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Foreword
Ed Mayo

Food can be the ultimate co-operative product, from growing and harvesting 
through to marketing, cooking and sharing. A culture that is comfortable 
with its food tends to be one that is less out of balance in terms of its health 
and the environmental quality of its lands. 

It is a hallmark of recent economic and industrial development to strip food 
of these kinds of associations and to reduce it to a traded commodity in an 
increasingly globalised market. As a result, the links of the chain between 
producers and consumers becomes extended over time and place and 
stretched across intermediaries. We do not know who is involved or how 
food has been grown. 

Turn over a pack of salad in a supermarket and you can find that it may come 
from countries across four continents. Millions of farmers produce food for 
a tiny handful of buying desks for global retailers, who in turn sell through 
to millions of consumers. It is an hourglass economy, with power more 
concentrated than ever before.

The great achievement of consumer, health and environmental movements 
over recent years has been to start to turn this tide. We are rediscovering a 
new food culture in the UK, in part by uncovering and making visible the 
links of co-operation around food. 

Co-operative farmers markets, the resurgence of local food, food labeling are 
all based on a connection between people at either ends of the economic 
chain. A fairtrade label less than a centimeter large can assure you that those 
who produced it received a fairer return: an organic label, that pesticide 
residues will affect neither you nor the farmers or workers who grew it.  

With new connections and new information come new challenges. The 
different dimensions of concern can pull us in different ways. Food is the 
most significant contributor at household level to greenhouse gas emissions, 

 FOREWORD 5



6 FAIR AND SQUARE

but fair trade produce shipped in can bring real advantages in terms of global 
justice. Food is an emotional purchase, more often than a rational one. We 
certainly can’t reduce everything down to labels and we won’t read an essay 
when doing the shopping trip for the weekend meal. These are just some of 
the issues that are explored in this publication from the pioneering  
Co-operative College. 

To be co-operative is to be aware of those around you. This is true, not least, 
of the many hands that grow the food that nourishes you. 

Ed Mayo is Secretary General of Co-operativesUK 
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About this book 
Ruth Bergan

For the concerned consumer, shopping for food has never been so 
complicated. The last twenty years has seen a dramatic increase in the 
amount of information available to us, in the number of campaigns – from 
poor working conditions to carbon footprinting, and in the media coverage 
of ethical food issues. At the same time, we are facing unprecedented 
global challenges: climate change; hikes in food prices and increased poverty 
following the global recession. Each of these issues can be influenced by our 
food choices.

Ethical shopping has always been a concern for co-operative members, 
reflected in the values and principles that are at the core of our business 
model. Fair and Square, a three-year project run by the Co-operative  
College and co-funded by the Department for International Development, 
provided information to Co-operative members to help them find a path 
through the forest of information available, to help them make better-
informed food choices. 

This publication brings together authors from diverse backgrounds and 
perspectives to provide a snapshot into some of the key issues the project 
addressed. John Boyle of the Midlands Co-operative introduces the book 
with an insight into working with co-operative members on ethical shopping 
issues. Ruth Rosselson of Ethical Consumer outlines some of the key issues 
in ethical shopping and the impact that we can have as consumers. Geoff 
Tansey examines the global food chain and the influence of government 
policy and business practices, highlighting growing concerns about the use of 
intellectual property rights in food production.

The next sections examine two issues that proved to be the most challenging 
for co-operative members who want to shop ethically: on the one hand there 
is plenty of evidence to show that good terms of trade, for example under 
Fairtrade certification, can bring huge benefits to producers, from improved 
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working conditions to better health care, and many co-operative members 
want to support schemes like this; on the other hand, more and more 
members are becoming aware of the environmental impact of their food, 
and want to ensure their food contributes as little as possible to  
climate change. 

“Ethical Shopping and International Development” examines the impact of 
food choices on global poverty and labour rights. Laura Vickery, of The  
Co-operative Group, argues that most people want to see global poverty end 
in their lifetime and shows how co-operatives are contributing to this aim. 
Rachel English, of Women Working Worldwide, exposes the poor working 
conditions in East African horticulture and floriculture, and argues that 
what workers want are better jobs, not an end to the trade. She calls for 
consumers to actively push for change and for supermarkets to start buying 
responsibly. Samantha Lacey and Rebecca Forecast outline the Fairtrade 
model – one of the main alternatives to traditional trading practice; they 
explore why it is important for producers and how producers would like to 
see the system improve. Ruth Bergan’s interview with Maynard Swai of the 
Kilimanjaro Native Co-operative Union demonstrates the benefits of Fairtrade 
and organic production to workers and their communities. Leonie Nimmo, 
of Olive Co-operative, looks at the challenges and benefits of establishing a 
Fairtrade olive oil industry in Palestine.

“Ethical Shopping and the Environment” looks at the impact of food choices 
on environmental issues. Helen Rimmer, of Friends of the Earth, writes about 
their campaign to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in the meat and dairy 
industry. One response to concerns about climate change has been a call for 
our food systems to become more local: Sarah Alldred, of Co-operativesUK 
describes the ‘Making Local Food Work’ programme and Adam York of 
Unicorn worker co-operative outlines the reasons why they are choosing 
to source locally and the changes in our food system that would happen in 
a world that has run out of oil. Colin Baines from The Co-operative Group 
describes how The Co-operative has been addressing the issue of endangered 
fish stocks through both business policy and lobbying for regulation. 

 ‘Fair and Square’ was a project run by the Co-operative College from 2007 
to 2010. It aimed to create higher levels of awareness amongst members 
of the UK co-operative movement about the complex issues in global food 
chains and their impact on development. Co-operative members are able 



to influence the way our food is produced both as consumers and also 
through their participation in the democratic structures of co-operatives and 
in regard to public policy debates. More than 1,000 co-operative members 
participated in the project, exploring issues from climate change to Fairtrade, 
genetic modification and food shortages through a series of workshops and 
conferences. 

