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Recent surging food prices reflect the growing number of  serious 
threats to global food supplies. These threats will continue to 
materialise with ever-increasing frequency and ferocity. 

We continue to develop our scenarios projects to illuminate the 
powers the Government has in this situation, and how they could be 
used to respond to and mitigate the impact of  chronic and sudden-
onset shortages of  sufficient supplies of  safe, nutritious food to the 
population, and be better prepared for supply disruptions. 

Government inaction, exacerbated by this Brexit, means thousands 
of  Birmingham households are without economic access to the food 
they need. As Birmingham City Council’s Healthy Food City Forum 
face the political reality of  local government having little influence 
on the food supply system, we recommended how local government 
action could contribute to more reliable supplies, notably using local 
data to generate early warning of  supply system stresses. The 
Municipal Journal published our article on this topic. 

We also continued our efforts to curb the power of  those corporates 
whose ‘drug-food’ products wreak damage on human and planetary 
health. Our peer-reviewed paper on how to identify them through 
the UK VAT system was published in the Journal of  Public Health. 

In addition to journal articles, we communicated our work through 
reports, blogposts, a new podcast series, hosted workshops, made 
presentations and advised No Stone Theatre on their production of  
Seeds, a play about the origins of  Vavilov Institute, now one of  the 
world’s largest and most prestigious seed banks. 
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We’ve reported before on our 2017-18 horizon scanning project to 2050. 
Without what Ban Ki Moon termed ‘food system transformation’, the 
best case scenario was many millions of  people on the move, many of  
whom would die. We reviewed our project conclusions last year, and 
realised our dreadful forecasts only four years ago about threats to the 
system were already happening. We had been 15-20 years too optimistic.  

The emergence of  new threats on the horizon, along with the frequency 
and ferocity of  damaging events, from extreme weather to disease 
outbreaks, is accelerating. We’ve had to update our risk infographic 
(below) three times over the year.  

The sight of  empty supermarket shelves in one of  the richest nations in 
the world, is testament to the state of  an already fragile UK food supply 
system, one that it gravely exacerbated by this Brexit. 

In February 2021, in a Channel 4 interview with Baroness Brown in the 
aftermath of  Storm Eunice, she stated What we’ve dealt with as a crisis needs 
to be routine. Less than a week later, Russia invaded Ukraine. For all the 
narratives about why Putin gave this order, it’s no accident a significant 
proportion of  the world’s gas, cereal, sunflower oil and, perhaps most 
worrying of  all, fertiliser supplies are not on the open market. 

It’s a major concern that the UK Government has no discernible policies 
or plans about how the food supply system can be robust enough to  
respond routinely to ever more frequent crises.

The state of the world: war, pestilence & famine 
hard-to-take lessons from our horizon scanning project

https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/BackFromTheFuture_HorizonScanningProjectReport_BirminghamFoodCouncil_January2018.pdf
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2022/02/23/preparedness-what-weve-dealt-with-as-a-crisis-needs-to-be-routine/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2022/02/23/preparedness-what-weve-dealt-with-as-a-crisis-needs-to-be-routine/
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The capability, levers and 
expertise to respond to 

disruption lie with  
the agri-food industry . . .

Government’s role is to support 
and enable an industry led 

response. This includes extensive 
and on-going engagement to 

support industry in preparedness 
for, and response to potential 

food supply disruptions.

“
“

The state of the UK: access to safe, healthy food  
the role, responsibilities of government & the powers it has

The second and final part of  the National Food Strategy Plan, led by 
Henry Dimbleby, was published in July 2021. As we reported, it had 
nothing to say about households who can’t afford to buy food, nothing 
on food safety, assurance and integrity, on UK preparedness for future 
shortages, or on the Government’s role in building collective resilience. 
Nor did it recommend any population level interventions, or how to curb 
those corporates whose products wreak so much damage on planetary as 
well as human health (see page 6 below). Nor did it mention, let alone 
recommend ways to mitigate the grave threats to UK food security from 
this Brexit. Indeed, there wasn’t any analysis of  international trade in 
agri-food products and associated goods, nor was there evidence of  
consultation with trade negotiators, agri-food lawyers or insurers  

We were troubled by the apparent lack of  technical expertise in agri-food 
matters in the Plan, and in the authors’ understanding of  scientific 
papers. Dimbleby’s team recruitment was perhaps adversely affected by 
the loss of  agri-food expertise from Defra after the Brexit vote. 

