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Spend Less, Eat Well 

Local Food Systems 
 

Having a strong local food system is essential if our local community is to be more self-reliant, less oil-
dependent, and less exposed to the global price fluctuations that affect how much we pay for our food. 

In times of Global shortage, or local supply disruption (remember the problems caused by the fuel protests a 
few years ago?) It’s important that we can feed ourselves healthy, tasty food, for a reasonable cost. 

In the past, Victoria was much more self-reliant in food. Most of our staples, such as vegetables, meat & dairy 
produce, were grown and produced only a few miles from Victoria. We are now at a crossroads in the Capitol 
Regional District (CRD) as we are growing our own food but there is not enough farmers and farms to feed us all. 

We are much more vulnerable in terms of ‘food security; these days. An example is our dependence upon the 
national supermarket chains and our vulnerability of living on Vancouver Island. Since we rely on ferries to 
import food, we would only have 72 hours worth of food if they were to brake down. Most supermarket food is 
travelling in boat freight, so any disruption of that supply will impact us very quickly. 

 

 

 

Local food systems create and protect local jobs and support our local economy. We don’t have to ship food 
hundreds of miles, emitting CO2, needing extra roads, contributing to traffic congestion, and burning up oil in 
the process, Instead we can eat a great range of fresh, tasty, seasonal food within hours of it being picked, with 
no processing or excessive packaging required. It is often cheaper than the alternative. This doesn’t mean that 
everything can be produced locally, or even regionally (bananas are unlikely to thrive in Victoria) but it makes 
sense to grow the stuff we can. 

 

Think a little more about the true costs of eating strawberries all year round makes them taste, well, a little less 
good. Especially when we chew on the global, social & environmental costs. Some of our foods from abroad are 
grown on fertile land needed to grow local food, using much needed water, by low-paid workers, and then 
packaged and flown half the way around the world to reach us.  

 

Each of these actions give you tasty, fresh food for less, cut C02 emissions & other environmental and social 
impacts and/or help build a strong local food system. All will cost you little or nothing. 

In your group, have a brief chat about each item and then decide which ones you want to tackle and when. 
Record your own action plan on the page at the end of this section.  

BUY LOCAL, SEASONAL FOODS 

REDUCE FOOD PACKAGING 

MINIMIZE FOOD WASTE 

WHY TRY ORGANIC? 

GROW YOUR OWN 

CARING CARNIVORES 

 

We would only have 72 
hours worth of food if 

the ferries were to 
brake down 
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Rising Food Prices? 
 

At a time when Canadian farming is in crisis, with competition from international markets, and the stronghold of the supermarkets and 

international food cartels, we still hear a lot about the rising prices of food for Canadian households.  

Yet in real terms, in the last five decades, spending on most foods basics has declined sharply. Food makes up only half as much of the average 

household budget as it did in 1957.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1957 we spent 33% of our household 
income on food, now we spend 15% (2) 
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Buy Local 

 

 
Food is travelling further than ever before, other 100’s of miles from where it was produced. In Canada, the 
distance food is transported has increased 25% from 1980 to 2007 (3). Family farms, local abattoirs, processing 
plants, local food distribution systems and small shops are all disappearing, unable to compete in today’s global 
market. Over-centralization of food systems, through supermarket chains, has meant the loss of local 
distinctiveness, traditional varieties, and sense of local food culture & community. Moreover, money leaks out 
from local economies as it is siphoned off by distant food businesses, like supermarkets, who often pressure 
local farmers into lower prices, and C02 emissions rise as our food is shipped further from its source. 

Local food is not just about “food miles” it is also about food that is produced and distributed in ways that 
contribute positively to local communities. Ideally, communities should be easily able to buy as much locally-
produced food as possible. Locally organized food systems can help their communities to thrive by: 

• Providing jobs and supporting business networks 

• Distributing food directly in our area, not sending it to supermarket central depots (often hundreds of 
miles away), before it can head back to us in Victoria. 

• Creating positive social connections whilst providing healthy, fresh, seasonal food for the community. 