Ruth Bergan has worked on international development issues, including 
migration, community development and labour rights in international supply 
chains, since 2001. Ruth managed the Fair and Square project at the  
Co-operative College between 2009 and 2010.
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Introduction – the Fair and 
Square project 
John Boyle

When I was asked to become part of the Fair and Square (F&S) steering 
committee, I was flattered. I also thought “good, I will be able to make sure 
that the independent Societies’ voice is heard”, especially my own Society, 
Midlands Co-operative.

10 FAIR AND SQUARE
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However when I was faced with the scope of the project, at the first 
meeting, I realised it would be a lot of work and also that I would learn a lot. 
To me the learning has been the most important aspect of F&S. As a Member 
Relations Officer my job is to inform members about Co-operation. Since 
starting this job, that has largely meant me explaining, preaching about and 
promoting ethical co-operative trade. F&S has enabled me to learn even more 
about ethical trade and public awareness of and attitude towards it.

As a result of attending the F&S events such as at the Ethical Shopping 
Conference in Blackpool and helping to deliver F&S sessions in the Midlands, 
I have been able to see people’s reactions when they start to look more 
closely at where their food comes from. At the same time, prompted in 
part by F&S, I have been looking at sales, promotions, and other events, 
and noticing that people are more aware of issues than the media and big 
business gives them credit. Price is important, especially at the moment. 
However increased sales of fairly traded goods (not just Fairtrade) have 
shown that consumers are still prepared to pay that little bit more for meat 
that is local, chocolate that is Fairtrade, cleaning liquids that are not harmful 
to the environment and fruit that comes in a degradable bag.

Midlands members learning about food supply chains.  Photo courtesy of John Boyle.
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I don’t believe this has happened overnight. Some people have always 
been aware and interested but they have only been able to increase their 
consumption of ‘ethical goods’ because there are more available. Others 
have gradually changed their minds as a result of a multitude of things  
(I think children’s pester power is probably one of the most important!). 

Other organisations like the Fairtrade Towns groups have undoubtedly had 
an effect. Although essentially set up to promote Fairtrade certified products, 
they almost all promote the wider area of ethical trade. I am involved in 
several Fairtrade Town groups across the West Midlands and all of them 
are as active regarding environmental products as they are about labour 
conditions and payments to producers. In fact most of them are highly 
supportive of the Co-operative. 

For me the payoff of being involved with Fair and Square has been that 
I have felt far more confident in promoting the Co-operative. That has 
meant I have been able to talk to far more schools, colleges and Universities 
with facts, figures and stories that have excited, educated and influenced 
hundreds of people. Information from the Fair and Square project means that 
we can broaden the debate and help people to look at the full picture when 
it comes to ethical shopping. And members of the Midlands Co-operative 
have benefited by receiving the information and promoting the Co-operative 
themselves to their communities.

John Boyle is the Member Relations Officer for the Midlands Co-operative 
Society. John first got involved in the co-operative movement by joining the 
Co-operative Party. In his current role, John promotes co-operation and looks 
after the Midlands members.



BEING AN ETHICAL SHOPPER

Why be an ethical consumer? 
Ruth Rosselson

The weekly grocery shop used to be a relatively simple affair. Our decisions 
about what to buy were largely based upon whether we trusted a brand to 
deliver the quality we wanted, and whether or not the price was one that 
we wanted to pay. However, over the past decade, we’ve become more and 

 WHY BE AN ETHICAL CONSUMER? 13
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more aware that the price of an item isn’t the only cost involved. Exposés by 
campaign groups and journalists have highlighted a whole range of issues 
involved in bringing a product to the shop shelf. (1) These issues are broad 
and many; from the exploitation of workers to the treatment of animals 
through to environmental destruction and potentially damaging man-made 
chemicals. As a result, the UK consumer is more clued up than ever before 
on ethical issues and many are considering ethics, alongside price and quality, 
when they shop. Overall ethical spend in the UK was £35.3 billion in 2007 
with, on average, every UK household spending £707 that year in line with 
their ethical values. (2) 

What is ethical consumerism?

The idea behind ethical consumerism is actually pretty simple, although the 
issues and choices themselves may not be. According to Ethical Consumer, 
the UK’s oldest magazine on ethical shopping, the way you spend your 
money is like a vote that you use every time you go shopping. “Buying 
cheap clothes which have been made in sweatshops is a vote for worker 
exploitation” we argue, while “favouring organic produce is a vote for 
environmental sustainability”. (3) Ultimately, being an ethical consumer 
means considering ethical issues when we go shopping and taking impacts 
like these into account.

While the phrase “ethical consumer” was most likely coined by the magazine 
when it was launched in 1989, it was not a new concept. Boycotts had 
been used by campaign groups as a way of exerting pressure for many 
years before that. The UK’s longest-running boycott, against the Swiss 
multinational Nestlé for its aggressive marketing of breast-milk substitutes, 
was initially called in 1976. (4) The boycott of goods imported from South 
Africa was first called in 1959 in protest over the Apartheid government. (5) 
Even older than that were the consumer boycotts called by Gandhi in the 
struggle for Indian independence. (6)

Ethical consumerism is more than just boycotting or avoiding certain 
products or companies. You can also ‘buycott’ – or positively shop - and 
favour particular products or companies for ethical reasons. For example, 
choosing to only buy energy efficient light bulbs or only buying from small 
ethical companies. Choosing products based on their ethical credentials is the 
main reason that Fairtrade has become one of the key successes of ethical 



consumerism. “Only a phenomenal response by supporters to Christian Aid’s 
Stock the Choc campaign succeeded in getting Divine bars into Sainsbury’s 
across the country” recalls Harriet Lamb from the Fairtrade Foundation. (7) 

The basic premise behind the idea of buying ethically is that every product 
that we buy has a number of costs associated with it, not just the financial 
cost of the product itself. These costs vary depending on the product 
under the spotlight. They aren’t just related to how the product is sourced, 
produced and how it gets to the market, but also what happens to it once 
you own it and what will happen to it after it has reached the end of its 
working life. Campaigners across the board have been pushing companies to 
place a higher emphasis on ethics and to take those issues into account. (8) 
As a result, there has been a big rise in the availability and range of ethical 
products, which have moved from the niche market to the mainstream. 