We were promised the Government response to Dimbleby’s Plan in six 
months. A year later, their White Paper was, as we reported, greeted with 
derision, confirming their statement made in their 2021 Food Security 
Report to Parliament (see left) indicating it had chosen to abnegate their  
responsibilities under the 1996 Rome Declaration regarding the UK 
population having access to sufficient supplies of  safe, nutritious food. 

This absence of  decisions on food policies is likely to lead to further 
food-related disease and widespread malnutrition and hunger. The 
infographic below lists a few statistics highlighting current trends, and 
lists the major levers of  power the Government could use to ameliorate  
the already dire situation of  literally millions of  UK citizens.

https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2021/08/31/national-food-strategy-none-of-our-criteria-was-met-does-this-matter/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2022/08/19/where-have-all-the-agri-food-policy-experts-gone/
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/2022/07/07/will-this-government-white-paper-on-food-strategy-sink-with-barely-a-trace/
https://www.fao.org/3/w3613e/w3613e00.htm
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The state of local government & public health 
what they can and can’t do about the food system

Power and authority over the UK food supply system rests with national, 
not local government. Yet eating is hyperlocal, literally in your face — 
and the burden of  diet-related morbidities is borne locally.  

Cities have never been, and cannot be about growing food (listen to 
podcast clip linked below left). Birmingham’s food supply system, as that 
of  other conurbations across the world, is part of  a global system, with 
all the successes, fragilities and environmental consequences that entails. 

So we asked ourselves this question: Given the risks to the supply system, 
and the inaction of  the current Government, what contribution can the 
City Council Healthy Food City initiative make to better enable all 
citizens to be able to access sufficient supplies of  safe, nutritious food? 

As we explained in this report in our Shining a light on the UK food 
supply system series, and this article A surprising new role for local 
government in the Municipal Journal, local government and public 
health have valuable data that could be used to identify potential supply 
shocks and under-the-radar chronic issues affecting some communities. 
We pointed out, too, that nationally valuable data could be generated by 
our diverse population. As with translational medicine, Birmingham 
could be the UK leader on such an endeavour. 

The Local Authority Enforcement Monitoring (LEAMS) data show up 
the lack of  resources all Councils have in carrying out their statutory 
duties regarding food safety, assurance and integrity. We have 
encouraged Birmingham City Council to speak out on this matter.  

Local government has statutory duties under the Civil Contingencies Act 
to set up a Local Resilience Forum and Community Risk Register. Both 
proved irrelevant when sudden food shortages happened with the first 
lockdown. We have encouraged the City Council to lead regional bodies 
to have better preparedness planning, delineate where the responsibilities 
lie in the event of  another crisis, commit to regular rehearsal exercises 
and explore possible contingency buffer stock system scenarios.

https://
youtube.com/clip/
UgkxDKdVbkcSvv
FgGv9dcNqjlFAXL

Km78Dd3

IMAGE BY MIHAITA TATARUSANU REPRODUCED HERE UNDER A CREATIVE COMMONS LICENCE

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.themj.co.uk/A-surprising-new-role-for-local-government/222213
https://www.themj.co.uk/A-surprising-new-role-for-local-government/222213
https://data.food.gov.uk/catalog/datasets/069c7353-4fdd-4b4f-9c13-ec525753fb2c
https://www.birminghamfoodcouncil.org/about/what-we-do/the-game-nine-meals-from-anarchy/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/96208179@N07/13169053194/
https://youtube.com/clip/UgkxDKdVbkcSvvFgGv9dcNqjlFAXLKm78Dd3
https://youtube.com/clip/UgkxDKdVbkcSvvFgGv9dcNqjlFAXLKm78Dd3
https://youtube.com/clip/UgkxDKdVbkcSvvFgGv9dcNqjlFAXLKm78Dd3
https://youtube.com/clip/UgkxDKdVbkcSvvFgGv9dcNqjlFAXLKm78Dd3
https://youtube.com/clip/UgkxDKdVbkcSvvFgGv9dcNqjlFAXLKm78Dd3
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The state of a ‘food’ supply system
VAT: A precise mechanism to identify the drug-food companies

The UK VAT system is uniquely structured with the means to identify 
the drug food companies, as our previous work has illuminated. In 
March 2020, a peer reviewed paper on the subject was published in 
the prestigious Journal of  Public Health.  