 

Your Savings and Benefits 
 
Eating local food from a nearby farm is more likely to be healthy, fresh and in season – when it tastes best! It can 
also be cheaper. For example a 10lb bag of russet potatoes in a nationally owned supermarket were $3.99 vs. 
$2.50 at the Root Cellar, a locally owned store. The nationally owned supermarket’s russets were from 
Washington while the Root Cellar was selling locally grown potatoes. You get the joy of knowing the store staff. 
Also, box delievery programs can save you carrying heavy loads of shopping. 
 
Next steps and tips! 
 

• Begin with just a part of your food shop – try the local butcher, seafood dealer or cheese shops. 

• Use the Island Farm Fresh website – try local wine, cider, beer & sift drinks too. 

• Have fresh local food delivered to your door (see next page) or use a wheeled trolley to help ease the 
shopping load.  

• Support local, independent food stores. Ask them to stock local produce. 

• Buy your food directly from the farm, farm stand or farmer’s market. 

• Visit a local organic farm & learn more about food production (e.g. Haliburton Farms) 

• Check which foods are in season and how to use them at 
www.islandfarmfresh.com/products_inseason.htm 

• Ask for more local organic food in your school, hospital work place and whenever you eat out. 
 

 

Cost: None 

 

$ Saving: Low-Med 

 

Effort: Low C02 Saved: Low-Med 

http://www.islandfarmfresh.com/products_inseason.htm�
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Yes but…some food can’t be produced locally. Trade is vital and very rarely can a local region be completely self-
sufficient. Trade, if carried out in a fair way, also has many positive impacts, including education and improved 
quality of life. It’s fine to buy things that can’t be produced locally, but we can try to be sure the good are 
produced fairly, wherever they come from.  

 

Let’s look at some food miles and see how long food items are travelling to Victoria. With your family 
and your street group, check out www.localfooddirectory.ca to see the environmental damage of 
importing food, as well as options in the CRD to buy local food. 
 
Here is the rundown on something as simple as buying Eggs for your family: 
 

Food Miles Rating:  Importing this commodity has a high impact on the environment, the economy, and health. It is 
imported an average distance of 5373 km from 19 states and countries 

For every kilogram of this product that you get locally rather than importing you will have the following impact:  
 
Environmental  
You will save 1142.8 g ( 1.1 times its weight) in green house gas emissions  
You will save 12.82 g of Nitrogen Oxides  
You will save 1.56 g of Particulate Matter  
You will save 3.65 g of Volatile Organic Compounds  
You will save 0.92 g of Sulphur Oxides  
 
Economic  
By buying locally, you will be saving the global economy $0.64 due to reduced accidents, noise, pollution, 
infrastructure degradation, and impacts from climate change.  
 

 

Local Food Box Programs 

There are as many varieties of box programs as there are wonderful vegetables in them. However, the majority 
sell only organic produce, which can range from set-content boxes of seasonal vegetables, to combinations of 
anything from meat to dairy and juices to chocolate! 

A few programs sell only home-grown produce, others source additional stock from other local, organic growers. 
Some fruits are imported. These are usually shipped in rather than air-freighted, And most good programs ask 
for a list of up to three vegetables you don’t like which they swap for something else.  

Box programs are very competitively priced, coming in cheaper than organic supermarket produce, and often 
conventional supermarket produce too. Most basic boxes of six or so types of fruit or vegetables start from 
about $25. Some programs ask for a minimum order and/or charge a delivery fee. 

CRD Box Programs 

Capitol Regional District is a great place to live in terms of box programs because they are becoming more and 
more popular, even just within the past few years. This is resulting in more variety for you, the consumer while 
at the same time ensuring that the producers are being fairly compensated for their goods. Here are four box 
programs that are available to us here: 

 

• Share Organics – www.shareorganics.bc.ca 

• SPUD – www.spud.ca 

• Good Food box – www.thegoodfoodbox..ca 

• Bluff Box –www.bluffbox.blogspot.com 

 

http://www.localfooddirectory.ca/�
http://www.localfooddirectory.ca/?q=foodmiles/product/18�
http://www.epa.gov/air/urbanair/nox/index.html�
http://www.epa.gov/oar/particlepollution/�
http://www.epa.gov/iaq/voc.html�
http://www.epa.gov/air/urbanair/so2/index.html�
http://www.shareorganics.bc.ca/�
http://www.spud.ca/�
http://www.thegoodfoodbox..ca/�
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Local Farmers’ Market  

Living in the Capitol Regional District we are extremely fortunate have so many farmers’ market present 
throughout the spring and summer and recently a winter market has started to gain support. Take advantage of 
the large quantity of markets available near your street. Get out and enjoy the summer weather while support 
your local farmers and reducing C02 emissions!  