For many people, ethical consumerism is about taking more into account 
than just the product. Ethical Consumer magazine advocates what it 
describes as the “fully screened approach”. This means also considering 
the records of the companies behind the product. Rob Harrison, editor 
and founder of the organisation argues that this approach was one of the 
reasons that Ethical Consumer was founded in the first place. The idea was 
that you wouldn’t want to buy cruelty-free cosmetics from a company that 
was testing its other products on animals. “There was a desire to know the 
truth about the companies behind the marketing images”. (9) When the 
magazine first started, things were a lot clearer than they are now “because 
in the main, companies who made ethical products did so because they 
had the belief in those issues”. (10) However, increasingly, things aren’t so 
clear cut. While it’s encouraging that the big companies are making ethical 
products and investing in ethical brands, it can make choices harder for those 
consumers who want to avoid big companies with dubious ethical records. 

In recent years, the market has seen a raft of takeovers of small ethical 
companies by larger multinationals. (11) “Business commentators tend to 
see these acquisitions as part of a general trend by multinationals to move in 
on the ethical sector” says Harrison. (12) Opinion is divided about whether 
or not this is a good thing. Roger Cowe, a financial commentator states: “If 
you want to change what people consume on a grand scale, you have to 
penetrate mass markets. And you can’t do that if you’re a small specialist 
brand stuck in the organic or wholefood niche, even if that means you are 
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on supermarket shelves”. (13) When Anita Roddick sold the Body Shop, she 
argued that she hoped it would influence its new owners, L’Oreal, to behave 
more ethically. Others believe that such takeovers compromise the ethics of 
the small company and water down the message. 

However, few commentators would have imagined that when Cadbury’s 
took over the chocolate company Green & Black’s, it would turn its whole 
Dairy Milk range in the UK over to chocolate from a Fairtrade source. This 
move was described by the Fairtrade Foundation as “groundbreaking” and 
will triple “sales of cocoa under Fairtrade terms for cocoa farmers in Ghana”. 
(14) While this move should still be applauded, credit should also go to the 
small brands that made this possible. Fairtrade brand Divine argues that 
Cadbury’s were only able to make this move because it “spent the last ten 
years working with farmers and building a supply chain which is now of a 
sufficient capacity and reliability for Cadbury’s to use”. (15) 

Can ethical shopping change the world?

“No one ever suggested that ethical consumerism would save the world” 
says Rob Harrison, “what is required is a whole range of solutions”, he 
argues, and ethical consumerism is just one of a whole range of tools that 
will “help society move closer to where it needs to be”. (16) Yet, Harrison 
also argues that ethical consumerism has been, and continues to be, effective 
at driving change: 

Given that voting may only occur once every few years, and 
petitions are commonly sporadic and reactive, it is arguable that 
ethical consumerism – which can be practiced daily – has become ... 
the most empowering and popular form of participation in Europe 
... When campaign groups opposed to animal testing began to 
organise consumer boycotts in the late 1980s, three of the world’s 
biggest cosmetic companies were forced to abandon at least some 
types of testing within three years. (17) 

Slightly more recently, UK consumers’ resounding rejection of genetically 
modified foods in 1999 resulted in a number of large multinationals also 
rejecting the technology within their UK products. (18) Other notable boycott 
successes have included Shell’s dramatic comedown over its decision to 
dispose of the Brent Spa oil platform in the North Sea. Over the past year, 
a number of suppliers have pledged to boycott bluefin tuna as a result of 
consumer pressure and boycott threats. (19) 
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The growth in the organic market and in market share of Fairtrade has also 
directly been down to the pressure that consumers have put on companies 
to supply those products. Ethical fashion – in the guise of Fairtrade cotton, 
organic materials and specialist ethical clothing companies – has also moved 
into the mainstream as a result of consumer pressure.

More regulation? 

Ethical consumerism would become more or less redundant if companies 
were forced to behave responsibly by law. Unfortunately, the government 
has been slow to respond to ethical issues. There are some mandatory 
labelling schemes, such as the energy labels scheme, and animal testing on 
cosmetics was outlawed in 1998. However, other policies which could be 
forcing companies to behave more responsibility have been slow in coming. 
A number of companies are signed up to voluntary initiatives, like the Ethical 
Trading Initiative, but campaign groups such as War on Want and Action Aid 
say these are not enough. 

War on Want, as part of its Fashion Victims campaign is calling for legislation 
“to guarantee the rights of workers and provide them with a living wage”. 
(20) The Corporate Responsibility Coalition (CORE), of which War on Want 
is a member, consists of a broad group of campaigners and businesses who 
are calling for the government to implement legislation and better systems 
to be introduced to ensure that “all UK companies respect human rights 
and protect the environment when operating abroad”. CORE argues that 
although the 2006 Companies Act was a “welcome step forward in making 
UK companies take their social and environmental impacts more seriously”, 
it does not go far enough, and gaps still remain, allowing UK companies to 
exploit workers and communities overseas. (21) So, until the advent of more 
robust legislation, ethical consumerism may continue to be the most effective 
way of calling companies to account. 