It was authored by two former Directors of  the Birmingham Food 
Council, Professor John Middleton, former Sandwell Director of  Public 
Health, past President of  the Faculty of  Public Health, Professor Jim 
Parle, Emeritus Professor of  Primary Care at Birmingham Medical 
School, and current Board member, Kate Cooper.  

As the authors point out, the world’s food system is dominated by a 
small number of  global corporations making and promoting drug-foods, 
sugar, cocoa, caffeine and alcohol in myriad forms. Their use, too, of  
sugar-substitute non-sugar sweeteners and their design of  savoury snacks 
are specifically formulated to be more-ish.  

Food is essential for life, thus in the UK as in EU countries, it is zero-
rated for VAT. Owing to an historical quirk dating from the introduction 
of  Purchase Tax during the Second World War, the drug-foods, such as 
crisps, confectionery and many drinks, do carry standard-rate VAT.  

The health consequences of  over-consumption of  these drug-foods are 
obvious to us all, and come at a huge financial and social cost in the 
burden of  obesity, pre-natal and infant malnutrition, alcohol harm and 
diet-related dental and mental health care. There are, too, considerable 
financial and environmental costs in recycling or disposing of  drug-food 
packaging. It is less well recognised the production of  drug-foods uses up 
a substantial proportion of  our increasingly stretched natural resources. 

The authors put forward a series of  measures to curb the damaging 
impact of  these global corporations, as we have with tobacco and 
alcohol companies, to include prohibitions forthwith on: 
❖ Advertising and product placement, with controls on both branding  

and packaging design. 
❖ Sponsorship and partnerships (including commercial partnerships 

such as vending machines) with national and local government 
bodies, education and nursery establishments and the NHS. 

Additionally, the products of  these corporations should be charged an 
Excise Duty and consideration given for them to be a major contributor 
to any Food Resilience Levy, as we have previously proposed to fund a 
buffer stock food supply system.

“Urgent radical action is needed 
to curb these corporations, as 

society is facing rapidly declining 
health of populations and the 

planet . . . . Corporate power is, 
however, considerable . . . Seeking 
any means by which these [they] 

would voluntarily curb their 
commercial activities runs counter 

to their raison d’être and is 
therefore futile . . . [they] are 
amoral rather than immoral 

entities, blindly seeking to extend 
their power and reach, indifferent 
to human and planetary interests.

Our urgent challenges is to speak 
truth to this sociopathic 

global corporation power 
and act against it.”
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We live in a conurbation, as do 83% of  the UK population. Hence our 
focus is on the widely disregarded space between the farm gate and the 
retail or wholesale shelf. This focus reveals these key issues:

The state of today’s food supply system
Where we focus our attention . . . and why

In the UK today, food security depends on having sufficient nutrients, as 
explained by Parveen Mehta, Operations Director of  Minor Weir & 
Willis in the first of  our podcast series; click on the image left.  

Millions of  people, many children, are suffering what is, in essence, a 
nutrient famine. This has costly long-term impact on people and society. 

Getting sufficient supplies of  nutrient-dense fresh produce to urban 
populations takes the dynamically complex, ever-changing interactions 
of  many diverse organisations. Only the business sector has the global 
reach, the flexibility and operational scale to deliver what’s needed. As 
safe, healthy produce is expensive to grow, process and distribute, 
unfettered commercial drivers will result in cheap, poorer quality food.  

There are substantial economic and social benefits of  Government-led 
regulations and, crucially, their enforcement on food standards 
regarding safety assurance, integrity and nutrient-content. 

There is no evidence the Government’s stance in relying on consumer 
behaviour change is effective. Coupled with a lax attitude to regulation, 
this stance will lead to further degradation of  the supply system, as well 
as much individual suffering. 