Moss Street Market 

www.mossstreetmarket.com 

 

James Bay Community Market 

www.jamesbaymarket.com 

 

North Saanich Farm Market 

www.northsaanichfarmmarket.com 

 

Peninsula Country Market 

www.peninsulacountrymarket.ca 

 

Colwood Farmers’ Market 

www.colwoodmarket.com 

 

Goldstream Station Market 

www.goldstreamstationmarket.ca 

This is just a selection of farmers’ markets, box programs and U-Picks that are available in the CRD. Be sure to 
use the online directory at www.islandfarmfresh.com, it will be your most valuable resource during the food 
chapter. 

Pick Your Own 

A very rewarding and calming experience of picking your own fruit, veggies and flowers. Once again, we live in 
an amazing place to be able to do a lot of “Pick Your Own” days and enjoy spending time outside while really 
appreciating the work that goes into growing the foods. 

 

Huge list of pick your own opportunities available at  

www.islandfarmfresh.com/upick.html 

 

 

 

 

Reduce Food Packaging 

http://www.mossstreetmarket.com/�
http://www.jamesbaymarket.com/�
http://www.northsaanichfarmmarket.com/�
http://www.peninsulacountrymarket.ca/�
http://www.colwoodmarket.com/�
http://www.goldstreamstationmarket.ca/�
http://www.islandfarmfresh.com/�
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Our shopping bags are bulging, bins are overflowing, and we’re running out of landfill sites to dispose of it all. 
We’re being swamped by packaging – and good packaging is a major culprit. 

In fact, one-sixth of the average household food budget goes on packaging and it makes up a third of our 
household waste (5) 

Yes but…what about the supermarkets and suppliers – what are they doing? Agreed, the amount of pointless 
packaging has to be reduced. Shrink-wrapped peppers and cucumbers, apples in polystyrene trays and tubes of 
tomato puree in cardboard cartons are examples of unnecessary packaging. 

While we wait for businesses to be fully on board, we can take responsibility for reducing the amount of 
packaging waste that we bring into our homes. 

That which we cannot avoid, we can choose to dispose of through re-use or recycling rather than landfill. 

YOUR SAVINGS 

Bagged produce tends to cost more than loose. For example, bagged carrots cost $3 more per kg than loose 
ones when we last checked. Why pay for packaging you just throw away? 

There is a transition from plastic and paper bags to reusable bags to do your grocery shopping. Ready-chopped 
food stuffs last less time and cost more (muddy carrots last the longest!). Buying lettuces intact and washing and 
cutting them yourself can save money. 

NEXT STEPS, HINTS AND TIPS 

• Buy fruit and vegetables loose or in paper bags from local stores. 

• Take bags with you to the stores. 

• Always carry a spare bag for that spontaneous shopping! 

• Choose larger sizes rather than individually packaged portions. 

• Buy a single larger size container (e.g yoghurt) and decant it 

• Buy re-fills e.g. for washing powder and other detergents. 

• Look for biodegradable packaging, e.g. cardboard or cornstarch based. 

• Find out if there’s a local milkman who will deliver in glass bottles, such as the organic “Avalon” milk. 

• Look for products that come in recycled or lighter materials. 

• Ask shop managers what they’re doing to reduce packaging and insist they step up their efforts. 

• Re-use or recycle all the waste packaging that you can – many containers make great seedling trays & 
plant pots!  

 

 

 

Minimize Food Waste 

 

Cost: None 

 

$ Saving: None 

 

Effort: Low C02 Saved: Low - 
Med 

Cost: None 

 

$ Saving: Low 

 

Effort: Low C02 Saved: Low 
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See www.myrecyclopedia.ca. This site has all the information necessary to let you know where and what to 
recycle in your household. An invaluable resource to keep waste out of our landfills. 

