidemiology stats including hospital admissions, malnutrition, particularly 
among children,  et al. 16

1.3.2 A national network 
Working in collaboration with other local authorities, the City Council could 
lead on building a national early warning system. Thus: 

We recommend the the consultation draft includes: 
A commitment to set up an early warning system to illuminate existing and 
potential supply shortages of  safe, nutritious food into the city, whether due 
to sudden disruptions or under other circumstances.  

The City Council leadership role in the provision of  a national early 
warning system, built through collaboration with other local government 
bodies across the UK. 

n 

1.4 Other aspects of the food system 
1.4.1 Public procurement

There is a well-established practice to set high standards regarding public 
procurement of  safe, nutritious food from sustainable sources. Reviewing and 
monitoring these standards is crucial to their success. ,  17 18
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1.4.2 Birmingham as a ‘food city’
There are sound marketing reasons to promote Birmingham as a ‘food city’. 
Before Covid, much was made of  the diversity of  city’s cuisine offer, including 
several Michelin-starred restaurants, and justifiably so. It’s too early to say what 
will happen to the fortunes of  the hospitality sector, still not recovered from the 
exigencies of  the pandemic, and now facing huge energy and food price rises.  

If, however, the city maximises the opportunities identified in this paper, they 
will create a unique brand of  what a ‘food city’ can be, as well as deliver on 
two new key strategic objectives; see section 3.2 below.  

1.4.3 Commercial relationships
To meet the descriptor of  being a ‘food city’, the consultation draft wisely 
discriminates between safe, healthy food products and those that damage 
human and planetary health. 

This stance can, however, generate conflicts of  interest with the support the 
City Council wants for a vibrant, profitable business community. Should they 
exclude commercial relationships with some businesses?  

Having precise means to identify the ‘goodies’ from the ‘baddies’ in the food 
sector is therefore helpful. Should they exclude, say, makers and promoters of  
‘junk’ food or products deemed ‘HFSS’ (high in fat, salt and sugar)? The 
former term is often used pejoratively; both are imprecise. 

In contrast, the  Journal of  Public Health published this article, VAT: A precise 
mechanism to identify drug-food companies in March 2022.  19

It is co-authored by the former Director of  Sandwell Public Health, Professor 
John Middleton, former GP and the Emeritus Professor of  Primary Care at 
Birmingham Medical School, Jim Parle and our Executive Director, Kate 
Cooper. 

We recommend the consultation draft includes: 
A commitment by the City Council to refuse commercial or sponsorship 
partnerships with companies that make or promote ‘food’ or beverage 
products that carry standard-rate VAT. 

1.4.4 Nutrient redistribution
Plants, as every living entity, not only require energy, but nutrients too. 
Growing them depletes soils, so soil replenishment is needed.  20

Cities produce valuable nutrients which are typically viewed as ‘waste’. Few 
think of  ‘food waste’ as a nutrient source for soils. Even more important in 
volume terms and for its potential value, is sewage ‘waste’.   21

A circular economy regarding nutrient redistribution is necessary if  humanity 
is to remedy depleted soils and keep yields high. It currently doesn’t exist.  

We recommend the consultation draft includes: 
How to encourage community-level food ‘waste’ composting, and 
encourage research for possible scale-up.  22

How the City Council will open up a conversation with Severn Trent 
Water on the often taboo topic of  sewage, re-framing it as nutrient source 
for soils, to be used instead of  or to supplement manufactured fertiliser.  23
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SECTION 2 
Where a city food strategy can’t make a difference 

2.1 Power and authority lies with national, not local government 
2.1.1 The lessons of Covid-19

When there was a sudden disruption to supplies, as happened with the first 
Covid lockdown,  the City Council quickly learned how powerless they were, 24

and how fragile the UK food supply system is. 

Local government doesn’t have either the authority or the powers to make a 
difference to our food supply system.  25

Only the national government has the social and economic levers to change it, 
and the power and authority to use them — as they demonstrated when they 
closed down the hospitality sector in March 2020, thereby taking about half  
the nation’s food supplies out of  the market.  

2.1.2 A city strategy can’t ensure good food for everyone
We’re already facing severe shortages of  energy and food, hence rising prices. 
Other grave threats to UK food supplies add to this already deeply concerning 
state of  affairs; see section 3. 

Without Government intervention, the costs of  meeting basic physiological 
needs will soon be beyond the majority of  households in the UK; a far higher 
than average proportion of  households affected are in Birmingham.  26

n 

2.2 Local government cannot change [commercial] realities 
As with most national food systems across the world, ours is a commercial one. 
There is no escape from this. We can be thankful it exists. It delivers safe, 
nutritious, delicious tasting food to billions of  people every day, albeit only to 
those who have the economic means to participate in the market. 

2.2.1 The scale of what it takes to feed a population
Other than people involved in large scale operations within the agri-food 
sector, few grasp what it takes to feed a population. Human cognition is useless 
in intuitively grasping what huge numbers mean. And there are humongous 
numbers involved in feeding the population of  even a comparatively small city 
such as Birmingham. 

Birmingham’s population needs 863 billion calories to get by, while the UK 
population needs 49 trillion calories. A trillion, by the bye, is a thousand times 
a billion. Are you any the wiser after the cognitive effort of  reading this 
paragraph? 

