Describe how standards for organic growing in the UK are set and regulated and investigate the role of the following organizations in that process:

Soil Association The SA run a number of projects including Local Food Links, Food Futures, and the Organic Farms Network (14). They are Europe's largest organic membership organization, dedicated to researching and promoting organic gardening, farming and food. 


If a product is marketed as organic it must abide with the strict conditions that are implemented at UK, European and international levels (10). EU regulation 2092/91 defines the legal minimum standards of production and processing and the global requirements for control and policing of the market. The rights of organic producers are thus protected whilst the consumer is assured of the quality of a genuine organic product. The governing body responsible for implementing EU regulation 2092/91 is UKROFS, The United Kingdom Register of Organic Food Standards, in doing so license several independent bodies to carry out inspection and certification of the necessary organic operations and their products. The most prominent and largest of these is Soil Association Certification Ltd, whom inspect to their own high standards to all sectors of the organic market and who support the growth of the organic market. Rather than just meeting the legal minimum requirements they are often higher, particularly in the welfare of farm animals. The Soil Association symbol is the most widely used and recognized mark of organic authenticity amongst food manufacturers, retailers and consumers in the UK. It is the only UK certification that is accredited by the International Federation of Organic Agricultural Movements (IFOAM). Since being a founder member and leading role in the IFOAM they consequently play a major role in influencing international regulations. Not all worldwide regulations are the same. Individual countries may implicate their own additional standards, by which IFOAM maintains its responsibility as a vehicle for global exchange and co-operation.


The SA is the leading scientific research organization in the UK. As well as statutory bodies, they provide advice to its 28,000 members and regularly help the media industry. Its three organic display gardens at Ryton, Yalding and Audley End help to provide a consultancy service on design and landscaping, large-scale composting and waste management. They also sell one of the best ranges of quality organic products in the UK at their food, gardening and gift shops and its restaurant. For over 50 years they have been promoting organic food and working to improve commercial organic growing techniques. They are the only organisation actively working to influence standards development in which financial surpluses go directly to the charity in order to continue to process the market and further consumer trust in organic products (10) Certification was established in 1973 and is a fully owned trading company of the Soil Association charity. Its producer services team offers technical advice, information and support, representing the public view at government level. SA Cert currently certifies over 4000 licensed producer and processor operations. It has set standards for the following areas: 


Farming and crop production to cover arable, livestock, horticulture, 

            plant raising, smallholders, and also wild harvesting. 



A farm under conversion necessitates a two-year period before full organic 

status is achieved (a progressive conversion of the farm is allowed).


Processing and manufacturing including manufacturers, abattoirs, and on-farm 
processors. 



To ensure high animal welfare and the removal of the negative effects of 

transporting them, organic standards arrogate the monitoring of housing, 

stocking densities, veterinary treatments and feed of each registered farm. 

Organic meat and poultry are free-range.  


Retailing and catering including packers, delivery schemes, wholesalers and 
restaurants. 

            Importing. 

            Forestry, wood and paper products. 



The program for woodmark certified forests and chain of custody certification 

covers all types and scales of forestry from farm woodland right through to large-scale

natural forest and plantation management. More than two million hectares 

of forest worldwide have so far been certified and 100 chain of custody 


certificates been issued. Products from woodmark certified forests are eligible to 

carry the distinctive FSC, Forest Stewardship Council, tickmark logo. 


Certifcation can also extend overseas and also the UK Woodland Assurance 

Scheme (UKWAS).

            Fish farming.

            Textiles. 

            Health and beauty products.

The SA is currently developing its standards for latter two.


Standards require that there is adequate physical and financial separation of organic and non-organic units or operations under the same management process. Imported organic foods must also have been produced and inspected to an equivalent standard whilst all ingredients are fully traceable back to the primary producer. Essentially all operations require the following compliances:

Adequate records to be kept demonstrating certified organic standards. 

            Annual monitoring and inspection by an approved certification body, whether this be the 
SA or another, including some unscheduled spot checks. 


Strict labeling requirements and use of additives and processing aids. 

Certification licenses are issued for one year, the cost of which covers inspection and access to additional support services. They are considered fair and competitive, and are based on size of operation. 


In order to continually review its standards the Soil Association employ a number of independent standards committees made up of members, licensees, researchers, advisors and other experts in their field. They advise on necessary amendments to the standards and other relevant policy issues, for instance, the SA is developing standards for organic ethical trade certification. But to ensure member participation towards any policy changes, their recommendations are circulated to all licensees with the final decision being taken by an elected council.

UKROFS Established in 1987, originally to monitor the work of organic certification bodies, but has, since 1992, increasingly become the UK authority in ensuring EC standards are met (3). The UK Register of Organic Food Standards is a body or board of independent people, governed by an independent chairman, appointed by Agricultural Ministers and a secretariat within the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food. It is comprised of members who share a wide range of interests in organic foodstuffs from its production to its enforcement. It has been set up in order to control organic standards in the UK so that no one particular interest predominates. 


In order for an established certifying body, which is currently eleven in total now, or an individual producer who was not linked to a recognized organic sector body, to be approved by UKROFS it needed to show that it could fulfill standards complying with EC Regulation 2092/91, effective since 1993, as well as a competence to conduct inspection procedures. There are two means by which ongoing monitoring was to be carried out.  UKROFS could carry out audit inspections in about 5% of the licensees whilst the certifying bodies would carry out their annual inspection runs. This could encourage standard checks within the certifying bodies themselves in order that they would fulfill all the EU measures. Administration at the headquarters of the certifying body must have also had to comply with EN 45011and so additional monitoring procedures here ensured their adequacy.