Around a third of all the food we buy ends up being thrown in the bin and most of this could have been 
eaten. Reducing food waste is a major issue, and not just about good food going to waste. Wasting food 
costs the average family hundreds of pounds a year and has serious environmental implications too. If we all 
stop wasting food that could have been eaten, the C02 impact would be the equivalent of taking 1 in 5 cars 
off the road. 

A number of issues lie at the heart of this problem: 

• A lack of planning when food shopping – we buy more than we need, and then it goes rotten (often 
seduced by Buy One, Get One Free type offers). 

• Poor food storage knowledge – things go off sooner than they would if we knew how to keep them 
fresh. 

• A lack of confidence around cooking e.g. how to make tasty food from leftovers, portion control. 

• Confusion over food date labels e.g. best before versus use by. 

 

      Of course food waste is unavoidable. Home composting or using  the Greater Victoria Compost Education 
Centre food waste recycling program ensures the impacts are minimized. 

 

Yes but…I love my food and don’t want to do without! Reducing food waste and saving money does not mean 
cutting down on the fun of eating. If anything, planning well, eating well, saving money and reducing C02 will 
leave us with a small glow of self-congratulation. 

 

YOUR SAVINGS 

The average family can save $600 per year by following the simple steps on the next page. 

• Measure portions more accurately e.g. portion of rice = ¼ of a mug 

• We often waste carbs – rice, pasta, potatoes & bread. Keep bread in the freezer 7 take out half a loaf at 
a time. Too much soup or risotto? Freeze it for a lazy day… 

• Use the online portion calculator at www.lovefoodhatewaste.com 

• Plan all meals for the 2 weeks, and write your shopping list accordingly. You will save time and spend 
less. 

• Keep essentials in the cupboard, fridge and freeze and you will always be able to make a meal. 

• Know about dates – Use by: never eat products after this date. Best-before: you can still eat them but 
they might not taste as good. 

• Keep an eye on dated produce & eat them in time, else freeze them. 

• Always follow manufacturer’s storage instructions.  

• Ensure your fridge is cold enough (1-5 degrees). 

• Learn how to use leftovers – find recipes for free on the internet. 

http://www.myrecyclopedia.ca/�
http://www.lovefoodhatewaste.com/�
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More info: www.lovefoodhatewaste.com – government funded website from the UK dedicated to reducing our 
food waste – lots of great tips and recipes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why Try Organic? 

 Cost: None 

 

$ Saving: None 

 

Effort: Low C02 Saved: Low - 
Med 

http://www.lovefoodhatewaste.com/�
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Four reasons to eat organic food: 

• Organic farmers work without harmful chemicals and artificial fertilisers to feed the soil & control pests. 
Organic, local & seasonal is better for us, for the health of the people who work in farming, and the 
environment, and does not allow the use of genetic engineering (GMOs). Over 20% of the UK’s 
greenhouse gas emissions come from food and farming today. Chemical nitrogen fertiliser 
manufacturing is the worst offender. To produce just 1 tonne takes 1 tonne of oil, produces 7 tonnes of 
greenhouse gasses & takes 100 tonnes of water. (6) 

• Organic food has higher amounts of minerals and vitamins. It avoids pesticides, controversial additives 
including aspartame, MSG & hydrogenated fats. Organic milk for example, is on average 68% higher in 
Omega3 essential fatty acids (7). Leafy greens, potatoes and strawberries are particularly heavily-
sprayed with chemicals, and washing cannot remove all the residues. 

• Organic animals are not subjected to routine use of antibiotics. 

• Switching to organic farming is much better for the environment. For example, if 10,00 small to medium 
sized farms converted to organic production, the soil would be able to store enough carbon to offset 1, 
174, 400 cars (8). 

 

Yes but…it’s much more expensive. Organic food does often cost more, depending on what you are buying and 
when, but it depends largely on the seller. The reasons for this price difference are mainly to do with production 
costs, but also because many food supplies, namely nationally owned supermarkets, actually hide the real cost 
of food by importing cheaper food from overseas. The real cost of our food is disguised. We don’t see the 
chemicals running off the fields into our rivers (8a), or make the links between pesticide-use & diseases but 
cheap food is not as cheap as we think it is. So who is paying the real price. 