How do I become an ethical consumer?

Shopping ethically can be as complicated, or as easy as you’d like to make 
it. It all depends on what issues are important to you, and how rigid you 
want to be with your principles. Just like religion, ethics aren’t universal. So 
what may be important to me may not be as important to you. It’s also really 
important to recognise that there isn’t always just one ‘ethical’ option or one 
‘right answer’. 
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The first step is to decide what issues are the ones that you want to prioritise. 
For some people, all issues have equal importance. Others, for example, 
might consider climate change and environmental issues more important 
than animal welfare. Some shopping choices will be relatively simple to 
make, whereas others will be more complex. If finances are also an issue for 
you, it will be a matter of balancing the financial costs up as well. Thus, while 
you might recognise that organic is a better environmental choice, there 
may be times when you can’t always afford it. At the same time, it is often 
possible to make changes gradually, for example, when it comes to animal 
welfare issues, avoiding factory farmed meat is an important first step to 
make. A step further would be to choose organically farmed meat or even 
give up meat altogether. 

There are a number of labels which make ethical choices easier to make (see 
below). But in the absence of labels, it’s often down to you as the consumer 
to be as informed as possible about the ethics of a product or company. 
There are various sources of information, for example Ethical Consumer 
magazine regularly rates companies and covers four everyday products in 
each issue. 

You can be an ethical consumer wherever you do your weekly shop and 
ethical products are now easier to find than ever. While supermarkets may 
not be the ‘best’ ethical choice themselves, they are a convenient way to 
source ethical products as many stock a range of well-known ethical brands. 
The Co-operative is one of the most ethical supermarkets and many of its 
own brands are Fairtrade. However, the dominance of the supermarket 
has changed the face of our high street. Where we once shopped from 
local specialists, supermarkets have now pushed out local greengrocers, 
bakers, butchers and fishmongers who have struggled to compete with 
the supermarket’s low prices. Those low prices are often as a result of the 
supermarkets’ huge buying power and pushing costs down with their 
suppliers – both in the UK and overseas. Friends of the Earth argue that if 
you can avoid supermarkets and shop locally, you’ll be making a positive 
contribution to your local economy and making a positive environmental 
choice. (22) If your local shops don’t stock the sort of ethical products that 
you’d like to see, then it might be worth chatting to the shop owner, as they 
might be persuaded to stock more ethical brands – especially if they think 
they might get more business as a result. 
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The growth of internet shopping and of websites aimed directly at the ethical 
consumer has also made the task of buying ethical brands even easier.  
www.ethicalsuperstore.com is probably the biggest, but there are others. 

Buying local produce, wherever possible, supports the local economy with 
more of your money going directly to the producer. Many towns now have 
regular farmers’ markets (use www.farmersmarkets.net to find one close to 
you). Box schemes are also a good way of shopping ethically and mean that 
your shopping is delivered directly to your door. 

Some current issues for the ethical consumer

While the general ethical issues may not have changed much since Ethical 
Consumer’s first edition, more specific concerns have certainly changed with 
some coming to prominence and some becoming less relevant. Climate 
change is certainly one of the biggest environmental issues to emerge over 
the past decade. It is also one which is relevant to all areas of consuming – 
from what we drive (and if we drive) to how we heat our house and what 
we eat. Over the past year, there have been a number of stories looking at 
how our eating may have to change with less meat eating being mooted as a 
possible way of cutting down emissions. (23) 

Despite an increase in policies regarding how workers are treated overseas, 
especially (but not exclusively) in China and India, sweatshop conditions are 
still rife, and an issue for almost all products made overseas, from computers 
to trainers, chocolate to mobile phones. Meanwhile, animal welfare 
conditions still concern animal rights campaigners. Earlier this year, the UK 
animal rights group Animal Aid used closed circuit TV cameras, placed in 
three slaughterhouses. The campaign group found a range of unacceptable 
practices including inadequate stunning of animals prior to slaughter, and 
direct abuse of animals. (24) 

In terms of food, one of the major areas that is still of concern is the sourcing 
of palm oil. Palm oil is found in about one in ten supermarket products, 
including many food items. The problem with this, apparently innocuous 
product, is that most of the massive palm plantations across Malaysia and 
Indonesia are on land from cleared rainforest. This mass destruction of 
ancient rainforest is threatening the habitat of the orang-utan, as well as 
many other species. (25)
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Many environmental campaigners are worried about the amount – and types 
– of pesticides used on our crops. This is why organic is usually recommended 
as the most ethical choice. The Co-operative Group has recently placed a 
moratorium on nicotinoid pesticides as these have been linked to the decline 
of our honey bees. (26) 

What else can I do?

Inform companies of your decision If you’ve decided to switch your 
loyalty from one brand to another for ethical reasons, it’s a good idea to let 
that company know why. Contact details are often on a company’s website 
and Ethical Consumer’s ‘ethiscore’ subscription service has an easy way of 
contacting companies directly. 

Stay informed and find out the best buys and companies to avoid.

Consume less We need to reduce the amount of stuff that we buy overall. 
Before you buy something, why not ask yourself if you really need it or will 
you use it. 

Ethical money It’s not just where you shop that counts, it’s also where you 
decide to invest your money. The banks have come under fire in recent times. 
Many continue to hand out huge payouts, while most invest in companies 
engaged in unethical activities. When the Ethical Consumer last looked at 
the high street banks in May 2009, we recommended The Co-operative Bank 
because of its stringent ethical policy. (27) 

Ruth Rosselson is a freelance writer and researcher specialising in 
environmental and ethical issues. She has been involved with the Ethical 
Consumer magazine since 1997, for ten years as an Ethical Consumer 
Research Association co-operative member, and now as an associate to the 
organisation. She first became interested in the links between ethics and 
consumerism in the eighties when she began to boycott sweets made by a 
company who also had interests in South Africa. Find out more about Ethical 
Consumer here www.ethicalconsumer.org.
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Labels

There are a number of labels which are there to make your life as an ethical 
shopper easier. Here are a few of most commonly found labels.