Yet those whopping numbers pale into insignificance compared to the 584, 
squadrillion (i.e. 584,000,000,000,000,000) calories required to keep the world 
population alive.  

Supplying calories is one thing; supplying the calories we need by eating 
healthy food stuffs is another.    27

For an outline of  the issues involved, and a useful way of  comparing the huge 
numbers involved, see Annex B.
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n 

2.2.2 Local government isn’t part of the commercial food supply system 
Meeting the basic physiological need of  food to populations is a large scale, 
multi-organisational effort involving millions of  people.   28

Figure 1 below shows the range of  organisational structures and functions in 
getting food to us. Notice there is no role for local government. 

2.2.3 Local government has no powers over food supply system structures
Notice, however, the role of  national government. Their policy decisions 
underpin the food supply system. Only they have the power and authority to 
use (or choose not to use) social and economic levers to change the parameters 
of  engagement between all the players in the food supply system, including 
consumers; see section 3 below. 

2.2.4 City populations can’t and shouldn’t depend on ‘local’ agri-production 
Birmingham’s citizens cannot get the food they need for an active, healthy life 
from local production, whether ‘local’ means hyperlocal within community 
neighbourhoods, or within the city boundaries, or from the wider region or, 
indeed, from agricultural production across the UK.  

It’s not only the scale issue. Protectionism is dangerous. The ‘local’ population 
can only grow what’s possible with their terrain and climate, and is vulnerable 
to adverse local conditions, human or environmental. At an international level, 
state protectionism fuels inflation and global hunger.  29

Local: Urban agriculture within the city boundaries
The contribution of  urban agriculture to feeding any population, is minuscule. 
Here in Birmingham, it’s a tiny fraction of  1% of  what we need.  Here, too, 30

as across the conurbation, soils are thin, and often contaminated.  The plants 31

grown here, as well as ourselves, grow and live under polluted skies. There are 
significant health risks in eating produce grown under these conditions. ,  32 33
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That’s not to say that growing food in back gardens, allotments, school and 
community gardens doesn’t have value. It has many social and personal 
benefits. Also, a well-tended plot is picturesque and easy to understand. ,  34 35

Local: Food grown in the rural shires surrounding the conurbation
The agricultural products grown in the rural shires around the conurbation 
reflect the growing conditions of  their climate and terrain. With a few high-
value products bought directly from a farm (e.g. Herefordshire beef  for the 
city’s high-end restaurants), farmers sell their produce into national and 
international markets — via the complex routes indicated in Figure 1.  36

British-grown produce
It is not within the remit or powers of  local government to decide what is 
grown in the UK agri-sector, nor how it’s grown. Nor what happens to the 
produce once it leaves the farm-gate.  

Nor do they have any influence on what is imported or exported, or on trade 
agreements.  37

n 

2.2.5 Why the draft strategy iconography is inappropriate
The iconography of  your consultation draft is redolent of  the truly scary Stalin 

and Mao food revolutions that led to famine and 
millions of  deaths. Perhaps your editors were 
unaware of  this history, a history that taught 
generations of  the dangers when governments 
forcibly take control of  agri-food production.  38

It particularly inappropriate, too, since Putin’s 
invasion of  Ukraine, and the closure of  the 

Nordstream 2 pipeline. His current control of  a significant proportion of  
world’s supply of  gas, grain, fertiliser and sunflower oil already means price 
hikes for everyone, and hunger for many millions. Widespread famine across 
the world seems all too likely this winter and beyond. 

Birmingham leading a food system revolution? ,  39 40

__________

SECTION 3 
A city food system strategy for an uncertain future 

3.1 What the future holds 
Climate change, resource depletion, population pressures, pathogens,  41

pestilience and increasingly volatile geopolitics are driving rapid change our 
world. Many people are justifiably frightened by what they’ve learned.  42

3.1.1 The relentless, accelerating pace of change 
In early 2018, we published our horizon scanning project report. What we 
learned from our desk research and consultation with agri-food scientists and 
people deep within the sector, frankly terrified us. , ,   43 44 45
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Over the summer of  2021, we carried out a review of  our project conclusions. 
We realised that some of  our dreadful forecasts were already happening. We 
had been 15-20 years too optimistic.  46

In 2021, we produced a briefing document on the risks to our food supplies.  47

Over the last year, we’ve twice updated the infographic it contained; the latest 
iteration is Figure 2 below. 

3.1.2 The role of national Government
As Figure 1 showed, the Government has wide powers, including investment, 
fiscal policy, regulation and its enforcement, and trade agreements to respond 
to food security risks. As demonstrated during Covid, they can also close down 
parts of  the sector. 

Local government is also faced with the consequences of  the Government’s 
recent policy decisions, which have exacerbated internal stresses within the UK 
supply system and thereby raised, rather than lowered, the risks to our food 
security; see Figure 2. , ,  48 49 50

n 

3.2 Work stream objectives 
In the context of  the dramatically changing food supply landscape and the 
rapidly increasing threats on the food supply system, how do the work stream 
objectives stack up in the consultation draft? 
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What’s missing 
We strongly recommend the Birmingham Food System Strategy, or any 
strategic work by the City Council regarding food supplies, has as its focus: 

Preparedness for food shortages and scarcities, including the setting up of  
an early warning system 

Food safety, assurance and integrity 

n 

3.2.1 Food production
We’re unsure what this work stream objective is about, or what could be 
measured against it.  We also refer you to what we said in section 2.2.4 51

regarding local food provenance. 