Pesticides are associated with increased rates of cancers, Parkinson`s, birth defects, and deaths across the 
world. This is worse in poorer countries, where few regulations are in place, & workers often work barefoot, 
without protective clothing. Cotton & non- organic bananas are harmful to workers (9). 

Plant, insect and bird life is up to 50% greater on organic farms. Organic farming relies on wildlife to help control 
natural pests, so bugs, birds % bees flourish. They are not sprayed way by the fertilisers, chemicals and 
pesticides used on non-organic farms, which are also harmful to humans, especially the farmers, cause infertility 
and cancers, amongst other diseases. (10). 

Misleading terms? 

Industrial farming (non-organics)has only been around in its current form for the last 70 years or so, before then 
traditional methods were all ``organic``. Perhaps we could think of organic food as ``normal`` food, ``traditional`` 
farming, or chemical-free farming. It is what our grandparents were eating… 

Hints and Tips for paying less for your organic food 

• Bulk buy with friend or neighbours (or your Transition Street group!). 

• Buy a weekly vegetable/meat box from a local organic farmer (see before) 

• Grow some of your organic food (see later page for ideas). 

• Local Farms looking for help for free food…contact the project co-ordinator. 
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Grow Your Own 

 

 
By growing your own food you are starting to become more self-resilient and less reliant on the big shopping 
conglomerates. Rising food costs, supply disruption and concerns over food quality all raise questions about the 

Cost: Low 

 

$ Saving: Med 

 

Effort: Low-Med C02 Saved: Low - 
Med 
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source of the food we eat. For example, if we have a disaster that stops the ferries and supermarket shelves 
quickly empty, do you have any means to supplement what’s in your freezer and cupboards with fresh, healthy 
chemical-free produce? As food prices continue to rise, can you help protect your weekly food budget? 

 

Anyone can grow their own fruit and vegetables, even when space is limited. Pots, window boxes and hanging 
baskets can all be turned into mini-food gardens, and give you months of delicious produce. Plus it’s a 
wonderful, empowering feeling to eat what you have grown. Not to mention the satisfaction of knowing that 
you aren’t burning up fossil fuels with each salad leaf. It’s not difficult to do and it can save you lots of money. 
Here are 5 easy to grow food items: 

• Potatoes – can be in tubs or old sacs, tom them up as leaves grow. 

• Garlic – store what you don’t eat for a year round supply. 

• Mixed Salad Leaves – cut and come again varieties are great – save money! 

• Tomatoes – stick a few plants in a hanging basket. 

• Runner Beans – they look lovely climbing up canes or sticks 

Yes but…I do want to grow things but have no outside space at all. Consider joining the local food movement 
and contact groups like the Compost Education Centre www.compost.bc.ca to see where plots are available in 
the CRD. 

Your Savings 

Depending what you grow – but for example, a lettuce can cost over $1 in the stores, $1.39 for organic, and a 
packet of seeds gives you about 250 lettuces for a similar price. According to one study if you grow 5kg of 
tomatoes instead of buying them in a store, you could save around $20 in the season. 

Tips 

• Consider growing everything organically (avoid slug pellets etc.) 

• Find out more about basic skills online at sites such as Urban Agriculture Hub – 
www.urbanagriculturehub.ca 

• Join a local organic gardening course and learn the basics (offered by Lifecycles Project Society and 
others. www.lifecyclyesproject.ca  

• Get some seeds, plant them, water them, wait a while, then eat! 

• Visit local food gardens and be inspired, e.g. Compost Education Centre, Esquimalt Community Gardens 
www.esquimaltcommunitygardens.blogspot.com 

• Explore community gardens on the City Farmer website at www.cityfarmer.org 

• Find out about Plant a Row, Grow a Row program at www.vicgrowarow.org 

 

Yes but…It’s a lot of work! Yes, it takes some effort to set up your kitchen garden, be it large or small and it can 
help keep you fit… But when designed well, it call also be very low maintenance. Research “permaculture” 
principles for inspiration, and feel good that every leaf you grow is a leaf that hasn’t travelled miles to reach 
your plate, with no packaging and almost no cost! Take advantage of where you live. CRD boast many groups 
that host workshops on how to grown your own food. 