EN 45011 is a European Norm that sets out standards for the running of inspection bodies in terms of competence and the body's separation of the inspection function from any commercial involvement; its international equivalent is ISO 65 (6). Some of the UK certified bodies include: Biodynamic Agricultural Association, Irish Organic Farmers and Growers Association, and the Organic Trust. If the body fails to meet European procedures then, on failure to improve its system, UKROFS can enforce a withdrawal of approval and prevent the body from operating (3). In the case of imported produce, UKROFS is not directly responsible, that being the role of organic certifying bodies operating within a producer or processor's member state. Countries outside the EU must further display certification systems of at least equal requirements to those of EC Regulation. An importer in the UK can also provide copies of the standards and procedures applied by the oversea certifier. If a particular certifying body has additional requirements these must still comply with EC Regulation. It was only recently in the year 2000 that EC 2092/91 was legally amended to specify that animal products, whereas before only plant based products were referred to, are rendered viable to inspection and regulation also. Before this, the member states set their own standards by recognizing existent international organic procedures for livestock.


Regulation EC 2092/91 also lists processing aids and non-agricultural ingredients that are permissible, as well as foods not yet available in organic form, entailing that any percentages of organic foods are clearly indicated. Allowable pesticides and fertilizers that are not organic are also listed. Other conditions state that land used for crops require two years conversion period before the first planting of crops are to be sold, three years for perennials. UKROFS will oversee any exception to this rule in cases where say, the land may have been under environmental conditions previously. 

Bio-Dynamic Agricultural Association Rudolf Steiner in 1924, from the date of his course of lectures on agriculture, started an impulse to foster and promote agriculture via the biodynamic method. The association, in doing so, kept in close communication with biodynamic agriculture abroad, and other aspects of its anthroposophical work like that on nutrition. A sustainable approach to soil, environment and health, it found common ground amongst other holistic movements (7).

"When the Label Says Demeter, Demeter is What You Get" (4).  
Again, here one finds that EU standards are more than rigorously applied and in fact entail greater regulatory sanctions in order to qualify for the Demeter logo. One needs to comply with the International Demeter Production and Processing Standards, as well as applicable organic regulations incurrent of other countries. This is a strictly bound contract between the Biodynamic Association and its licensee. Every step from agricultural production to processing and final product packaging is adhered to. They religiously 

"exclude the use of synthetic fertilisers and chemical plant protection agents in agricultural crop production, or artificial additives during processing, but also require very specific measures to strengthen the life processes in soil and foodstuffs". 

They boast more than 3000 products including food with "character" and natural and pure cosmetic and body care products of highest quality, as well as textile and fashion products from wool and cotton.  The Demeter Logo implicitly and explicitly describes a process inspired by ecological awareness and future oriented thinking! Demeter farmers view their farms as individually unique living organisms, a methodology motivated by Rudolf Steiner's Spiritual Foundations for the Renewal of Agriculture and Goethe's Conception of Nature. Active support for the shaping and strengthening of the formative life processes is additional to the avoidance of chemicals, compost management and green manuring strategies that define Demeter standards.


Part of these strategies employed is the biodynamic preparations made from medicinal herbs, minerals, and cow dung. The effectiveness of these preparations depend on the dynamic forces imbued within them, rather than on their material substances alone. This is where EU minimal standards begin to diverge, from decades of scientific research - as carried out at the Swiss FIBL Research Institute and others. Another requirements for Demeter farmers are to set themselves through out the cycle of the year. Biodynamic research has investigated the effects of planetary events on agricultural crops and animals. It is a daily challenge to the Demeter farmer to understand these effects. 


Central to the individuality of the farm organism are the roles of the animals, especially cows, whose feed is produced on the farm itself or purchased from other Demeter farms. Whereas EC 2092/91 allows certain deviations of organic standards, meat meals, feed supplements, and preventive medications such as antibiotics or hormones are strictly prohibited.


"The last walk of the animal destined to become human food is accompanied by ethical insight and moral responsibility, so that fear, stress, thirst and pain are avoided - that too is anchored in the Demeter Standards for animal husbandry."


Demeter standards also implicate the ethical preservation of rural livelihoods based on local farming traditions and crafts, and active regionalism. Being ambassadors to global marketing also, regulation is managed under a scrutiny of 5 continents although its certification system is used to verify to consumers in over 60 countries. This has the effect of standardising worldwide levels of food processing security, from production of crops to the final processed and packaged product; and compliance with these standards is independently controlled. The respective processing guidelines demand the highest levels of skill and care from the manufacturers. Only where absolutely necessary are all-natural additives permitted. With technical research are made available picture forming methods that make it possible to see the product's specific "atypical characteristics" of its inherent qualities. This distinguishes filigree-like pictures, which scientifically "prove" the differences between conventional and organic, as well as between organic and biodynamic products. 