3.2.2 Food sourcing
A city food system strategy has little impact on sourcing and its provenance, but 
it does have some. Regarding public procurement, see 1.4.1 above; regarding 
nutritious food provision, see 1.4.3; regarding local sourcing, see 2.2.4.  

3.2.3 Food transformation
We agree that Birmingham Public Health monitoring of  the diet of  the 
population and its effects is desirable.  

We add that targeted monitoring to enable an early warning system for supply 
shortages would have not only have local benefit, but also have national value; 
see section 1.3.1. 

The ‘transformation’ of  the diet of  the city will not happen without significant 
policy change at a governmental level. Regarding what supply change actions 
the City Council could take, see sections 1.1.3 and 1.4.3. See also Annex A 
about our appetites and our addictions. 

3.2.4 Food waste and recycling
It’s right that the food system strategy has policies regarding food waste and 
recycling. It’s not only desirable in itself  for environmental reasons, the cost 
outlay involved can be set against refuse collection savings.  52

Further strategic options that don’t appear in the consultation draft regarding 
nutrient redistribution are outlined in section 1.4.4 above. 

3.2.5 Food economy and employment
This is a laudable strategic aim.  

We hope that our suggestions in section 1 are useful in this regard. 

3.2.6 Food skills and knowledge
As with the first work stream objective, we are unsure what this one is about, or 
what could be measured against it. Again, what does the word ‘empower’ 
mean in this context? What ‘knowledge’ and ‘skills’ are the authors referring 
to?  

It’s certainly not ‘empowering’ to spend long hours growing, cooking and 
preparing your own food. ,  53 54
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3.2.7 Food Behaviour Change
There is some merit in this objective, as long as the actions to increase 
capability, opportunity and motivation do not place the responsibility to 
change behaviour on the individual.   55

When it comes the failure of  an individual to have a healthy diet, it’t all too 
often seen as individual choice. But it rarely is. 

In addition, ‘food behaviour change’ is not a matter any strategy can ‘ensure’. 
Nor is it a measurable objective. 

3.2.8 Food Security and Resilience
As with 3.2.7 , the word ‘ensure’ is inappropriate. You can’t deliver on it; see 
2.1.2 above.  

As we have outlined above, however, there are policy measures a city food 
system strategy can put in place; see section 1.  

3.2.9 Food Innovation, Partnerships and Research
This is a laudable work-stream for the city food system strategy, with the caveat 
explained in section 1.4.3. 

n 

3.3 Conclusion 
With the prospect of  energy and food shortages this winter, plus the 
probabilities of  a cascade of  crises hitting UK food supplies over the next few 
years, the question has to be asked whether this draft strategy to 2030 will 
provide a framework for councillors and their officials to make relevant and 
effective policy decisions.  

We strongly recommend the current draft is reviewed in the light of  
existing and emerging threats to our food supply system, the prospect of  
greatly more severe challenges ahead, and in the context of  the powers 
and influence City Council and Birmingham citizens actually have. 
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ANNEX A: APPETITES & ADDICTIONS 
There’s a plethora of  information about the food we eat, what’s good for you, what’s bad for 
you. Amid the multitudes of  opinions about it all, we’re daring to put forward two broad-
brush categories about all the stuff  all of  us eat — and on a single page, too. One is about 
appetites (note the plural), the other about addictions. 

Yet, it is much more complicated than the following words and associated endnotes suggest: 

1 Appetites 
According to Professors David Raubenheimer and Stephen J Simpson, we have five 
‘appetites’. They are for calcium, salt, fats, carbohydrates and protein; i.e. the chemicals we 
need to build and mend tissue, and keep our bodily functions going.  56

A healthy diet meets these chemical requirements, allows us to generate sufficient calories to 
give us the energy we need and contains enough fibre to feed our biome and keep us regular. 

The strongest of  these appetites is for protein. Different proteins are necessary for cell 
structure and function; i.e. to keep us going.   But we can’t store any of  them. The two 57

Profs devised and tested their Protein Leverage Hypothesis initially on locusts; they’re 
etymologists by background.  

Their hypothesis: Two of  our five appetites, for carbohydrates (from which we generate 
energy) and the other for protein can get out of  balance. In summary, if  you don’t get your 
daily need for protein, you’ll eat carbs until it’s met.  

2 Addictions . . . & their fortuitous link with the UK VAT system 
The balance can be complicated by our addictions. If, for example, you consume some 
‘foods’, such as chocolate or booze, your need for protein will not be satisfied. But both are 
addictive, so your bodily system might well be screaming more! more!  58

Savoury snacks, such as crisps, operate a different trick on our digestive system. They’re 
designed to be more-ish. As well as their crispness (a sign of  freshness for many fruits and 
vegetables), their saltiness (meeting one of  our appetites, eh), they often contain umami, 
which fools your taste-buds into supposing they’re rich in protein. But your gut knows better, 
so continues to send signals for you to get more of  this crispy, protein-tasting stuff. 