Organic Soil Association certification 

Organic farming improves biodiversity and is more 
beneficial for local wildlife. Organic animal welfare 
standards are also higher than conventional farming. 

Fairtrade

The FAIRTRADE Mark guarantees that produts meet 
international Fairtrade standards. These standards 
include a guarantee of a minimum price which covers 
the cost of sustainable production. Producers also 
receive an extra premium which they invest in social, 
environmental or economic development projects. 
There are now over 4,500 products displaying the 
FAIRTRADE mark. 

Vegetarian Society Approved

This symbol is licensed by the Vegetarian Society 
and lets you know that the product is suitable for 
vegetarians and is therefore free of animal flesh, meat 
or bone stock or any other animal products. Eggs must 
come from free range sources and products will also be 
free of genetically modified organisms.

Forest Stewardship Council

A sign of more sustainable forestry. Found on a range 
of products from books to toilet paper and garden 
furniture. 

Ethical Consumer best buy

This is found on products which have received a ‘best 
buy’ in the magazine. 

®
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Case Study - Palm Oil Matters

Palm oil is a vegetable oil mostly grown in plantations in Malaysia and 
Indonesia. It is used in a huge number of products, often in small quantities, 
from cosmetics, soap and washing powder, to ice-cream, biscuits and 
margarine. Some supermarkets and brands label it ‘vegetable oil’ in the list 
of ingredients, which can make it difficult to spot. Demand for palm oil has 
risen sharply, especially over the last fifteen years, due to health concerns over 
cholesterol, saturated fat and Genetically Modified content of other vegetable 
oils. More recently, due to its low price compared with other vegetable oils and 
high yield per hectare, it has also been used to produce biofuels.

Because oil palm trees only grow in a tropical climate, similar to that of 
lowland rainforest, the expansion of palm oil is leading to the destruction of 
rainforests, fuelling climate change. In Indonesia, their expansion also means 
the destruction of peatlands, and the habitats of orang-utans and many 
other endangered species. Draining of peatland contributes significantly to 
climate change as it causes the release of large quantities of methane, a 
greenhouse gas much more potent than carbon dioxide.

By 2030, demand for palm oil is predicted to more than double that of 2000. 
To meet this growth in demand, suppliers are expanding plantation areas 
into forests and peatlands in Indonesia. Between 1991 and 2006, almost 5 
million hectares of new land was earmarked for oil palm plantations there, 
equivalent to over 50 football pitches an hour. A further 4 million hectares 
are planned to be completed by 2015, this time dedicated to biofuel 
production.

The Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), whose members represent 
40% of global palm oil production, is a collaboration between buyers of 
palm oil such as food and cosmetics manufacturers and retailers, together 
with environmental and social charities, palm oil traders, investors and 
growers. Its aim is to define and promote sustainable production of palm oil. 
Grower members work towards getting their plantations certified by meeting 
standards that cover environmental, social and labour rights issues. As part 
of the process, they are expected to have in place plans to work towards 
certification of the entirety of their operations. 
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Swathes of rainforest are cut down to make way for palm oil plantations.
Photo courtesy of Behring/Greenpeace.

Harvesting palm oil.
Photo courtesy of Samantha Lacey.
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Unfortunately, although many supermarkets and food producers have 
joined the RSPO, most of them have not started buying the certified palm 
oil that is becoming available because they say it is too expensive. Many, 
including Greenpeace, have criticised members for failing to apply or enforce 
RSPO principles such as stopping all expansion into rainforested areas. It is 
therefore important to put pressure on the companies to buy the palm oil 
that has been certified, otherwise the industry will not make any further 
progress towards sustainability.

The RSPO is trying to encourage its members to grow palm oil on land that 
was cleared for timber many years ago and is now lying idle. Again, there is a 
catch: companies make money from chopping down the trees for timber and 
often use this to cover the investment costs of setting up a new plantation. 

Indonesia now has the fastest deforestation rate of any major forested 
country, losing 2% of its forest every year. The United Nations Environment 
Program (UNEP) estimates that 98% of Indonesia’s lowland forest may 
be destroyed by 2022. Fire is often used to clear forest areas, and is the 
largest source of greenhouse gas emissions in the world. Indonesia’s massive 
deforestation makes it the world’s third largest greenhouse gas emitter, 
behind China and the USA.

Orang-utans survive only in the tropical rainforests of Borneo and northern 
Sumatra: they depend on the forest for food and nesting sites. Cutting 
down forest for timber or conversion to plantations is the main cause of 
their decline. As orang-utans and other species lose their rainforests to oil 
palm plantations, they are deprived of their natural source of food. Seeking 
to survive off young palm plants, hungry orang-utans can become ‘pests’ to 
oil palm producers, and plantation workers commonly kill them to protect 
the crop. According to the Centre for Orangutan Protection, at least 1,500 
orang-utans died in 2006 as a result of deliberate attacks by plantation 
workers. All this is despite orang-utans being protected by Indonesian law.

The development of oil palm plantations means a loss of land and livelihood 
for those who inhabit the rainforest. In each area there is generally only 
one palm oil factory, owned by the plantation company, so even when local 
people are left with land to grow their own palm oil, they can’t argue for a 
decent price because they are totally reliant on one company to buy it from 
them. Conditions for plantation workers are often poor, with low pay, poor 
health and safety conditions and lack of job security.
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What can consumers do?