Demeter-International was founded in 1997 by 19 Demeter organisations, a network of individual certification organisations worldwide. They are the only ecological association who have done this, encompassing Europe, America, Africa and Australasia.  Around 3000 producers in 35 countries are represented by Demeter-International ensuring a formidable administrative and spiritual co-operation between licensed members. Like the Soil Association, Demeter-International e. V. is a non-profit organisation working towards a democratic spirit of international confederation. Its administrative duties parallel that of most other certifying bodies although where standards here are much more stringent, they could not possibly compete with the likes of OF & G who are much broader at the outset, indeed, most others too. Their strength is derived from cultural uniqueness. But they do certify single farms/operations in countries without their own Demeter organisation. Bio-dynamics and Steinerism is a multi-faceted corporation of autonomous groups and Demeter have a commitment to advancing the public understanding and acceptance of biodynamic methodology. 


The members’ assembly elects the board of directors and the working groups with which people from every continent are represented. They meet twice a year, once in February in Dornach and once in June in various countries. Specific duties are assigned these working groups covering production, since 1992, and processing standards, since 1999, and international marketing, which importantly includes the task of the harmonisation of licence fee systems. The International Accreditation Council develops procedures to harmonise Demeter certification programs worldwide and the Certification Board for International Demeter-Projects organises certification of farms/operations in countries without their own Demeter organisation, as well as provide general and administrative information. Cultural diversity ensures a challenging diversity of management operations. Again, a peculiarity from other certifying bodies is apparent here. "Demeter international is a contemporary example of co-operation based on commitment, transparency, and regional independence".


 A decision, made by an expert committee in favour of, or against, certification is based upon an inspection report; the Demeter trademark is a contractual agreement. Demeter certification usually takes three years to warrant. One year if "In conversion to Demeter". Similarly, the certification time can be reduced if previous farming methods were organic or extensive. Their additional requirements, then, over organic cultivation include: converting the entire enterprise to biodynamic standards; keeping cattle or other ruminants on agricultural farms; maintaining soil fertility primarily through the use of well rotted compost prepared with the biodynamic compost preparations; spraying all areas with the biodynamic horn dung and horn silica preparations; and the prohibited use of copper in vegetables, restricted to max. 3kg/ha/year on perennial crops. 


The subsequent conversion planning process should be tempered by the co-operation of an internationally experienced advisor so that local people are gradually educated enough to take over and provide support for the farmers.

Organic Farmers and Growers 

· OF&G strives to provide competitive certification services to UK organic farmers 

· We aim to be the first choice for committed producers who want a predictable and practical service 

· OF&G seeks to invest in change for the better, through maintaining financial viability 

· We aim to be well connected with policy makers and influencers, to further the interests of our licensees (6).

OF & G has established its own Organic Assurance Scheme, although not as encompassing as the Soil Association, taking under its umbrella the following operations:


Converted and under conversion arable and livestock farms and horticultural units.


On farm processing.


Food processors, abattoirs, wholesalers and retailers.


Importers of organic products from other EU member states and third countries.


Operations that may involve the approved use of non-organic fertilizers and composts.


Textiles.

The approach of OF & G has been to adopt a practical and realistic approach by which they have attracted the more commercially minded and hands-on producers. They boast, along with UKROFS approved certification, an experienced staff board to guide prospecting businesses through complex certification procedures; technical leaflets and pro forma record keeping sheets; a bimonthly newsletter keeping licensees fully informed of changing certification issues; an invite to the AGM where amenability with the directors of OF & G is welcomed; and the use of the OF & G logo. Richard Thompson, OF & G chairman-elect and Yorkshire organic farmer, emphasizes the need for choice in what certifying body one can enlist under. He says in the OF & G newsletter that monopolies and poor service can be avoided where competition is prevalent. It is obvious then that the whole approach to implementing government regulations is more than just a monitoring exercise; certifying bodies themselves are egging each other on to provide at least the minimum of EU regulation.


After obtaining an information pack one is obliged to purchase the application pack which houses the production and processing standards before any inspection or labeling discrepancies are amended. A Certificate of Compliance is then issued on satisfaction of the above for distributing to customers and displaying. The schedule to the certificate will specify additional details about the operation, in the case of farms its land, the product in the case of processors, overseas suppliers and UKROFS approvals in the case of importers. Inspection procedures are fully divulged upon including sample taking.

Write a brief description on the following and discuss their advantages and disadvantages, in terms of Permaculture and environmental ethics, as sources of local and/or organic food.

Box schemes A box, bag, sack or net that contains freshly picked, organic, usually locally grown, mixed produce that is delivered one day in the week to your home or a drop-off point. Small, medium and family size boxes with a price range between £5 and £20. The vegetables will vary from week to week according to seasonality. Produce is sold direct to the consumer (14). The social benefits are immediate; farmers have an assured market; consumers develop a relationship with local farmers and a supply that they can trust at more affordable prices. Environmentally, a diversity of produce encourages seasonality and heterogeneity, in effect promoting sustainable farm strategies that rely less upon land degradation practices incurred through conventional, monocultural farming (15). At the heart of this is earth and people care; healthy diets for healthier landscapes. A practical definition of this can be seen in the carbon dioxide emissions of a bunch of onions being three hundred times less than its equivalent of being, say, imported from Mexico (13). 


Any slight variation of composition does not threaten contracts in the way they would if say, dealing with a supermarket. Instead, cutting out the middleman thus engages less red tape and greater freedom of choice in the consumer for the decision of what to plant and when is left largely to the producer (15). 