Few grasp the scale of  what it takes to feed a population; none of  us has 
an intuitive understanding of  the numbers involved. For example, the 
Food Cities 2022 Report placed  the City Council’s admirable efforts to 
get food supplies to those in need during the first lockdown as their first 
exemplar case study. Its title was Voluntary sector mobilisation for efficient food 
distribution. Yet, at its peak, using unpaid volunteer 6-10 drivers and 8 
packers a day, they delivered only 60 tonnes of  food a week, a drop in 
the ocean of  need, as the table below shows:

https://
open.spotify.com/

episode/
75iGQQWbCmIHLKh
CWRaBVO?si=GEj-
KJjMTWSr_KZA5RG

sxQ

https://
open.spotify.com/

episode/
75iGQQWbCmIH
LKhCWRaBVO?

si=cfDXP5qYQw2i
GzVWVOt6vw

https://open.spotify.com/episode/75iGQQWbCmIHLKhCWRaBVO?si=cfDXP5qYQw2iGzVWVOt6vw
https://open.spotify.com/episode/75iGQQWbCmIHLKhCWRaBVO?si=cfDXP5qYQw2iGzVWVOt6vw
https://open.spotify.com/episode/75iGQQWbCmIHLKhCWRaBVO?si=cfDXP5qYQw2iGzVWVOt6vw
https://open.spotify.com/episode/75iGQQWbCmIHLKhCWRaBVO?si=cfDXP5qYQw2iGzVWVOt6vw
https://open.spotify.com/episode/75iGQQWbCmIHLKhCWRaBVO?si=cfDXP5qYQw2iGzVWVOt6vw
https://open.spotify.com/episode/75iGQQWbCmIHLKhCWRaBVO?si=cfDXP5qYQw2iGzVWVOt6vw
https://open.spotify.com/episode/75iGQQWbCmIHLKhCWRaBVO?si=cfDXP5qYQw2iGzVWVOt6vw
https://www.foodfoundation.org.uk/sites/default/files/2022-02/FOOD%20CITIES%202022%20Tactics%20to%20Try_FULL%20DOC.pdf
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A good enough state for the future?
All people at all times have access to sufficient, safe, nutritious food?

The words here and the image on the next page serve as a reminder of  
what happens when a government abandons responsibility for the state 
of  the food supply system to many of  its citizens. 

Our scenarios thinking tool, The Game, allows Players to ‘use’ the levers 
of  power, whether of  government or corporate, to change the chances of  
a population being able to withstand shortages and scarcities of  safe, 
nutritious food over, say, 20 years. Such experiential learning has proven 
revealingly informative, and unforgettable emotionally. Players have to: 

Quickly understand the magnitude of  the task to keep enough safe, 
nutritious food supplies arriving for millions. of  people.  
➡ Realise global shortages can only be adequately met locally by 

careful preparedness planning, including infrastructure change. 

Recognise and assess emerging supply threats, take action to avert 
them or mitigate their effect. 

Own the limits of  money supply measures; governments can print 
money, but they can’t print crops, fertilisers, pesticides or energy.  
➡ Calculate the gap between food that can be grown in the UK 

under a rapidly changing climate, and what can’t. 
➡ Determine the local and global environmental costs of  our diet. 
➡ Decide on investment for large-scale novel agri-and farm-free 

production capability and capacity. 

Discern which levers of  influence are relevant in a complex system, 
and decide what effective social and economic trade-offs to make 
between efficiency and robustness, being informed by our latest food 
landscape infographic, the current one replicated below.  
Consider the ethical implications of  their decision-making and its 
likely consequences.

Successive British governments 
have ignored hunger.
Over a million British subjects 
died of starvation in the 1840s, 
many more fled the famine.   
A century later,  some four million 
more died of starvation, this time 
in Bengal.
Famine hasn’t stalked England itself 
since the early 17th century.  
But hunger and malnutrition 
were widespread across the UK 
until the mid-20th century. 
They have returned.
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Who we are
Board of Directors
Birmingham Food Council CIC was incorporated in 
March 2014.  

At the end of  the 2021-22 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. Visiting Fellow 

at the Aston Crisis Management Centre 
❖ Junaid Haroon, Partner, Mills and Reeve 
❖ Caroline Hutton Trustee, Social Farms & 

Gardens, 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 2022, they were: 
❖ Tim Benton, Professor of  Population Ecology at 

Leeds University and Chatham House Fellow. 
❖ Barbara Bray, OBE, PhD research student at 

QUB, Defra intern, nutrition and food safety 
consultant, former Nuffield scholar. 

❖ Professor 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, Chief  Executive, the Leadership 
Centre. 

❖ 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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The Famine Memorial 

Dublin

https://flic.kr/p/D1NJ8N
https://flic.kr/p/D1NJ8N
https://flic.kr/p/D1NJ8N
https://flic.kr/p/D1NJ8N
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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