•	 Check	the	label	of	your	products,	especially	food	and	cleaning	products,	
and if palm oil is one of the ingredients listed, check what the brand or 
supermarket’s policy is. 

•	 Check	whether	the	brand	or	supermarket	is	a	member	of	the	Roundtable	
on Sustainable Palm Oil. If not, tell them to join and, once they are 
members, tell them to start buying certified palm oil as soon as possible.

•	 Write	to	the	brand	or	supermarket	asking	for	more	information	and	
registering your interest and concern about the issue – if brands know 
their consumers are concerned, they are more likely to push for change.

•	 Boycotting	palm	oil	is	probably	not	the	answer:	companies	will	look	for	
other vegetable oils to replace it, some of which, such as soy, have equally 
damaging impact.

•	 Keep	informed:
 www.greenpeace.org.uk/forests/palm-oil
 www.co-operative.coop/corporate/Sustainability/ecological-sustainability/

biodiversity/palm-oil/

Sources:

Greenpeace (2008) How Unilever palm oil suppliers are burning up Borneo 
Amsterdam: Greenpeace International.

CIS (2007) Sustainability of Biofuels – Risks and Opportunities Manchester: CIS
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A food system fit for all – fair, 
sustainable and healthy? 
Geoff Tansey

Today, people are worried about how we will feed a global population 
expected to reach about 9 billion people by 2050. This challenge is made 
immensely more difficult by climate change. Concerns have been heightened 
by the huge food price rises in 2007-2008, which continue to have 
devastating effects on people in developing countries. Many of the solutions 
put forward suggest that we must at all costs increase food production and 
that the best way to do this is through a range of new technologies.

However, experience shows that this approach will not necessarily solve the 
problems of hunger and malnutrition. In the mid-1970s major food crises, 
famine and a massive oil price rise led people to ask questions about energy 
and food production. People were worried about how to feed a population 
expected to increase by about 50%, by 2000, from its then 4.2 billion. There 
were already health concerns about diseases linked to diet such as diabetes, 
coronary heart disease and some cancers. As it turns out, many more people 
have been fed since then but there are also more hungry people in the world 
now than then; this is in spite of there being more than enough food to feed 
everyone. Indeed, between 1969-1971 and 1997-1999 the amount of food 
available per person per day rose from 2,410 to 2,800 kcals in the world as 
a whole and from 2,110 to 2,680 kcal in developing countries, according to 
the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organisation. (1) Today, it is not because there 
is not enough food in the world that people go hungry but because of social, 
economic and political conditions and this means it will take a lot more than 
technology to achieve a well-fed world.

‘Business as usual’ will not feed 9 billion people equitably, healthily, safely and 
sustainably by 2050. This message is coming from grass roots movements 
and groups around the world, as well as from the biggest scientific review of 
agriculture so far conducted – the International Assessment for Agricultural 



Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development (IAASTD). This sees 
agriculture as being at a crossroads, with the need to turn onto the road of 
‘agro-ecological’ farming. This means embracing an approach to farming that 
works with the complexity of natural cycles, diversity in farming systems in 
different environments, blending traditional and indigenous knowledge with 
science to maintain and enhance the yields, sustainability and social benefits 
of farming. The key to sustainability lies in improving livelihoods for many 
millions of small farmers, not further intensive industrial farming. 

In reality, ‘business as usual’ does not feed everyone well today. There are 
now just over a billion people underfed and some 1.3 billion over fed. 
To feed everyone well needs major changes in policy and practice, which 
cannot be addressed by change simply within the food system and needs 
much broader changes in the economic and political system. An equitable, 
healthy, safe and sustainable food system requires an economic system that 
recognises the limits to what can be extracted from the natural world. A 
system that sees its goal as being to provide us with ‘enough’, instead of 
seeking continuous growth and expansion of consumption. 

It means rethinking the kind of industrial, intensive, fossil fuel-based food 
system that we see in the UK and rich world and which is the model still 
being promoted globally. 

Food system basics

Humans are very adaptable and can eat a wide variety of diets, as the variety 
of local cuisines show. Diets change and have changed, absorbing new plants 
and animals, yielding new products as humans have spread across the planet, 
as empires have waxed and waned, as the rich sought new delicacies and the 
poor have sought to have what the rich had. We eat foods not nutrients, and 
different foods fulfil a wide variety of roles in our lives, not simply sustenance 
but physiological, social and cultural. We use food for rewards, for pleasure, 
to express status, culture, religious preference and so on. 

Continued food supplies depend upon maintaining a healthy environment. 
Having a diverse range of plants and animals available to us is essential, it 
makes it possible to keep breeding varieties that can cope with the disease, 
climate and other stresses that growers, fishers and herders face. That is why 
agricultural biodiversity is crucial. It means ecological well-being is a core 
requirement for our future food supplies.
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Actors and interests

For most people in the industrialised countries, there are many different groups 
of actors involved in bringing the food we eat to our plates. These include 
suppliers who provide seed, equipment, fuel, fertiliser and so on to farmers, 
commodity traders, food processors and manufacturers, distributors, workers, 
and caterers. The various actors in the food system are engaged in a struggle 
over who will have power and control over the production and supply of 
food, and how the benefits and risks arising from different activities will be 
distributed. Most of the money made in the food industry does not go to the 
farmer but to all the others who supply them and who are between them and 
our plates. Take an example of mangetout imported to the UK from Zimbabwe 
in the late 1990s. Out of each pound spent on them by the shopper, 45p went 
to the supermarket, 12p to the importer, 20p to air freight and handling, 5p to 
packaging, 6p to the exporter and 12p to the producer. (2) 

We do not need that much food to live healthily. It can be obtained from 
a relatively simple mix of a staple source of carbohydrate, like potatoes or 
rice, supplemented with some sources of protein, like pulses, meat or fish, 
fruits and vegetables. Our limited need for food, however, poses a particular 
problem for businesses working in food in a market economy based on 
economic growth. To prosper, they need to expand their business, this applies 
particularly if it is a publicly quoted company because they have an obligation 
to act in the interest of shareholders – ie to ensure the company continues 
to increase its profits. Whereas you can increase your consumption of other 
goods many times – have 10 pairs of shoes or 50 CDs, three radios, two TVs 
or cars – without any physical harm, you cannot increase your basic food 
intake 2, 3 or 4 fold without serious harm – as indeed we are seeing in the 
overweight and obesity epidemic spreading around the world.