There are 20 large and 280 small box schemes in the UK supplying 60,000 families every week (12). 
Farmers Markets Promoted by the Soil Association, only local producers are allowed to sell their products. Many have a supplier range of around 30 miles (100 in London) (12). 1998 - first in UK; 200 by 2000; now there are 390 (13). The increased financial returns through direct selling, price control and regular cash flows provides greater stability for the farmer. Lower transport and packaging also reduce overall costs (14). With similar producer/consumer benefits to box schemes, selling locally supports local economies and an awareness of where and how food is grown. Fresh food has greater nutritional value and thus creates a better diet (14). At one end of the scale, seasonal fresh fruit and veg such as apples, sweet corn and potatoes, is cheaper than in supermarkets, but at the other end people are prepared to pay up to £10 for a chicken because they are questioning the sort of £1.99 bargain they are getting at some big stores (12). 


Less vehicle pollution and fossil fuel use as well as a reduced need for packaging can begin to ameliorate a consumerist society with its excesses of waste products. It also facilitates greater economic control of food production and so encourages environmentally friendly practice such as the non-use of artificial chemicals on crops; monocultures are dependent upon a catch-22 situation where the farmer becomes economically reliant upon a chemical agribusiness. The benefits of Farmer's Markets are not dissimilar to Community Supported Agriculture (CSA). Local economies are self-inducing, they regenerate value within societies. These may be job skills, greater financial feedback, and even greater societal cohesion. All this adds up to greater diversity and stability in society. Outside businesses are subsequently attracted to trade within these retail strongholds. The dozen or so Farmers Markets in London contributed £2.5 million to the economy last year alone. The Jellied Eel no. 1 A publication for London Food Link London 2002
Super markets Each superstore has been estimated to cost 270 jobs. Farming is being squeezed by overseas competition and the supermarkets' oligarchy in the UK; the big four supermarkets (Asda, Sainsbury, Safeway and Tesco) are controlling approximately 80% of Britain’s food market undermining the network of small wholesalers and retailers. Supermarkets can be encouraged to establish more local links and to push organic standards upwards. They are in a greater financial position to manipulate the market over this. The reality is, premiums to producers are low, and the costs to consumers are high; only about 5 pence in the pound goes to the farmer Sheriff (15 ref: Norberg-Hodge 1999b p209). Supermarket gross margins approximate 7% for conventional food and 28% for organic (15 ref: Clunies-Ross and Hildyard 1992 p89). 


It is difficult to be positive about the role of supermarkets. It may be convenient shopping with recently the influx of loyalty card bonus schemes, all acting towards a global economy. They may also be setting standards for hygiene and processing but again, can it be justified how supermarkets place an unnecessary burden on organic producers by rejecting as much as 50% of their produce (15 Ref: Clunies-Ross and Hildyard 1992 p89). Horticultural crop systems do not suit their prodigious waste requirements or the mountains of packaging necessitated in transportation costs, but large-scale monocultural agriculture does because it can ignore natural indicators like soil and climate change and supplement them with an artificial environment; deadlines are thus met. Bio-diversity is lost, small-scale systems are not in a position to produce on demand unless they grow fewer varieties under easier management plans.


But initiatives can happen here. Large wholesalers like IKEA promote renewable energy sources like sustainable forest plantations. Organic produce is glossily leafleted in Sainsburys. Tesco's have used-shopping bag deposit boxes out the front of their stores. We may also argue that the greater transportation needs of a centralized system has led to massive surface water runoff due to the increased amount of concrete being laid; and this may also be extended to the obtainment of increased amounts of "greenfield" sites. But water waste strategies like SUDS (Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems) are in part being funded by large multinationals.

Local grocers  As many as 200,00 of the UK's independent food stores, half of the total, may have closed down in the last 10 years. Organizations like the ViRSA Educational Trust are here to assist small communities without shop or Post Office facilities (14). There are also at least 30 local food networks in Britain (12). So what are the benefits of supporting your local small retailer?


The purchasing policy for local shops can be more flexible than for supermarkets. Research from the Institute of Grocery Distribution claim that one in three shoppers look for local foods. The local shop can be an informal debating chamber and holders of petition lists for community campaigns, even a local labor exchange. I should mention the need for fair shares here. But the real benefits present an ethic of people care over and above the pseudo-claims of global institutions that need to exploit before they control. Every £10 spent with a local food producer is worth £25 for the local area compared with £14 spent with the supermarkets (12). 26% of local food businesses have created jobs during the last year compared to 8% of non-local food business in the same are. 74% of local food businesses have direct contact with some of their customers compared to 35% of non-local food businesses. 25% of local food businesses involve local people as compared to 10% of non-local food businesses. Nearly twice as many local food businesses over non-local are involved in collaborative ventures. The social ethic of Permaculture cannot be over-estimated here. Family run businesses often elicit deeper moral codes.


Shopkeepers normally live above or near the business (12). The Terroni family who set up the oldest Italian food-shop in London, est. 1878, by the name of Terroni in Clerkenwell, provided help and advice on issues like taxes and immigration papers. It has since been taken over by John Annessa. The now dominant English customers demand better quality Italian products as well as information on how to use these products. Different to globalization? The area around Clerkenwell was known in Victorian times as 'Little Italy'; sandwich bars cafes, barbers are still patriotically marked with Italian flags or signs. Now these foreign niches of society are being diluted as the customer seeks easy-to-cook, pre-prepared foods in supermarkets instead. And the traditional delis are disappearing too. Instead, go into a supermarket and ask someone how to cook a yam or prepare a black bean sauce. You're best just reading the label.

