October 2019
Feedback is an environmental charity which regenerates nature by transforming our food system. To move
towards a food system that nourishes both people and our planet will require significant changes to our
food culture, the food economy and its governance. We are seeking to bring about these changes through a
unique combination of campaigning and advocacy, citizen engagement and pilot programmes. For more
information visit our website: www.feedbackglobal.org
Our recommendations to the National Food Strategy team to help build a more circular, resilient and
sustainable food system (see https://feedbackglobal.org/about-us/our-model/) include:
1. Redefine productivity for best nutrition, health and environmental outcomes
1.1 Agricultural policy cannot effectively deliver best case outcomes for planetary and human health while
prioritising profit and volume. We support the Government’s public money for public goods approach to
agricultural subsidy, and recommend that in order to make best use of this approach, the government
adopts a definition of agricultural productivity based on the following formula:
Greatest nutritional value consumed* per hectare, for least environmental impact** or greatest
environmental enhancement***
* Nutritional value consumed is defined as both the production and consumption of foods which are
directly beneficial to human health and wellbeing, rather than by calories. Horticultural production, and the
production of leguminous crops, would score better on this scale than sugar beet production or non-food
crops such as oilseed rape, or bio-energy crops. Note that we include consumption in this metric, as
production alone clearly does not deliver nutrition if products are wasted.
** Least environmental impact can be assessed in terms of impact on soil health, water use and local water
pollution, as well as carbon emissions.
*** Agriculture may be regarded as environmentally enhancing when it enhances specific elements such as
soil quality or local biodiversity, or contributes to net zero climate goals through carbon sequestration.
By applying these broad principles to agricultural subsidy and planning, the government will be able to
make policy decisions which prioritise:
•

•

Reducing waste – WRAP has found that we waste around 3.6 million tonnes of food at farm level
(WRAP 2019), a colossal waste of the valuable resources that went into food production. Wasting
food at farm-level undermines the nutritional output of that farm and therefore it’s productivity.
Enhancing soil health – growing crops which produce low or no nutritional value, while depleting
soil fertility will be disincentivised under this definition of productivity. Similarly, farming methods
which protect and restore healthy soils will be supported.
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•

Producing healthy food – in order to increase the UK’s production of healthy food, primarily fruits
and vegetables, public policy will need to actively prioritise these types of production.