A range of  substances are termed ‘drug-foods’, because of  their addictive qualities. ,  Due 59 60

to an historical quirk,  while food is zero-rated, drug-foods carry standard-rate VAT. 61

In March 2022, the  Journal of  Public Health published an article, VAT: A precise mechanism to 
identify drug-food companies by the former Director of  Public Health for Sandwell, Professor 
John Middleton, Emeritus Professor of  Primary Care at Birmingham Medical School, Jim 
Parle and our Executive Director, Kate Cooper. ,  62 63

These zero-rated products do us harm, if  consumed in quantity. The authors itemise how 
their supply damages planetary health, too. Intriguingly, what the UK VAT system allows is 
a precise way of  identifying these products at the point of  sale.  Crucially, as the authors of  64

the JPH article point out, this is also means to identify the companies that make and 
promote them, so these corporates can be treated as we do, say, tobacco or alcohol 
companies. 

3 Contingency stocks 
See this infographic: What stocks to choose.  (Apologies that it is so densely packed with 65

information.) We hope it goes without saying that the corporations that manufacture and 
promote of  products that carry standard-rate VAT should be banned from any kind of  
partnership or sponsorship regarding a contingency stock system. 
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ANNEX B: THE SCALE IT TAKES TO FEED A POPULATION 
The phrase ‘gut instinct’ is apt when it comes to our own individual appetites. 
(Well, mostly, see Annex A.) 

When it comes to what a population needs to eat, however, our ‘gut instinct’ 
doesn’t work. Our brains simply can’t compute the big numbers involved in the 
huge quantities of  food that are needed for even a comparatively small city 
such as Birmingham. 

For example, if  one million people, a population some 10% smaller than 
Birmingham’s, each decides to follow the doctor’s adage to eat an apple a day,  
a million apples have to be supplied. Every day.  

Seven million a week, 365 million a year.  

And that’s just one of  our five-a-day. Evidence tells us we need ten-day.  66

That’s 3.65 billion portions of  fruit and vegetables needed by a million people. 

As Figure B suggests, our intuitions about time are far more reliable than our 
judgment about what numbers mean. This provides a helpful way to grasp the 
scale of  what it takes to feed us here in the city, in the UK and the world. 

The table below gives the dietary requirement for each of  these populations.  67

In terms of  time, Birmingham’s population needs about 50 days’ worth of  
protein in a year, whereas the UK population needs 80 years’ worth, ditto 
portions of  fruit and vegetables. The world? Nearly 93,000 years’ worth.  

Calories?  Birmingham’s population needs nearly 27K years’ worth every 68

year, the UK over 1.5 million years’ worth, the world about 18.7 billion years’ 
worth. 
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one million seconds
12 days

one billion seconds
32 years

one trillion seconds
32,000 years

Figure B

BIRMINGHAM UNITED KINGDOM THE WORLD

macronutrient 
protein:100g/day 4.2 million kg/year 2.5 billion kg/day 2.9 trillion kg/year

energy 
2000 calories/day 836 billion kcal/year 49 trillion kcal/yr 584 quadrillion* kcal/yr

micro-nutrients & fibre 
10 portions fruit’n’veg/day 4.2 billion/year 25 billion/year 2.9 trillion/year

Table 1 * a quadrillion is one thousand trillion
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See sections 2.2.1 and 2.2.41

Under the Civil Contingencies Act , the Local Resilience Forum is required to produce a 2

‘resilience plan’. The latest one is dated 2017 and its only mention of food was to encourage 
citizens to have tinned food in case of an emergency. The Forum also has to publish a 
Community Risk Register — which we couldn’t find.

The Civil Contingencies Act is about emergency planning. Even when we did experience a food 3

supply emergency, as happened with the first Covid lockdown, local resilience planning required 
under the Act, proved woefully inadequate. Indeed, was the Local Resilience Forum even 
convened?

Yes, this does expand the remit of the Civil Contingencies Act requirement to encompass a 4

wider range of scenarios; s.a. next footnote

The Act is currently under review. Our concern with the responses is that they pay insufficient 5

attention to food insecurity, notably how chronic situations can easily tip into disaster for 
households whose circumstances are hidden from policy-makers. Society could suddenly be 
faced with a cascade of events which, among other simultaneous infrastructure impacts, would 
prevent food reaching communities.  
See, for example, this response from the LGA: Local Government Association response to the 
Government call for evidence on the National Resilience Strategy.

Both options were used during World War II; see Annex A.6

It’s impossible to suddenly increase production of many nutrient-dense fresh foods. It can be 7

achieved, however, with some products; e.g. some manufactured ones. Additionally, a distributed 
system of co-ordinated horticultural micro-climates could meet some demand. All fresh produce 
however, requires some processing, packaging and distribution.

In changing demand through a structural means (i.e. not through exhortations for people to 8

change their behaviours), the supply system is also reconfigured. Hence, by putting in place a 
buffer contingency stock system of only nutrient dense foods, there would be knock-on 
beneficial impacts through the system network; follow the link the next footnote.

See this account of a scenarios exercise carried out with input from people with professional 9

experience deep within the food supply sector: Future System Shocks: A buffer system of 
nutrient-dense foods is essential — and feasible.

See this part of a Lunar Society talk: When and how do we prepare for future shortages and 10

scarcities? This outlines the issues, and provides a link to our report on our scenarios work.