Allotments/grow your own food Moving away from global patterns towards servicing our most basic needs. Grow food on windowsills, containers, allotments, and derelict land. There are around 30,000 active allotment holders and 1,000 beekeepers in London. But food growing used to be much more extensive than that. At the heart of London's food industry has been the Lea Valley, although now in decline.


The Lea Valley was not carved by river, but by glacier. Understand this and you are one step closer to understanding sustainable livelihoods. Its marshy, fertile soil by the River Lea was used as a food route and a migration stop (13). One can imagine farmers fattening their cattle on the abundant grasses after their long trek from some other part of the country before going off to the markets to sell. For centuries, possibly millennia, the valley provided for sustainable farming. Its food growing heritage dates back to at least the sixth century to the time of the Saxons who grew celery, right up until the mid-twentieth century with cucumbers and glasshouses and Italians. Growing for one's community negates surplus food mountains. Setting limits to consumption is now an attitude un-learnt ever since the industrial age rendered an imperialist mentality. Working with nature; the river is a watershed, a vehicle of transportation. It was the first navigable river that was close to a large number of mouths in London; horse manure was abundantly recycled (13). In 1665 barges of grain from Hertford saved London from starvation. The grain mills now use fossil fuels, not waterpower.


Because the tradition is still strong here, seed heritage continues to prevail. The need for genetic diversity is mirrored in cultural diversity; different seeds require different preparations and variable growth patterns - so do cultures. Growing your own is the self-empowering process that, at grassroots levels, creates an invisible force that holds back the march of homogeneity. To eat what you have planted ensures the highest of standards. During the Dig For Victory campaigns of the 2nd World War, it was estimated that 50% of Britain's vegetables were allotment grown (13). Organizations like the National Society of Allotment and Leisure Gardeners (NSALG) provide advice on and the availability of, a large selection of seeds including many new varieties, as well as insurance schemes (5). They extend their roots as far back as 1901 with the aim then of forging cooperation between the agriculturists and the organization of smallholdings and allotments because of the effects of enclosure. The Allotment Act of 1887, extended in 1908, gave power to local councils to acquire land by compulsory purchase (1 pp130-134). But it was in 1922, in the light of Britain's dependence on homegrown food after the war that a major statute was passed. By 1950 it was decided that there should be 4 acres per 1000 people, one plot per 25 people. One and a half million plots were in operation during the 2nd World War. By 1990, 1 in 40 households, less than half a million had an allotment. Allotments are protected. Local councils must assure the Environment minister of a legitimate cause, like under use, if it wants to sell land. Tenancy agreements should state the rights and responsibilities of the tenant and the leaser.


NSALG has insufficient funds to fight local battles but like any good association they promote a united voice for the protection of the environment, the recognition of organic growing, increased health, and leisure facilities. Many allotments are the most fertile and productive lands in the country. They need to be fought over if we want to keep our growing spaces. But growing doesn't stop there. Despite a jungle of concrete there is now an increasing move towards turf roofs and rooftop gardens in urban environments. In Permaculture, "everything gardens", or "everything works at least two ways". The more green there is up there the more carbon store and less water runoff. Studies in Germany claim that as much as 75% of rain water that falls on turf roofs is absorbed. (Liptan, T. Urban Stormwater Management, an article in Permaculture Activist no.47 Bane, P. [Ed] Black Mountain USA 2002) In Japan this has been furthered even more by the use of vermiculite and low maintenance grasses for lightweight construction techniques. It is reported that green areas act as cooler systems, that these rooftop gardens are going some way to reducing the startling overall rise of Tokyo's urban temperatures as well as cutting heating and cooling costs. (Roof gardens to counteract Tokyo's climate A news item in PC Magazine no. 34 Permanent Publications East Meon 2002) The other benefits of rooftop gardens are the increased radiation levels, greater surface exposure for rain catchment, and if you're lucky a chimney breast as a heat source for your fan-trained peach or figs (see Edible Roof Gardens - Island of Sanity An article by Michael Guerra in Permaculture Magazine no.25 Permanent Publications East Meon 2000) On the downside, they may cost an arm and a leg to build, safety and structural measures have to be implemented in the design, and they may be more exposed to city pollution and turbulent wind patterns. What's new?
Investigate the items that make up your typical weekly food shopping. Using these items as examples discuss the following terms in relation to environmental and Permaculture ethics.

Packaging Nearly three million tonnes of waste plastic are produced in the UK every year of which 60% is packaging; only 7% is recycled (11). In England and Wales 7 billion plastic bags were used, nearly all of which are not bio-degradable. Further to this, over 80% ends up in landfill sites where they may take thousands of years to break down. Dr. John Murlis, the Environment Agency's chief scientist, claims plastic consumption is on the increase by some 4% each year. 


