The future of food policy in the UK 
Notes from ippr north seminar, Thursday 06 December 2007

Presentations

Dr Jane Midgley stressed that the difficulty in discussing a food policy, let alone whether one should be developed
, was that the policy relationships around food change by food type; an apple would have different policy priorities and associations than a chocolate bar. Jane presented an overview of ippr north’s food for thought research working paper ‘The food state’ which reviewed current policy as it concerns food in the UK (including international, UK and devolved nation actions and strategies). A threefold typology was created to move through different policy areas and issues more easily and to create a possible way in which food policy could be framed – sustainability, risk and food security. The three areas reflected historic development of food policy in the UK in response to changing pressures and so current policy was often disparate and disconnected. The summaries of the three themes were used this to raise a number of issues and more overarching concerns for discussion. For example, given the role of private standards in the global food system is there a role for public policy action or is it necessary in case consumer attention shifts. Does food policy need to consider the future of UK food production in more detail and endorse a sector specific policy? How can we develop a policy that adds value rather than simply bringing together and replicating current actions? 
Click here to view Jane’s presentation.
Prof Peter Jackson of Sheffield University focused on the challenge of food policy and the connections between different policy areas. He discussed how most policy interventions in food and farming have focused on vertical or linear connections such as the trend for considering issues from ‘farm to fork’ but should policy be looking at social and economic relationships in a different way – suggesting moral economies – as the meanings of food matter and in turn the affects of this on peoples behaviour. As such cultures of consumption are very difficult to change. 
Click here to view Peter’s presentation.
Paul Steedman of the Food Ethics Council discussed why food was different other policy concerns and may require a distinct policy. However, development of a food policy did not mean that a policy had to be developed for other areas such as clothing, nor that food policy should not be cross cutting and part of other policy areas such as climate change. But if the decision was made to create a food policy this would raise a question of ownership within and across government, at all levels. Paul also raised the role ethics and power within the food system and the possible need for policy intervention as not every action in the food system was a response to consumer demand.
Click here to view Paul’s presentation.
Discussion summary
Towards a food policy?

While it was agreed that we are in a critical moment regarding food and its relationship to public policy it is far from certain whether debates were responding to current pressures or developing a new strategic direction. Some participants agreed that a food policy should be created although as discussion progressed it was clear that a food policy could potentially be all encompassing and difficult to delineate effectively and practically for policymakers. However, others felt that there was no logical argument for connecting such varied issues as health and climate change under a distinct food policy. Such stretching of policy may lead to an expectation that cannot be delivered by the state. 
Co-ordination and prioritization

The discussion found it difficult to pin down areas of policy failure and so it was far from clear that current policy was inadequate. Rather the issue that concerned many of those present was the lack of co-ordination between policies. If this was improved - including enabling institutions to co-ordinate work - this could reduce the need for further regulation or intervention. Improved co-ordination was also needed as it is often those who shout the loudest get heard and drive policy.
Co-ordinating food related policy efforts led to consideration of how could different issues be prioritized and balanced. Determining priorities would identify the direction of food policy and potential progress. 
Power and the consumer
The role of consumers as food citizens was stressed through consumers’ ability to hold policymakers and the food industry to account. Therefore consumers would have an important role to play in delivering a food policy and for any objectives to be achieved. However, it was also noted that the food industry had taken over decision-making from the consumer.
Power and the global food system 
This focused on the balance between public policy and private actions. Any food policy that is developed would need to be fully embedded within the global food system, particularly global regulations and enforceability such as the World Trade Organisation or possible greater focus on corporate responsibility and liability. But how do policy and the food system it creates respond to pressures elsewhere in the world; for example food sovereignty.
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Thanks are extended to Lord Haskins who chaired this seminar and all those who took time to participate in the discussion.
� Given that Welsh and Scottish administrations are developing a food policy a common UK perspective on this would need to be developed for EU discussions. 