This pressure on businesses increases the competition between them, their 
desire to find new technologies to give them an edge over others, to look 
for ways to increase the productivity of money, land or people used in the 
business, and to diversify from what they started doing into other things – 
especially high value products - or markets. 

Trends and tools

Three key trends affect the food system. First, there is a growing economic 
concentration of power - from farm input suppliers such as agrochemical, 
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energy or equipment companies to traders, retailers and caterers – so that 
fewer and fewer firms control more and more of the market. Today most 
food consumed in the UK is sold through just four or five supermarkets, 
which gives their buyers enormous power when dealing with suppliers. 
The increasingly concentrated market power means bigger players can 
increasingly control prices, reduce competition and set standards within a 
sector. A recent development at the base of the food system has been that 
only half a dozen firms own nearly all the patents applying to plant genetics, 
ie they control the supply of genetically engineered plants. This control 
makes it difficult for new companies to start working in this area; without 
competition, this small number of companies can manipulate the market to 
their own advantage. (3)

Second, there is a shift from local to national, regional and global markets, 
with larger players increasingly seeing the world as a global market. The third 
trend is for actors to look for ever better, more certain, more effective tools 
to help control their risks and to secure the desired benefits. The various 
tools for control used are science and technology, information, management 
systems, and laws, rules, and regulations.

Science and technology are not the same, but sometimes a revolution in 
scientific understanding is needed to conceive of new technologies. Such a 
revolution occurred in biology, with the understanding that living organisms 
grow and develop through the expression of genes encoded in DNA. This 
understanding made it possible to re-engineer living organisms and gave rise 
to genetic engineering (GE) and other aspects of modern biotechnology, such 
as cloning. It is now possible, in principle, to mix genes from any species with 
another and possibly synthesise new life forms (synthetic biology), although 
the desirability of doing so and the long-term effects are hotly debated. The 
crucial question is who carries the risk and who gets the benefits, both short- 
and long-term, as the different actors seek to redesign living organisms to 
increase their commercial value in agriculture.

The third trend is towards increasing use of information to affect food 
habits. The spread of global media, broadcasting similar images across the 
world, helps fuel product globalisation and reinforce brand images, usually 
protected by trademarks or copyright. Understanding and influencing 
consumer behaviour has become a major interest of retail businesses. 
Information technology and data processing methods – both for scientific 
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procedures, such as gene sequencing, and to manage businesses and supply 
chain logistics – are widely used by many of the bigger actors. One example 
is customer profiling, often using ‘loyalty’ cards, where information about 
customer purchases is used to manage supply chains and influence consumer 
behaviour.

Other management tools, such as logistics, may be used to determine 
the supply systems most advantageous for the businesses involved. In 
industrialised countries, work organisation has shifted from craft-based, 
small-scale production to large-scale, mass-production, which now often uses 
just-in-time manufacturing and stocking techniques. Systems like computer-
scanning tills and related information technology allow supermarkets to place 
orders for just the right amount of produce and require suppliers to deliver 
goods within extremely short timeframes, vastly reducing the supermarkets’ 
storage and spoilage costs. In the USA, such business methods themselves 
are patentable.

Unlike businesses and governments, consumers do not have powerful 
information and management systems. They can have a significant effect 
on the food supply chain when they take action en masse, such as stopping 
buying beef because of fears over mad cow disease (BSE) or work through 
consumer or citizen groups. However it is relatively easy for businesses to 
respond by simply opening a new niche in the market, which does not 
address the fundamental issues in the system. Some believe that Fairtrade 
falls into this category and represents a response to the concerns of a small 
proportion of consumers, while others hope it will transform the way trade 
operates.

When consumers act as citizens, however, they may be able to shape the 
environment in which all the other actors operate by influencing the choice 
of government and the laws, rules and regulations those governments put in 
place to balance the range of interests in society. For example, the Corporate 
Responsibility (CORE) coalition successfully campaigned for a change to the 
UK Companies Act to oblige company directors to consider the social and 
environmental impact of their company’s behaviour. (4) This kind of change is 
more difficult to achieve as rule making processes become more global, with 
rules being set in international intergovernmental organisations such as the 
World Trade Organisation (WTO). 
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Intellectual property

One set of rules that have moved from being set nationally to being 
promoted globally as minimum standards that all countries must adhere 
to are those on intellectual property (IP) – things such as patents, plant 
breeders’ rights, copyright and trademarks. These different forms provide 
creators and inventors with legal protection from someone copying or using 
their work or invention without permission. Some protect the intellectual 
knowledge behind technological innovations (patents) and others protect 
creative works such as books, films and music (copyright). They also include 
trademarks, such as those connected with branded goods, geographical 
indications like Stilton cheese and champagne, and trade secrets such as the 
formula for Coca Cola. These different forms of IP are an invented kind of 
intangible property but can be very valuable. In today’s knowledge-based 
market economy, control of so-called ‘intellectual property rights’ (IPRs) helps 
in controlling markets, influences the distribution of wealth and power, and 
they are central to who controls what in the food system of the future.