The reality is, less than half the councils have roadside collections and the government are not providing the incentive enough for companies to adopt sustainable policies. On top of this, especially within the organic food sector, wasteful transportation due to processing facilities being few and far between, create mountains of packaging as a result (15 Ref: Clunies-Ross and Hildyard 1992 p89). But the deeper issues remain at home. The conscientious individual can boycott goods with excessive packaging, look for cardboard/paper or recyclable products, or sign up to box schemes and farmers markets. Local food can allow flexibility in packaging that offsets waste packaging (13). Research shows that more than twice the amount of businesses in the local food sector are involved in waste reduction practices over non-local food businesses. England and Wales currently produce over 29 million tonnes of household refuse each year (8). Remember the four R's: Reduce, Re-use, Repair, and Recycle. Products that show recycling symbol on them, called the ‘Mobius Loop’, indicate that the product is recyclable or contains recycled material.

The biggest environmental impacts occur in the production process and 'death' of an unsustainable product. The manufacture of plastic is a major part of the economy in the UK. Oil and natural gas are the main raw materials. Eight per cent of the oil in the world is used to make plastic products; the process of manufacture uses lots of different chemicals, which ultimately end up in the environment at sometime during the plastic's life. Permaculture is about design methodology, how a problem becomes a solution. The environmental impacts need to be balanced with the benefits that say, plastics bring. As a durable, strong, lightweight material, printer, fax and photocopier toner cartridges can often be refilled. Cleaning products; washing powders/liquids, washing up liquid, air fresheners, are all refillable giving an extended use.  It is not true that all plastic are not recyclable (11). Waste strategies like implementing a green surcharge on most types of plastic bags proved a massive success in Ireland, incurring a 92% decrease in the use of unsustainable bags and a shift to reusable bags. (Irish Bag Tax A news item in PC Magazine no. 34 Permanent Publications East Meon 2002) Other related problems include the need to tackle environmental crime. This is on the increase; examples include littering and fly tipping. Certainly a 'deep ecology' is amiss here. Permaculture strongly emphasises the social ethic of earth care; litter is more than just an eyesore, it is also detrimental to wildlife. But local branding and marketing initiatives link products to the protection of the landscapes from which they originate raising environmental awareness and better processing standards (12). If one can live in the rubbish they create they are more likely to deal with it personally or commercially. 
Food miles  The distance food travels from the producer to the bag. It is often a very large part of the environmental impact - 40% of all UK road freight (13) - contributing to pollution and related problems like asthma. Centralized economies create congested roads and transport systems. Grabbing all your household products under one roof normally entails bringing the car along. An energy hungry home in a cool climate will cost about 14,000 kw hours per year; a two-car family 40,000 kw hours per year. Some goods may not be possible to buy locally but the next step would be to go national, or at least fairly traded and organic.


Over 10% of Greater London is farmland (13.566 hec.) with 300-400 farms (12). A publication for London Food Link London 2002 500 hectares are fruit and vegetable cultivation producing an estimated 8,400 tonnes per year contributing about £3 million to the London economy. Horticultural production is mainly in the Lea Valley although the area is in decline. In little over two generations the self-sufficiency of London has eroded and now half the vegetables and 95% of fruit we eat is imported. Aware of this issue, government reforms include implementing energy tax, which will target environmentally damaging forms of energy outside renewables (15). Industry has 'rightly' attacked these plans since it will make national and international trade more expensive and therefore favour localised distribution. At least until the local food sector expands its infrastructure to the advantage of Permaculture; the current situation is, in fact, reversed. Governments are still effectively funding a high-speed culture including airports, motorways, and communications satellites that all contribute to a supermarket economy (15 Ref: Norberg-Hodge 1999b p209). 


The alternatives require the individual to make self-empowering decisions. A cyclist will consume about 1% of the fuel burnt by cars. (Permaculture & Personal Transport An article in PC Magazine no. 12 Permanent Publications Hampshire 1996)  If everybody who owned a car could spent the odd journey cycling instead of driving, the net global energy saving would be tremendous. Consider: In Britain 72% of total journeys in a car are under 5 miles. (Permaculture & Personal Transport An article in PC Magazine no. 12 Permanent Publications Hampshire 1996) That combined with the efficient use of public transport would conduce to a safer urban environment to ride in. The expanding cycle network was one of the great innovations of the last decade.

Seasonality The temporary mmigration of Londoners from many ethnic backgrounds to hop fields, orchards and strawberry patches has declined with the celebration of seasonality being eroded (12). 

The basis of these circumstances is due to the particular type and diversity of crops that used to be grown in Britain. There are 2000 varieties of apples grown in the UK but only 10 found in the shops (13). War brought on a mechanical attitude tempered with austerity and years of depression (9). Men were not available anymore to continue the legacy of diversity of the Victorian and Edwardian kitchen gardens. Field scale operations replaced small market gardens and the Seeds Regulations required seeds to be put through the mill, as the case may be; minimum standards of germination were imposed. However, cultural peculiarity was still prevalent in local seed firm catalogues who continued to provide for local food production. Small seed companies, on merging or collapsing would have their lists either rationalised or lost altogether.   New EU legislation in 1964 developed a 'National List' in which all vegetable varieties offered for sale must be registered by. With scrutiny one can see the legacy of this; an erosion of consumer choice and a so-called global availability (12). The same handful of fruit varieties most of the year round; a homogeneity of produce throughout the country that has whittled away diversity, knowledge and choice.