Elliott Review into the integrity and assurance of food supply networks.  11

note: This work was led by our Executive Director, Kate Cooper, with the regional scientists and 
others she had already recruited for various projects under The New Optimists banner. All the IP 
from this work was transferred to the Birmingham Food Council CIC shortly after the Elliott 
Review was published.

https://data.food.gov.uk/catalog/datasets/069c7353-4fdd-4b4f-9c13-ec525753fb2c12

https://www.food.gov.uk/about-us/professor-robin-may-chief-scientific-adviser. Professor May was 13

one of The New Optimists scientists.

For more detail, see our report: Shining a light on the UK food supply system: The role of local 14

government and public health. (2021)

 Rates of change can identify when tipping points are about to be hit; e.g. if there was increase in 15

the number of households below an income threshold, or in hospital admissions for food 
poisoning.

The city’s relationship with Pune provides a useful case study of its value. At the first meeting 16

with Pune officials, their Director of Public Health described how they regularly tested children 
for nutrient deficiencies, and how they used this information.

The worst situation is to have espoused high standards, but not to monitor them. Consumers 17

will assume all’s well, but sooner or later, suppliers cutting corners or outright fraud result.
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https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2022/02/03/part-15-when-how-do-we-prepare-for-future-food-shortages-scarcities/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2022/02/03/part-15-when-how-do-we-prepare-for-future-food-shortages-scarcities/
https://www.local.gov.uk/parliament/briefings-and-responses/national-resilience-strategy-call-evidence-local-government
https://www.local.gov.uk/parliament/briefings-and-responses/national-resilience-strategy-call-evidence-local-government
https://www.local.gov.uk/parliament/briefings-and-responses/national-resilience-strategy-call-evidence-local-government
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/elliott-review-into-the-integrity-and-assurance-of-food-supply-networks-final-report
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2020/11/18/future-system-shocks-a-buffer-food-stock-system/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2020/11/18/future-system-shocks-a-buffer-food-stock-system/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Shining-a-light_The-role-of-local-government_15June2021.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Shining-a-light_The-role-of-local-government_15June2021.pdf
https://www.food.gov.uk/about-us/professor-robin-may-chief-scientific-adviser
https://data.food.gov.uk/catalog/datasets/069c7353-4fdd-4b4f-9c13-ec525753fb2c
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Monitoring the financial costs of such procurement might be useful, especially if it showed a 18

cost-benefit for x-communities, and that could be measured over x-time-frame.

https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdac03019

Leaving fields fallow and muck spreading (that’s animal poo) were the traditional ways of 20

repleting soils. There are now regulations about muck spreading as, along with nutrients, poo also 
contains many a microbe, some pathogenic to humans. Research on treating animal muck so 
that it can be used as fertiliser is happening, and one of the challenges is how to get it from the 
farm to the arable and horticultural areas where it’s needed.
Currently, as well as manufactured fertilisers, now in short supply because of the Ukraine war, 
there are other options. None, however, allow the yields we need to feed the world. Yet.
For arguments about agricultural practices, organic/regnerative versus traditional, see this 2022 
Chatham House Research Paper by Tim Benton (on our Panel of Experts) & Helen Harwatt: 
Sustainable agriculture and food systems: Comparing contrasting and contested versions.

See The other dark matter : The science and business of turning waste into wealth and health by 21

Lina Zeldovich, 2021.

A starting point is with https://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/compost at Ryton, near Coventry.22

See our podcast interview with Emily Timmins of Severn Trent Water.23

In ordering the shutdown of the hospitality sector on 23rd March 2020, the Government de 24

facto took half the UK’s food supplies out of the system, literally having locked them up 
overnight or, for perishable goods under continuous production forcing them to be thrown away. 
Because the UK, unlike many other countries across the EU, have little processing capacity 
anywhere, let alone near farms; e.g. for milk drying facilities. Investment in such capacity is 
necessary for a contingency stock system, as well as to prevent what happened after the first 
lockdown; see section 1.1 above.

Much of the burden of diet-related morbidities, however, rests on local government and the 25

local NHS trusts.

https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/downloads/file/2533/index_of_deprivation_2019 The objective 26

to ensure safe, nutritious food for everyone is not one that can be achieved.

Assessing the calorie needs of a person is one thing, assessing the calorific value of food 27

products is dodgy: see the third chapter in Tim Spector’s book, Spoon-fed: Why almost 
everything we’ve been told about food is wrong has the title Calorie counting doesn’t add up, 
itself a neat summary of its contents. 

Many are surprised by the complexity of the system that gets the food we need to us and many 28

want, somehow, us to be ‘closer’ to it, whatever that might mean. Or that we should, somehow, 
‘simplify’ the system. In contrast, we never hear exhortations that we should, somehow, get 
closer to the origins of clothes on our back, or the furniture and equipment in our homes.

To the consternation of the UN Food & Agriculture Organization, food protectionism is on the 29

rise in these troubled times. See, for example, this Bloomberg report from last May: https://
www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-05-24/rising-global-food-protectionism-risks-
worsening-inflation-woes

See section 2 from this blogpost: Food System Transformation #8: The geometry of the box [we 30

need to think outside of]

Birmingham’s terrain has never been suitable for agriculture. We have so many lovely trees in the 31

city because it was once part of the ancient Forest of Arden. They weren’t cut down as our thin 
soils atop an espoused plateau with no water supply except for a few streams, means a terrain  
unsuitable for agriculture. There were a few heaths within the Forest, poor grazing even for 
sheep, their location indicated by some of the place-names we still use.

