Thought for Food
Is the UK’s food procurement policy crazy?

In the years since WW2 Britain has gradually learned to produce as much food as we need and a surplus.  European policy has meant that over the whole of the European Union there are surpluses in substantial areas of food production.  At the same time sophisticated transport and refrigeration methods have meant that we are able to access food from world markets easily and relatively cheaply, so that foods which used to be seasonal can now be acquired on a year round basis by sourcing them from far afield.   Retailing of food has been more and more concentrated in the hands of a few wealthy supermarket chains and there have been criticisms that farmers and growers here and abroad do not receive a fair price for their produce.   

Questions and Thoughts:

1. Should the European Union be attempting to maintain the level of prices paid to growers and producers?  
YES.  The UK Government should be working towards a new EU system whereby minimum price levels payable to EU producers are set by the EU.  This would secure higher prices for producers and stop the supermarkets forcing prices down.   

NO.  This would involve serious interference in the marketplace, would risk making the public pay more for food and might reduce the plentiful supply of food now available.  It would be a return to the worst excesses of the CAP.
2. Can we justify the environmental cost of importing large quantities of food out of season from the developing world?  
YES.   If we stopped buying much of our food from the developing world,  that would have an unfair effect on producers in poor countries who depend on us for a market

NO.   The carbon cost of transporting vast quantities of food around the globe, much of it refrigerated, is huge.   We should be sourcing food locally and content ourselves with eating food in season.  

3. Is it sensible to continue producing more food than we strictly need within the European Union?
YES.  We suffered greatly in the past from food shortages and our dependence for food on the outside world.  It is important to retain capacity to produce all the food we need and if we produce surpluses, that is an acceptable price to pay for self-sufficiency.  Food security is essential as we face climate change.
NO.  It is madness to devote land, energy, money and human resources to producing food that is in some cases surplus to our requirements.    The excesses of the CAP in this regard have been one of the scandals of the EU.

4. Is our opposition to GM foods justified?

YES.  GM foods are insufficiently tested and may have a seriously damaging effect on the environment.  Producing super-strains of crops and vegetables may have entirely unforeseen consequences for other plants and for natural habitats, even when production is for testing only.

NO.   Farmers have been genetically modifying  animals and plants for centuries, whenever they have crossed strains.    Without this kind of GM we would never have had the number of animal breeds and crop varieties we have now.   Modern genetic techniques introduce a new sophistication, but the concerns about possible effects are vastly over-stated and, with a careful testing regime, are safe.
5. Is organic buying sensible?
YES.  There are positive health benefits to eating foods which have not been produced using modern chemical fertilisation and which are much more natural.   The supermarkets insist on selling us same-size, overly chemical, tasteless foods. Thus organic buying should be encouraged, if not compulsory.

NO.  Fertilisers are subject to an extensive testing regime and there is no reason to believe that intensively produced food is any less good for us than organic food.  Furthermore, it is very difficult for producers in the developing world to secure certification that their production methods are organic and so the organic movement fosters discrimination.  Organic food is also much more expensive, because far more land and human resources are used in its production.