More info: Everything you need to know about grown your own food is available on the UA Hub under 
Resources. www.urbanagriculturehub.ca Also many good organic gardening books are available for free at any 
regional library. 

http://www.compost.bc.ca/�
http://www.urbanagriculturehub.ca/�
http://www.lifecyclyesproject.ca/�
http://www.esquimaltcommunitygardens.blogspot.com/�
http://www.cityfarmer.org/�
http://www.vicgrowarow.org/�
http://www.urbanagriculturehub.ca/�
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Notes/Actions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Caring Carnivores  

 

 

Recently, the UN made headlines by suggesting that we all eat less meat, in order to help tackle climate change. 
They estimate that meat production accounts for nearly a fifth of global greenhouse gas emissions. Livestock 
farming also can cause deforestation & loss of biodiversity.  

Cost: None 

 

$ Saving: Low-Med 

 

Effort: Low C02 Saved: Low - 
Med 
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Generally, the higher up on the food chain you go – from plants to animals, say – the bigger the energy trail left 
behind by their production. It’s not only what went into raising the animal you are eating, but also what went 
into producing its food. Compared to the amount of vegetarian food you can produce on the same piece of land, 
livestock reared for meat exacts a very heavy toll. 

 

Choose the type of meat more carefully. For example, it takes 4 calories of plant protein to make 1 of chicken 
protein, while the ratio for pork is 17:1; for lamb 50:1; and for beef 54:1. Red meat production takes a lot of 
energy and diverts a lot of grain from other food uses. 

Try starting to have 1 meat free day per week, and increase it slowly as you find new, delicious vegetarian 
alternatives. 

Yes but…I’m a vegetarian so I’m OK. Vegetarian diets that include lots of milk, butter and cheese would probably 
not noticeably reduce emissions because dairy cows are a major source of methane, a potent greenhouse gas 
released through flatulence. 

Your Savings 

In addition to money saved on your weekly shop (from buying less meat), you can improve your health. Of 
course, these savings will depend on what meat you would buy and how often. Some people choose to eat less 
meat, but to buy organic quality when they do purchase it.  

A diet with less meat generally boosts the intake of fibre, & fruit & vegetables, & generally lowers the intake of 
saturated fat. This dietary pattern helps to reduce the risk of chronic diseases such as cardiovascular disease and 
some cancers. 

Buy fresh from the Island! Despite the plant protein-intensity of rearing them, beef & lamb in Canada tend to 
graze instead of having grain-only diet. There has been a recent surge on Vancouver Island to support more 
local, free range meat. By using the Island Farm Fresh website you can find out where to get meat that has low 
environmental impact while at the same time providing the most natural and healthy meat possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

HINTS AND TIPS 

• You don’t have to give it up! Gradually reduce the number of days you eat meat per week. 

• Eat more white meat (chicken and pork) rather than red. They have less impact in some ways as they 
come from animals that don’t burp methane!  

• Eat local meat, (preferably pasture-fed) if possible to avoid emissions from long distance transport. See 
references for more info. 

• Consider alternatives to dairy – there are lots of options available for cheese, milk, cream, yoghurt etc.  
– although know that soya may have travelled thousands of miles, from where it is grown in what was 
the Brazilian rainforest. 
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• Try new vegetarian, dairy free recipes. Plenty of choices online e.g. www.vegsoc.org/cordonvert/recipes 
or www.bbc.co.uk/food/recipes or see cook books in your local library! 

• The next time you decide to go out for dinner, try a vegetarian restaurant or the veggie options – see for 
yourself how good it can be. 

 

More info: The Vegetarian Society www.vegsoc.org.uk or www.guardian.co.uk/food/environment for both 
sides of the debate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Possible Actions: 
Buy local, seasonal foods. Reduce Food Packaging. Minimize food waste. Grow your own. Caring Carnivores. 
Why try Organic? 