Eating produce that has been grown in polluted soils, with polluted water and/or under polluted 32

skies has a significant impact on us all, particularly on infants who can be cognitively stunted. See 
the RH column on page two of our Horizon scanning report (2018).

Polluted air is bad for all breathing creatures, humans included. Which is why the City Council, as 33

other local governments, has designated part of the city as a Clean Air Zone.
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https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2022/08/19/making-a-meal-of-it-episode-4-with-emily-timmins-of-severn-trent-water/
https://cleanairzone.org.uk/
https://www.gardenorganic.org.uk/compost
https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdac030
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/441061/spoon-fed-by-tim-spector/9781529112733
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/441061/spoon-fed-by-tim-spector/9781529112733
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/BackFromTheFuture_HorizonScanningProjectReport_BirminghamFoodCouncil_January2018.pdf
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/O/bo119246947.html
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2020/01/27/food-system-transformation-8-the-geometry-of-the-box-we-need-to-think-outside-of/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2020/01/27/food-system-transformation-8-the-geometry-of-the-box-we-need-to-think-outside-of/
https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/downloads/file/2533/index_of_deprivation_2019
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-05-24/rising-global-food-protectionism-risks-worsening-inflation-woes
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-05-24/rising-global-food-protectionism-risks-worsening-inflation-woes
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-05-24/rising-global-food-protectionism-risks-worsening-inflation-woes
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-05-24/rising-global-food-protectionism-risks-worsening-inflation-woes
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/who-we-are/panel-of-experts/
http://www.apple.com/uk
https://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/2022-05-24-sustainable-agriculture-benton-harwatt_4.pdf
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There’s nothing ‘natural’ about growing food. Hence grow-your-own (GYO) takes hard physical 34

labour, a lot of attention and considerable horticultural skills. It’s also a constant battle against the 
weather, slugs, aphids and many other critters, most of which you can’t see with your naked eye, 
but all view whatever you grow as their dinner, not yours. 

An indicator that urban food growing is a diversion from the real issues was the Mondelez 35

sponsorship of a the Healthy Lives programme which ‘touched’ (their word, not ours) 60K 
primary schoolchildren in south Birmingham and their families. It included local food growing, the 
sites all branded with their logo. It was all part of their global “$50M commitment to multi-year 
partnerships promoting active, healthy lives“. 

See section 3 from this blogpost: Food System Transformation #8: The geometry of the box [we 36

need to think outside of]. It has an example of how and why Birmingham’s food supply system 
can’t depend on regional protection.

International trade agreements are between national states. In the UK, though, agriculture policy 37

is the responsibility of the devolved administrations. As Clare Moriarty, former Defra Permanent 
Secretary, pointed out in an interview as part of the UK in a Changing Europe series, this poses 
issues in the Brexit negotiations; the transcript is here: https://ukandeu.ac.uk/brexit-witness-
archive/clare-moriarty/  

See Our World in Data: Famines38

It’s difficult to see how even a collection of cities can change the food supply system. The latest, 39

2022, Milan Urban Food Policy Pact brief is a humble-brag about the great and the good talking 
to each other in their world. It’s not about the world of today’s food supply system or the 
feasibility of its reconfiguration, nor the world of governments who have power and authority to 
instigate change and take on corporate power. 

To be fair to city officials and, too, to university researchers, it’s difficult to communicate with 40

business people. The sector works on low margins, so business people can’t see the benefit of 
having (what to them are) unfocussed conversations — and that’s if you can find someone to 
talk with! A large company will send along their marketing or brand people who have their own 
agenda.  
fwiw: We’re good gleaning information and viewpoints from people working deep in the sector; 
they know they’ll spend a only very short time with us, while meeting people they wouldn’t 
otherwise meet to talk about what are burning issues in their world.

 We’re all familiar with anti-microbial resistance (AMR) affecting the antibiotics we take to 41

counter infections we can get. AMR affects crop pathogens, too. The issues are summarised on 
page 9 of our 2019 report: Global risks to UK food supplies, which (a) quotes a helpful 
explanation of some of the scientific data by Professor Sarah Gurr. 
And (b) also refers a 2015 Lloyds of London ‘Emerging Risks’ reports: Food System Shock: The 
insurance impacts of acute disruption to global food supply. This scenarios exercise was about 
yield falls in two cereal crops, rice and wheat, that would have significant repurcussions across 
the world. This exercise was led by Professor Molly Jahn who, like Sarah, serves on our Panel of 
Experts.

It hasn’t helped that many scientists have been hesitant in communicating about what they know 42

until recently, concerned about making people anxious or creating civil unrest.We’ve always 
argued against this stance; see this blogpost, The Game: Optimism, reality and context . . . dancing 
on the biscuit of opportunity. ‘The Game’ is, well, The Game. 

See our project report, Back from the future, published in January 2018. 43

As a result we designed a scenarios exercise, simply called The Game, to enable socio-political 44

decision-makers and others to better understand what we’re facing.