1.2 In order to implement this approach, we recommend that the government adopts a Land Use Strategy
for England. This strategy should consider optimal use of land and soils in order to fulfil our definition of
productivity, disincentivise waste and overproduction and shrink the overall size of the agricultural system
in order to leave space for nature and afforestation. Broadly this means more agricultural land devoted to
horticultural production in areas with higher likelihood of ‘best and most versatile agricultural land’
(Natural England 2017), reducing the area of land given over to animal agriculture, including the production
of animal feed, and reducing the area of land used to produce crops which do not contribute to human
nutrition (Feedback, 2019 [forthcoming]).
1.3 We recommend an immediate review of industrial and agricultural policy related to the production of
non-food crops, in particular sugar beet and feedstock crops intended for bioenergy (anaerobic digestion
AD). We also recommend that the role of AD as a preferred organic waste management technology is
reviewed against a future scenario of optimised renewable energy production and land use, to understand
its true niche role in a net zero carbon economy, and adapt incentives for the AD sector accordingly.
The UK produces 7.6 million tonnes of sugar beet a year, which is processed into 1.4 million tonnes of
refined sugar, around 70% of which is consumed in the UK (Defra 2019). Sugar beet production contributes
to soil loss and degradation – between 2014 and 2018 Defra estimates average soil loss per year during the
beet harvest as 489,000 tonnes (Defra 2018b). As sugar beet is largely grown in areas with high likelihood
of ‘best and most versatile agricultural land’ (i.e. East Anglia, Norfolk), the practice of devoting large areas
to sugar beet production is substantially undermining our long-term soil fertility: all in order to produce a
product which we need to eat much less of. We recommend that the National Food Strategy consider
options to decrease the total agricultural production of sugar beet, including proposing a new quota on UK
production, to replace the EU quota which was lifted in 2017 (European Commission 2017). Agriculture and
land use policies must support, rather than undermine public health goals. (Feedback, 2019 forthcoming).
2. Leverage the power of changing demand from UK diets
2.1 Feedback responded to this summer’s publication of the IPCC Special Report on Land and Climate (IPCC
2019) with a call for the UK Government to take a more ambitions and forward-thinking attitude to dietary
policy in order to deliver on climate and environmental goals (Feedback 2019). The transformation of the
food system requires a suite of coordinated policy approaches, from a variety of institutions, incorporating
both supply-side and demand-side interventions (Schercher & Verburg, 2017; Willets et al 2019). To
maximise their potential, there needs to be coordination across government, finding synergy with health,
land-use, climate, rural livelihoods and economic development. Recent research from CAST finding a small
majority in favour of reducing meat consumption (53% versus 37% not in favour) implies a measurable, fast
change in public mood and attitudes (Capstick et al 2019).
2.2 We recommend that the UK government adopts a cross-departmental target to reduce meat and dairy
consumption by 50% by 2030. This is line with the approach of the Eating Better Alliance.
Policy ideas which could support this target include:
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2.2.1 Stronger regulation on food advertising standards, in particular for the advertising of products which
have been shown to have negative impacts on human health such as processed meat products.
2.2.2 Public procurement standards which require the majority of meals served in public institutions to be
meat-free or meat and dairy-free.
2.3 We also recommend that the UK government adopts a cross-departmental target to halve food waste
by 2030. Despite often leading international efforts to reduce food waste, the UK continues to produce
over 10 million tonnes of food waste a year (WRAP 2018). Sustainable Development Goal 12.3, which the
UK government endorsed as far back as 2015, sets a global target for 50% reduction of food waste by 2030
(UN 2016). Champions 12.3 recommend that this 50% reduction should be from farm to fork, including
food left unharvested in the field (Hanson, 2017). Regulatory rather than voluntary approaches could speed
the uptake of this target.
Policy ideas which could support this target include:
2.3.1 Build on the EU Horizon 2020 REFRESH research outcomes (Luyckx, 2019) to set up specialist trial
processing facilities to turn surplus food no longer fit for human consumption into safe pig feed. Regulating
for the safe use of surplus food in feed could deliver at least half a million tonnes of CO2 savings each year.
2.3.2 Making food waste reporting for businesses over a certain size across the whole supply chain
mandatory by 2020. Transparency is a basic step towards tackling waste, which Feedback has called for
since 2009. The government proposed a consultation on this measure in the 2018 Waste and Resources
Strategy (Defra 2018a). Given that many of the businesses who signed up to WRAP’s ‘Target, Measure, Act’
roadmap in 2017 have this year failed to publish their food waste data as promised, it is clearly time for
regulation to step in.
3. Re-focus on regional, community-driven food systems – and away from industrialised, corporatecontrolled food production
In the past 40 years, the food system has seen extraordinary consolidation in the hands of corporations,
which is now complete and normalised. These food corporations are legally constituted to generate
financial value for shareholders, driving business strategies, models and activities that counteract
sustainability and resilience (Millstone 2017). Examples include the supermarket business model, the
overproduction of sugar or the rapid expansion of Scottish aquaculture to the detriment of Scottish
landscapes.
Corporate control has delivered cheap-at-purchase food to UK citizens. But this has come at a huge cost:
the Sustainable Food Trust’s updated figures for 2019 found that for every £1 spent on food by UK
customers, an additional 97 pence of health, environmental and climate impacts are generated
(Sustainable Food Trust 2019).
The UK has many examples of local food projects which are working sustainably and cooperatively to feed
the community with healthy, affordable food, and there is a role for both local, regional and national policy
to support and nurture these models.
Policy ideas which could support this goal include:
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3.1 Actively supporting community-supported agricultural models, using seed funding, business
development support and capital loans. Baker et al. (2019) found that, when waste was measured at all
stages of the system, a Community-Supported Agriculture (CSA) group wasted only 6.71% of produce by
weight compared to 40.7-47.7% by the supermarket system. In addition, a 2011 report by the Soil
Association found that community-supported agriculture demonstrated high levels of local employment
relative to land available equivalent to 0.14 employees/hectare compared with a mean of 0.027
employees/hectare across UK agricultural as a whole (Soil Association 2011).
3.3 Adopt a UK equivalent to the regulations under the 2018 French ‘Egalim’ Law, which requires that
public canteens use at least 50% organic, local or sustainably produced ingredients by January 2020
(Ministere de l’Agriculture et de l’Alimentation 2019). In Avignon this law is being leverage to support local
businesses including an intermediary platform1 connecting public catering services and farmers, a SME2
which prepares local fresh vegetables and provides them to canteens ready to cook, and an SME3 which
prepares soups and purees using local produce, allowing a response to over-supply of specific products
during different seasons.
References
Baker, N, Popay, SC, Bennett, J & Kneafsey, M (2019) 'Net Yield Efficiency: Comparing Salad and Vegetable
Waste between Community Supported Agriculture and Supermarkets in the UK', Journal of Agriculture,
Food Systems and Community Development, vol. 8, no. 4, pp. 179-192.
https://dx.doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2019.084.013
Capstick, S., Demski, C., Poortinga, W., Whitmarsh, L., Steentjes, K., Corner, A. & Graham, H. (2019) CAST
Briefing Paper 02: Public opinion in a time of climate emergency. Available at: https://cast.ac.uk/wpcontent/uploads/2019/09/CAST-Briefing-02-Public-opinion-in-a-time-of-climate-emergency-1.pdf
Defra (2018a) Our waste, our resources: a strategy for England. London: Department for Environment, Food
and Rural Affairs. Available at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/7659
14/resources-waste-strategy-dec-2018.pdf
Defra (2018b) Agriculture in the United Kingdom 2017. Department for Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs. Available at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/7410
62/AUK-2017-18sep18.pdf (Accessed: 9 October 2019).
Defra (2019) Agriculture in the United Kingdom 2018. Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs.
Available at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/8153
03/AUK_2018_09jul19.pdf (Accessed: 5 September 2019).