What other ideas does your team have that aren’t covered above? Add them below if you think they are 
relevant for you… 

My Actions Already Done When I’ll Do This Notes 
    
    

http://www.vegsoc.org/cordonvert/recipes�
http://www.bbc.co.uk/food/recipes�
http://www.vegsoc.org.uk/�
http://www.guardian.co.uk/food/environment�
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How can you help each other out in your team? List team actions here (with named person and due date)… 

Discussion Q’s 

We saw in the first action that buying local, seasonal, organic food 
from independent shops has environmental and financial savings, as well as helping our local economy 
to thrive. 

 
However many of us shop at nationally owned supermarkets and other major supermarkets. (For more 
about supermarkets see end of this chapter.) 

 
• What benefits do these large supermarket chains offer us? 

 
• What are the downsides? 

 
• How important is a strong, local food system to our town and our community? 

 
• How might you overcome some of the barriers to supporting local shops and buying organic 
produce? 

 
How much of your own food do you grow? Would you be interested in growing more? 
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“There are nearly 7 billion of us living on the earth, and the human population is increasing by nearly 80 million 
people a year. Today the biggest threat to human wellbeing – our food, water, energy, as well as to other 
species, and to the earth as we know it, might well be ourselves. The issue of population size is 
controversial, because it touches on the most personal decisions we make. But we ignore it at our peril.” 

 
David Attenborough ‘BBC Horizon Documentary: How Many People Can Live on Planet Earth? (this DVD is 
available for groups to borrow from the TTT office - 01803 867358) 

 
One in six people across the world routinely goes hungry. 
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In the 1920s there were 2 billion people on the earth, now there are nearly 7 billion. 

It is the exponential growth of our now enormous world population that might be the biggest upcoming 
challenge to our future resources. 

 
Global food prices in the last few years are rising sharply causing malnutrition to spread widely. (19) From the 
1950s the Green Revolution has led to huge increases in crop yields, with grain production increasing by over 
250%. (20) But since then world population has grown by about 4 billion. Oil and natural gas supplies, on which 
this agricultural system depends for fertilisers and pesticides (21) , are set to decline dramatically over the next 
decades (see ‘Peak Oil’ – chapter 7). 

Growing populations, falling energy sources and food shortages will create the "perfect storm" by 2030, a UK 
government chief scientist has warned. He has said that food reserves are at a 
50-year low but the world will require 50% more energy, food and water by 2030. (22, 23) 

The peaking of world oil production Peak Oil may seriously test our current food systems. (25, 26) As of May 2008, 
the price of grain has been pushed up by several key factors: increased farming for use in biofuels (with world oil 

prices at over $140 per barrel ($880/m3)), the global population growth (27), climate change (28), loss of 
agricultural land to residential and industrial development, (29, 30) and growing consumer demand across the 
world. (31, 32) Food riots have recently occurred in countries across the world. (33, 34, 35) 

 
Yes. ..but isn’t it about people in other countries having too many babies? Well, that would make sense if we 
were all consuming the same amount. Whilst the highest rates of population growth are found outside of 
Europe and the US, if the earth’s resources were divided up equally the average African uses only half their share 
of the Earth’s resources, the average Indian less than half. The Chinese use their fair share, but the average Briton 
over twice their share, the average American more than 5 times their share. Our planet can only sustain 2.5 billion 
people living as we do in Britain.  It would be unfair to argue that the advantages gained by an earlier generation 
of consumers should not be shared by those who come later. Indeed, lack of attention to the needs of the 
poorest can result in greater insecurity for the prosperous and in increased spending on defensive measures. The 
need to spend billions of dollars on wars, 
border security, and peacekeeping arguably is linked to a disregard for the world’s pressing social and 
environmental problems. (36) "The silent hunger crisis — affecting one sixth of all of humanity — poses a 
serious risk for world peace and security."  said a UN spo



 

 

A closer look at superm
arkets... 

 
Down on the Farm 

 
 

In 1939, Britain had half a million farms, most less than 100 acres and worked by around 15% 
of the population. Today we have lost over 1/3 of our farms and the agricultural workforce is in serious decline. 
Less than 2% of the UK workforce farms, [12] and the government predicts that by 2006, 25% of the remaining 
farms in the UK will have gone out of business or merged, with 
a further 50,000 people forced to leave farming. [13] The average farm income in 2002/2003 was £12,500 
although incomes for some, predominantly small farmers, remain below the minimum wage. [14] So what 
is happening? 