See also this report: Global risks to UK food supplies, published to support The Game, in 2019.45

This is last of three blogposts we wrote, one for each of the time horizons we’d considered: 46

About the food system 2030-50: How smart were our predictions in 2017?

The state we’re in: Risks to UK food supplies. August 2021.47
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https://www.milanurbanfoodpolicypact.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Policy-Brief_MUFPP_2022.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/BackFromTheFuture_HorizonScanningProjectReport_BirminghamFoodCouncil_January2018.pdf
https://ourworldindata.org/famines
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2018/11/24/the-game-optimism-reality-and-context-dancing-on-the-biscuit-of-opportunity/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2018/11/24/the-game-optimism-reality-and-context-dancing-on-the-biscuit-of-opportunity/
mailto:https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/what-we-do/the-game-nine-meals-from-anarchy/
https://www.mondelezinternational.com/impact/Community-Partnerships/our-programs-and-partners
https://www.mondelezinternational.com/impact/Community-Partnerships/our-programs-and-partners
mailto:https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/07/12/the-food-system-in-2030-50/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Global_Risks_to_UK_food_supplies_Jan2019.pdf
https://biosciences.exeter.ac.uk/staff/profile/index.php?web_id=Sarah_Gurr
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Food-System-Shock_Exec-Summary_June-2015-1.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Food-System-Shock_Exec-Summary_June-2015-1.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Molly_Jahn
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/who-we-are/panel-of-experts/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/who-we-are/panel-of-experts/
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/brexit-witness-archive/clare-moriarty/
https://ukandeu.ac.uk/brexit-witness-archive/clare-moriarty/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Global_Risks_to_UK_food_supplies_Jan2019.pdf
mailto:https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/what-we-do/the-game-nine-meals-from-anarchy/
mailto:https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-state-were-in_-Risks-to-UK-food-supplies.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2020/01/27/food-system-transformation-8-the-geometry-of-the-box-we-need-to-think-outside-of/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2020/01/27/food-system-transformation-8-the-geometry-of-the-box-we-need-to-think-outside-of/
mailto:https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/what-we-do/the-game-nine-meals-from-anarchy/
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Under the requirements of the 2020 Agriculture Act, the Government put this Food Security 48

report to Parliament in 2021. It was compiled by Defra, so not independent of the government. 
In it, there is this statement on page 154, which seeks to abnegate their responsibilities under the 
1996 Rome Declaration on Food Security, to which they are a signatory:

The capability, levers, and expertise to respond to disruption lie with the agri-food industry, which is 
experienced in dealing with scenarios that can affect food supply disruption. 
Government’s role is to support and enable an industry-led response. This includes extensive and ongoing 
engagement to support industry in preparedness for, and response to, potential food supply chain 
disruptions.

Regarding the Government food strategy White Paper, see, for example:49

Lord Deben’s scathing remarks in his speech to the House of Lords on 13th June 2022, saying It 
is not actually a food strategy [   ] it doesn’t address the fundamental issues [   ] it has vague 
promises and partial answers . . . 
Professor Chris Elliott in his article Government food strategy: A strategy without a plan in New 
Food, wrote that it was just words, with skewed statistics, before summing it up as a tragedy of 
Shakespearean proportions. 

Nick Hughes’ article Food strategy fails to meet the scale of the challenge in Footprint..
The BBC Food Programme asked: The Food Strategy: Is there one? 

For our response to the Dimbleby Plan, see this blogpost: The National Food Strategy Plan: 50

None of our criteria was met. Does this matter?

What is meant by the word ‘empower’ in this context? And the word ‘connect’? Surely we all are 51

connected to the city’s food system, otherwise we’d starve to death.

For more information about costs of waste and recycling, see these two reports, both published 52

in 2015: The first is our second report on food and the city economy: Tensions, trade-offs and 
opportunities. The second is Coca Cola and its effects on us and the city, compiled in response 
to the City Council’s commercial sponsorshipof the ParkLives project by the company.

On that topic, see Rachel Laudan’s essay in Gastronomica  in 2001: A Plea for Culinary 53

Modernism: Why We Should Love New, Fast, Processed Food

See also the fourth of Jay Raynor’s ‘Ten [Food] Commandments: Thou shalt cook — sometimes. 54

This is particularly important in relation to the most disadvantaged in society who might, for 55

many reasons beyond their control, have a poor diet.

Raubenheimer and Simpson lucidly explain their hypothesis for the lay reader in Eat like the 56

animals: What nature teaches us about healthy eating. Google ‘protein leverage hypothesis’ for a 
wealth of scientific literature on the topic.

To give you an indication of just how complicated a role proteins play, see this Conversation 57

article: https://theconversation.com/what-is-a-protein-a-biologist-explains-152870. 
If you’re glutton for more, often mathematical/topological information of the topic, try googling 
‘protein folding’.

Or maybe having overdone things, and feeling ill . . .58

The term ‘drug-foods’ was first coined by the anthropologist, Sidney Mintz for the tropical 59

commodities first brought to Europe by early explorers, namely (cane) sugar, chocolate, caffeine 
(tea and coffee), rum and tobacco (still classed on the Forbes List as a ‘food’), in addition to 
alcohol already consumed across the world.