1

https://www.agrilocal84.fr/
http://www.recettes-d-a-cote.fr/
3
http://www.lesjardinsdesolene.com/a-propos/
2

Feedback regenerates nature by transforming our food system. To do this, we challenge power, catalyse action and
empower people to achieve positive change.
feedbackglobal.org | hello@feedbackglobal.org | 0203 051 8633
Feedback, 61 Mare St, London E8 4RG | Registered Charity No: 1155064

European Commission (2017) Press release - EU sugar quota system comes to an end, European
Commission Press Release Database. Available at: https://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-173487_en.htm (Accessed: 9 October 2019).
Feedback (2019) The Cow in the Room: a call for policy for sustainable diets. London: Feedback. Available
at: https://feedbackglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Feedback-PolicyBrief-CowInRoom-Final15August2019.pdf
Feedback (2019) [forthcoming] Too much of a bad thing: the use and misuse of UK soils to grow sugar.
London: Feedback.
Hanson, C. (2017) Guidance on Interpreting Sustainable Development Goal Target 12.3. Champions 12.3.
Available at: https://champs123blog.files.wordpress.com/2017/10/champions-12-3-guidance-oninterpreting-sdg-target-12-3.pdf.
IPCC (2019) IPCC special report on climate change, desertification, land degradation, sustainable land
management, food security, and greenhouse gas fluxes in terrestrial ecosystems. Geneva:
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.
Luyckx, Karen, Martin Bowman, Jan Broeze, Diane Taillard, and Krysia Woroniecka (2019) ‘Technical
Guidelines Animal Feed: The Safety, Environmental and Economic Aspects of Feeding Treated Surplus Food
to Omnivorous Livestock. REFRESH Deliverable 6.7.’ https://eu-refresh.org/technical-guidelines-animalfeed
Millstone, C. (2017) Frugal value: Designing business for a crowded planet. London: Routledge.
Ministere de l’Agriculture et de l’Alimentation (2019). ‘Egalim: ce que contient la loi agriculture et
alimentation’. Webpage available at: https://agriculture.gouv.fr/egalim-ce-que-contient-la-loi-agricultureet-alimentation
Natural England. 2017. Likelihood of Best and Most Versatile Agricultural Land.
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/category/5208993007403008
Scherer, L. & Verburg, P. H. 2017. Mapping and linking supply- and demand-side measures in climate-smart
agriculture. A review. Agron. Sustain. Dev. 37, (2017).
Soil Association. 2011. http://communitysupportedagriculture.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Theimpact-of-community-supported-agriculture.pdf
Sustainable Food Trust (2019) The Hidden Cost of UK Food (revised).
Willett, W. et al. 2019. Food in the Anthropocene: the EAT-Lancet Commission on healthy diets from
sustainable food systems. Lancet (London, England) 393, 447–492 (2019).
WRAP (2018) Household food waste: restated data for 2007-2015. Banbury: WRAP. Available at:
http://www.wrap.org.uk/sites/files/wrap/Household%20food%20waste%20restated%20data%2020072015%20FINAL.pdf

Feedback regenerates nature by transforming our food system. To do this, we challenge power, catalyse action and
empower people to achieve positive change.
feedbackglobal.org | hello@feedbackglobal.org | 0203 051 8633
Feedback, 61 Mare St, London E8 4RG | Registered Charity No: 1155064

WRAP (2019) Food waste in primary production in the UK. WRAP. Available at:
http://www.wrap.org.uk/content/food-waste-primary-production-uk (Accessed: 23 August 2019).
UN. 2016. Goal 12, Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge Platform. Available at:
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg12.

Feedback regenerates nature by transforming our food system. To do this, we challenge power, catalyse action and
empower people to achieve positive change.
feedbackglobal.org | hello@feedbackglobal.org | 0203 051 8633
Feedback, 61 Mare St, London E8 4RG | Registered Charity No: 1155064