It is a situation now taken for granted. That mechanical mindset lies at the root of global politics and reminisces of the religious quashing of education during the mediaeval period. Governments fear too much autonomy of the individual. An extended range of available products keeps the customer keen and wise (12). A publication for London Food Link London 2002 Produce in season means it is at its best, most abundant and therefore well-priced. The British cuisine could probably do with it. The traditional greengrocers would almost have been experts in their field. At different times in the year one could possibly eat a different apple every fortnight from September to May. Foods that would have been unfamiliar entailed conversation as well as commerce. Shopping would be an experience of self-discovery. But the supermarkets that replaced traditional greengrocers were not interested in local produce. People started to buy more processed and out-of-season produce. 


It must also be argued that organic produce shipped or flown over from say, New Zealand, cannot be considered sustainable despite its seasonality. For globalisation to become sustainable, heterogeneity and localisation must run the length of the same field. Even if, say, the same type of apple grown in two different hemispheres can just possibly be eaten at the same time if one had been previously stored. Undoubtedly their tastes would have to differ. Seasonality is tied in with bioregionalism; and this may well include fertiliser use as well. Consider, before conventional methods introduced a homogeny of agrochemical use, farms would have been reliant upon their own manure and fertiliser production methods. This could not have been regulated to any national degree. Food produce would ultimately take on a distinctive taste due to the nutrient availability of the soils and the effects of climate from year to year. In the long term the local people would almost intuitively distinguish cycles of taste. To add a point to this, another example of seasonality may see the same produce cropped at different times of the year. Take the Mediterranean for example. The jar of green and black olives on a supermarket shelf, deliciously stuffed with a pimiento may only have a few months difference in ripening yet originate from basically the same tree.

Regional and Local Speciality The diversity of the English countryside has been shaped into a patchwork of regional textures by many small producers who have fostered it along, maintaining its local integrity. During the 16th century with the influx of Dutch immigrants settling in Southern England, expertise in seed production followed with a greater sense of organisation (9). Kent and Essex were prime locations for vegetable production.  Local strains like Sandwich beans and Sandwich radishes were developed and on sale by the 1670's. A corresponding increase in market gardens and gardeners during the 19th century following the establishment of specialist seeds men in the 18th century saw them selecting their own special strains of crops and saved their own seed. Early production or bigger, tastier fruit featured on large country estates and a few, like the Blenheim Orange melon or the Rousham Park Hero onion are still circulated. Genetic varieties were developed using the heritage of their ancestors. As mechanisation washed into the 20th century, the genetic research of a Moravian monk called Greg Mendel was recognized and plant breeders started to genetically crossbreed parent plant material in order to suit the changed social and agricultural conditions. Manipulation of seed quality marched to the top of the agenda.  By 1973 it became a punishable offence in Britain to sell the seed of a variety that wasn't on the EU list of viable seeds. The DUS Test (Distinctness, Uniformity and Stability) became the trademark of conventional farming in general. It cost around £2000, and then £300 per annum thereafter to keep a seed on the list. Seed companies were wind tunnelled into a restricted market based upon the most economical way forward.


Organisations like the HDRA run a Heritage Seed Library (HSL). It is not illegal to grow unlisted seeds nor to pass seeds on for others to grow (9). Seeds like that discovered by Lord Caerarvon in Tutankhamun's tomb along with the Duke of Kent pea which was rediscovered in the USA, after a century of going missing, and banked. Miners in the Shropshire village of St Martins grew a strain of black-seeded runner beans called 'the Coal Bean'. Lawrence Hills recognised the danger of future food supplies that the loss of old varieties entailed. Interestingly though, the sale of the produce belonging to an unlisted seed is in fact legal. Adding to that, traditional and old varieties are present on nearly twice as many local food enterprises compared to those of non-local food businesses, all in all enhancing the viability of traditional farming systems (16). On top of this local food producers are significantly more likely to be certified organic than non-local producers. And it is the case that local branding and marketing is more likely to warrant protection of the landscapes to which they are linked.

Processing Feeding ourselves has become dependant on a huge amount of people and systems. The "meal occasion" has eroded with the increased growth of female activity economy (17). Ready-to-eat and Ready-to-heat foods like salads and pizzas, as well as ready washed, are growing trends for the convenience market. Research by the Henley Center show that the average time to prepare a meal has dropped from 2 hours to 20 minutes from 1980 to today’s standards. Most customers know next to nothing of the process inherent in food production even though they request healthier, fresher food in the light of BSE and FMD scares. An item produced or sold locally may still have traveled hundreds of miles to be centrally processed and packaged (14).

The Coop have also led a campaign for better food labeling after the report in The Lie of the Label in which the customer became more confused than enlightened with labeling strategies especially between the relationship of salt and sodium.

Freshness and nutritional value Continuing on the theme of seasonality Pick-Your-Own farms offer a little extra. They advertise in the local press around summer time but welcome a fun day out in which one can munch their way along. The importance of fresh food cannot be underestimated. As soon as a fruit or vegetable is picked it begins to deteriorate. It is one of the major contributors as to why certain genetic strains were commercialized rather than another variety that could have been significantly better-tasting. Shelf life and appearance, resistance to disease and longer/greater cropping yields, as well its innate quality to not bruise so easily are the all-important decision making factors as to why that particular strain has been picked. Often fruit is picked before it even ripens, bananas are a prime example of this.