Sidney Mintz’s book where he coined the term is Sweetness and Power: The place of sugar in 60

modern history. Penguin, 1986.

This interesting quirk is explained in this blogpost: https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/61

2019/04/19/how-the-uk-vat-system-identifies-vested-interests-costing-us-and-the-earth/

 https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdac03062

The authors’ definition of a drug-food subsumes products containing sugar-substitute 63

sweeteners and those, such as crips, specifically formulated to be ‘moreish’; i.e. to stimulate 
pleasure responses beyond the natural pleasure of eating, as well as alcohol products.
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https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/294481/the-ten-food-commandments-by-rayner-jay/9780241976692
https://theconversation.com/what-is-a-protein-a-biologist-explains-152870
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-food-strategy
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Lords/2022-06-13/debates/232E73AD-84CA-4D19-87EC-5D1E6E639AD8/GovernmentFoodStrategy#contribution-20C5E2F6-61CE-4254-B4B5-A764A57F3CAA
https://www.newfoodmagazine.com/article/165803/government-food-strategy/
https://www.foodservicefootprint.com/food-strategy-fails-to-meet-scale-of-the-challenge/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/m0018njr
https://www.eatliketheanimals.com/
https://www.eatliketheanimals.com/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/322123/sweetness-and-power-by-sidney-w-mintz/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/322123/sweetness-and-power-by-sidney-w-mintz/
https://online.ucpress.edu/gastronomica/article-abstract/1/1/36/93394/A-Plea-for-Culinary-Modernism-Why-We-Should-Love?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://online.ucpress.edu/gastronomica/article-abstract/1/1/36/93394/A-Plea-for-Culinary-Modernism-Why-We-Should-Love?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/united-kingdom-food-security-report-2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/united-kingdom-food-security-report-2021
https://www.fao.org/3/w3613e/w3613e00.htm
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Food-and-the-city-economy_Sept2015_webversion.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Food-and-the-city-economy_Sept2015_webversion.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/Coca-Cola-its-effects-on-us-and-the-city.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2019/04/19/how-the-uk-vat-system-identifies-vested-interests-costing-us-and-the-earth/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2019/04/19/how-the-uk-vat-system-identifies-vested-interests-costing-us-and-the-earth/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2019/04/19/how-the-uk-vat-system-identifies-vested-interests-costing-us-and-the-earth/
https://doi.org/10.1093/pubmed/fdac030
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/08/31/national-food-strategy-none-of-our-criteria-was-met-does-this-matter/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/08/31/national-food-strategy-none-of-our-criteria-was-met-does-this-matter/
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We drew up a ‘balance sheet’ (which in accounting terms, is, well, odd) to work out how much 64

the consumption of drug-foods actually costs society in terms of, for example, dental and mental 
health care, diet-related morbidities, recycling or otherwise disposing of cans, cans, bottles and 
other packaging, et al.  It’s considerable; see: What does this food sector balance sheet tell us?

We are grateful to Professors Raubenheimer and Simpson for their helpful comments on earlier 65

versions of this infographic.

The first time the five-a-day advice was challenged as being insufficient was in 2014 when this 66

article in the Journal of Epidemiology and Public Health appeared by Dr Oyinlola 
Oyebode (now at Warwick University, then at University College London) and her colleagues. 
They concluded that that 7-a-day, or more, gave significantly more benefits; see this UCL press 
release about the article.  
In 2017, a team of researchers led by Dr Dagfinn Aune at Imperial College, London, showed 
conclusive evidence that, although even the recommended five-a-day reduced disease risk, the 
greatest benefit came from eating 800g of FFV a day, equivalent to ten portions. 
see their article in the International Journal of Epidemiology, and this Imperial College press 
release about it.

We’ve taken 100g of protein as the average requirement per person per day; it’s about right 67

according to various ways of calculating it (e.g. here) and an easy figure to compute.
The energy requirement of 2000kcal is another average of what we need and, again easy to 
compute.  
note: The UN Food and Agriculture Organization indicates the UK average intake is some 150% 
higher; see Our World in Data : Daily calorie supply.
Regarding ten-a-day portions of fruit and vegetables? See footnote above.

For the second time in these endnotes, we refer you to the third chapter in Tim Spector’s book, 68

Spoon-fed: Why almost everything we’ve been told about food is wrong with its title Calorie 
counting doesn’t add up, itself a neat summary of its contents. 
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Is it too late for a strategy?  

Given the new realities, are we, instead, into crisis management? 
Or, as former Aston University Vice Chancellor, Baroness 
Brown, said on Channel 4 News in the aftermath of  Storm 
Eunice: “What we have dealt with as a crisis, needs to be 
routine.” 

Perhaps it is too late. For sure, however, it’s where our strategic 
focus now needs to be.

Baroness Brown said on Channel 4 News in the aftermath of  Storm Eunice 
Baroness Brown said on Channel 4 News in the aftermath of  Storm Eunice

https://jech.bmj.com/content/68/9/856.short?g=w_jech_ahead_tab
https://jech.bmj.com/content/68/9/856.short?g=w_jech_ahead_tab
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/staff/ooyebode/
https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/staff/ooyebode/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2014/apr/ucl-study-finds-new-evidence-linking-fruit-and-vegetable-consumption-lower-mortality
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