 
 

Fifty years ago, farmers in Europe received between 45-60% per cent of the money that consumers spent on 
food. Today, that proportion is just 7% in the UK [15], and supermarkets have a part to play in this... 

 
 

The 'cheap food' that the supermarkets peddle comes at a very high price to small manufacturers, small farmers 
& the environment. We deserve affordable food, but also healthy food, healthy communities, healthy small 
businesses and a healthy countryside. 

 
 

Supermarkets research precisely what the average cost of production is for a particular crop worldwide, then 
conduct blind online auctions, buying when the price reaches its lowest level. Farmers do not know what price 
has been tendered by other producers and so have to offer a low price to ensure a sale. Only multinational food 
corporations and companies with 
successful brands have any leverage with the big suppliers. 

 
 

To make a living, farmers have adopted more intensive methods to produce more to sell. This may make sense 
on an individual level, but ultimately works against their interests, creating over-production and a further 
decrease in prices.  As a result they are often paid less than the cost of production. The UK dairy industry, for 
example, has been heavily hit by supermarkets, using the oversupply of milk to their own advantage. It costs a 
small dairy farmer anything from 18p - 22p to produce a litre of milk. Until the Milk Marketing Board was 
abolished in 
1994, they were being paid 24p per litre. Farmers are currently paid 19p per litre, for what sells in the 
supermarket for 72.2p. [16a] 

 
 

In some sectors (arable, sheep & beef), the difference is made up by the taxpayer through subsidies. While 
farmers are often blamed for being 'subsidy junkies' the truth is that in some cases the farm-gate price is so 
low, that even with the subsidy, farmers cannot cover their costs. Supermarkets then blame the free market 
for the fact that they can import milk more 
cheaply from Eastern Europe or New Zealand [16] , or say that the WTO will clamp down on they for price-fixing 
(i.e. paying a fair price). [17] Or simply that the quality of UK milk isn't up to it. 



 

A closer look at superm
arkets... 

 
Whilst the global economic system may be at fault, it is the supermarkets, through lobbying governments 
and the WTO, who have made the system to suit them, with little regard for small producers. Farmers are in a 
weak negotiating position, previously having some bargaining power on the basis of seasonality, but imports 
& glasshouses have stopped this advantage. Now farmers are squeezed by a the buying power of big suppliers 
and global oversupply. 

 
"Since December our prices have fallen by up to 10p per pound at a time when they should normally be going 
up. The industry could end up dumping thousands of tonnes of the best UK apple crop we have seen for many 
years. The main reason for this problem is a lack of shelf space allocated to us by our supermarkets. If they 
continue to force prices down in this way, the UK won't have a top fruit industry in 10 yrs time, and all our 
orchards will be grubbed up“ Martin Harrell, an apple grower from Gloucestershire 

 
“Liquid milk prices are falling and are now below my production costs. My buyers are being squeezed by the 
supermarkets which sell liquid milk at below acceptable levels to attract customers. I am being asked to run 
a business at a loss. I have done all I can to become efficient and meet high welfare and farming standards. 
But unless I get a fair deal from the supermarkets I will not be able to continue. The issue of fair-trading 
must be urgently addressed.” 
Gareth Watkins, Dairy farmer [11] 

 
 

Supermarkets and big processors increase their share of the profit margin by squeezing the whole supply chain, 
often refusing to enter into binding contractual agreements with suppliers. All of the supermarkets admitted 
to the Competition Commission that they requested suppliers 'to make a payment for better positioning of 
products in the stores', and demanding 'non-cost related payments' i.e. payments to ensure the continuation 
of business. 

 
Farmers are forced to invest a huge amount into meeting supermarket needs and standardised goods, and 
then can be dropped at a whim, wiping out their business and the businesses and rural communities that rely 
on them, and are often too afraid to raise their voices in case of being blacklisted by supermarket buyers. It's 
the same story, as farmers around the world are forced to compete with each other to produce a better 
quality product, more efficiently at the price the supermarket demands. Knowing that in the UK, the big 4 
supermarket chains control 80% of our food market., could lead us to question if this is how we want our food 
supply systems to work and who it is working for? 
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