Children's diets and nutrition are particularly poor; many people suffer from diet related diseases. Cardiovascular disease accounted for 41% of premature deaths in London in 1996, followed by cancer at 24% (12). Research suggest that fruit and vegetable consumption could in fact reduce the incidence of cancer by at least 20%, while around 30% of coronary heart disease is diet-linked.
Manufacturers are urged to reduce salt levels since these are linked to strokes and high blood pressure (17). 60% of ASDA customers claim fat reduction is there number one priority, sugar reduction their second most. Quality in general though still favors cheaper produce. Supermarket price wars are destroying local businesses whilst continuing their oligarchy over suppliers. Ham and bacon is injected with water to dribble out a few more pence to the pound; misty-eyed fish are a result of over-exploited stock.


Over 50% of local food businesses believe that their involvement in the sector has improved their local community's access to fresh food (16). 35% of local food businesses provide information on the health benefits of eating fresh food compared to 13% of non-local food businesses.  The growth of vegetarianism, with 1 in 6 people claiming to be vegetarian or imagining themselves becoming so in the future is directly influenced by concerns about health and the environmental and humanitarian impact of the food industry (15). On the issue of sustainability, Bill Mollison says of them that they are very efficient if based on easily cooked or easily processed methods, and grown in home gardens; that the waste discharge of that same feeding body is returned to the soil; that local diets are embraced which minimise transport costs. Under these terms he justifies their 'special' use. But he reminds us that few farmers in the West grow grains or grain legumes but rather they are grown in famine-prone countries instead (2 pp29-30). These crops account for most erosion in agricultural soils. 


Veganism is also a hot debate, a main claim being the unnecessary use of farm animal and their excrement on vegetable crops. But as an alternative, the consumer makes an ethical choice if he/she grows his or her own. Seed sprouting is one of the most efficient ways to enhance protein content in plants since it is those first few days that all the locked up potential in the seed gets quickly converted to start it on its way. Further studies also claim that organic food has a higher nutritional value. Certainly nutrition is linked to taste. 

Country of origin On his visit to the House of Commons last year, Guillermos Vargas, a member of the Costa Rican Fairtrade coffee cooperative, said "When you buy fairtrade you are supporting our democracy" (17). The catering sector is now almost as large as the retailing sector in terms of its input to the UK economy, when one now considers that a third of all meals are eaten out. The distinction though between the two sectors is that the legal and regulatory framework of the origin of the food is much stronger in the retailer sector. Thus one is unlikely to know where the food they are eating outside the home is coming from. 


In contradiction towards a desire for more British products, consumers will not pay a premium for British foods, which are reflected in their actual buying. The situation highlights the deeper issues of the big four; ASDA, Tescos, Safeways and Sainsburys who demand lower costs from British producers else will go abroad and tap into the global economy for lower rates. By consolidating their control the suppliers have no choice but to make losses that are subsidized by government policy. "Although the EU contains provisions for support of ‘agri-environment’ schemes, these account for only approximately 4% of the total UK agricultural support budget (15 p25). The system of price support and subsidies that consumes most of the remaining 96% has rewarded ‘those who were prepared to abandon traditional rotations and switch to intensive arable production or grassland monocultures’ (15 Ref: Harvey 1999 p38), and fostered practices that are sustainable only with heavy inputs of pesticide and chemical fertilisers. Farmers are in effect encouraged to specialise, rather than develop mixed farms, because price insurance removes the need to have a variety of yields in case one fails".


One may question the sustainability of foreign products that have to cater for a cosmopolitan society. In Kenya, whilst domestic consumption has declined, fruit exports to the UK have doubled (13). It is not uncommon for some of the worlds poorest countries to farm for export. There is a natural consumer pressure towards the big multinationals to supply their dearest needs. In fact I don't see that any of the complaints are coming from the foreign consumer market. It is very natural now for British people to eat foreign produce. Is that not the cost of consumerism, a global diet to make up for the genetic loss suffered in one's own country?

Source (where purchased e.g. market) The WI Country Markets Ltd. are also encouraging local food initiatives by bringing homemade, fresh produce from their kitchens and gardens to the local community. The market is held usually one morning per week and the money goes directly to the producer. There are 500 such markets in England, Wales and the Channel Islands. Alternatively, Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) is where the customer pays in advance for a share of the farmers yield in installments or as a lump sum. This type of subscription farming allows the farmer to know at the beginning of the planting season that he has a market for his produce. It is well established in the USA but was initiated first in Japan (14). 

Italy was the first EU nation to attempt to develop a sustainable school meals system, prompted by the various food scares such as BSE and GM (17). New laws were passed in 1992 and 1995, which obliged local authorities to include organic and quality products in their menus. As much as 80, 90 and 100% of organic ingredients are used by some of the 300 examples of organic school meals services implemented. 


'Cheap' foods are not the success stories McDonalds, Tescos and Unilever flaunt as global boons. Food becomes progressively 'liberated' from nature and the seasons. Costs are externalized in the conventional food chain and paid for by the taxpayer in cleaning up after intensive agriculture. Sustainability begs the issue of internalizing the costs. Embodied energy can be the "great arm" of economic stability to act as a powerful tool in order to counter-argue the prevailing climate of peer pressure. The food on my dinner plate comes from every available source in my travels. What concerns me is how do I make use of nature's waste. Let's not raise ourselves above nature's ability to take care of itself; rather it is humanity running a little scared of itself. 
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