As consumers, we meet IP, for example, when we respond to adverts that 
encourage us and our children to want to eat certain food products or in 
places that are branded. Brands are underpinned by trademarks, which 
can provide some guarantee about the nature of the product or service on 
offer but can also be, when linked to advertising and marketing, a powerful 
influence on what we buy. 

Trademarks, geographical indications and trade secrets are widely used by 
firms and actors dealing with the final consumer. In 1993, the chairman of 
Unilever, the Anglo-Dutch multinational, called brand equities (the value 
customers’ perceptions of the brand give the business) “the most valuable 
items in our stewardship” and saw “the power of our brands as the engine 
of long-term growth”. During that year, the company spent almost 12 per 
cent of turnover (£3,284 million) on advertising and promotional investment. 
In 2000, Unilever announced plans to dispose of three quarters of its 1,600 
brands to focus on just 400 around the world. Other global companies such 
as McDonalds and Coca-Cola spend about US$1.7 billion each globally per 
year on advertising and marketing (this is not just adverts but sponsorship, 
advertising through texting, product placement, and so on). That is more 
than the total annual expenditure of the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
on everything or approaching five years of the UN Food and Agriculture 
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Organisation’s core budget. Yet, as research by the Food Commission in the 
UK illustrates, the products that are the most widely advertised are the least 
beneficial to our health. (5) 

As the reach of the market, and mass marketing techniques in an increasingly 
globalised market, go further into low- and middle-income countries, so too 
will the major actors make use of IP as part of their business development 
strategy. In urban societies served by multiple retailers – supermarkets are 
also spreading rapidly in many developing countries – advertising and media 
images become more important and unless producers have a major brand 
they will not get their goods on the retailers’ shelves. Normally, only the top 
two or three brands of a given product actually do. 

For some products, producing it in a particular way or region, a designated 
name, linked to the region and method of production, provides a marketing 
tool that allows producers to capitalise on their uniqueness. These 
geographical indications are of considerable importance in some foods, eg 
Roquefort cheese or Parma ham. Such designation normally comes out of a 
well-established activity that has national recognition and produces products 
sought after by consumers. The ability of small producers to find markets for 
their often unadvertised products or to develop new geographical indications 
which they have little capacity to promote is very different from those whose 
supply chains lead into nationally, regionally and globally-promoted branded 
products.

IP’s effects on producers

If gardeners buy a rose from a garden centre, they may find a note attached 
saying they are not allowed to take cuttings or otherwise propagate the 
plant. The same may be the case for farmers and vegetable growers, with 
restrictions placed on saving seed. The holders of IP, in this case plant 
breeders’ rights (PBRs) or, in a few places, patents, can legally exclude people 
from doing things they might otherwise have done, like replant seed saved 
from a previous crop.

For farmers in the richer parts of the world who buy seed, fertiliser, feeds, 
agrochemicals and equipment, and for their researchers developing new breeds, 
varieties and products, the key forms of IP are PBRs and patents. They will 
increasingly influence control of food production as genetic engineering and 
commercial breeding becomes more prevalent. Where farmers in developing 
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countries are the focus of seed sales, however, trademarks are currently the 
most important IP along with plant variety protection. (6) While these forms of 
IP have been used in the industrialised countries for a few decades, they are still 
very new in many poorer, low and middle income countries.

Patent power 

Patents are very important for the development of agrochemicals and many 
controversial developments in modern biotechnology, especially genetic 
engineering (GE) and now nanotechnology. Agrochemicals have long been 
patentable but it was only recently – in 1980 – that a genetically-engineered 
micro-organism was first allowed to be patented in the USA, following a 
Supreme Court case. Within a few years plants and animals and parts of 
them, such as genes, were also allowed to be patented in the USA. Once 
patent law was extended to cover living organisms in the USA, companies 
were then able to move into and work in this area and capture the benefits 
by excluding others through the patent system. It also led for pressures in 
other industrialised countries to allow similar extensions in their patent law, 
although many restricted patentability to genetically engineered organisms, 
not allowing naturally occurring ones to be patentable. 

The potential of GE to open up new market opportunities all over the 
world fuelled an expansion of private sector interest in agricultural research 
in industrialised countries. The firms involved wanted a set of rules and 
regulations to permit them to secure benefits from their research and 
development (R&D) and avoid costs. Companies naturally want to stop others 
from copying – or buyers reproducing – their new products. This can be done 
in two ways. One is by legal means, through patent and other IP rules, where 
they can be enforced. This has led to a clash between real property rights of 
farmers about how they use their land and the rights of patent holders 

The other means is technological. Breeding hybrids, for example, which do not 
reproduce truly and lose their yield characteristics in subsequent generations is 
one example. This creates a kind of ‘economically sterile’ seed and encourages 
the development of varieties that are short-lived. (7) Breeders also use trade 
secret protection to keep the parents of these hybrids secret; thus making it 
difficult for competing breeders to get a similar cross onto the market. Another 
approach is to develop plants with seeds that do not germinate or which need 
specific products, usually only available from the same company that sells the 
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seed, to make them useable – these are genetic use restriction technologies 
(GURTS) also dubbed ‘terminator’ and ‘traitor’ technologies. 

As the competing businesses in this area make growing use of IP to protect 
their investments, there has been more litigation to settle disputes. Without 
these forms of IP, while research would undoubtedly go on, the way and 
speed with which its results were developed and commercialised would 
almost certainly be different. The potential of genetic engineering to 
manipulate plants drew new players into the business of seed production, 
largely from the chemical and pharmaceutical industries. They have invested 
billions of dollars over the past two decades in agricultural biotechnology 
research and development (R&D) and want to see returns. This means the 
crops they have developed must be grown commercially sooner rather than 
later. These companies have a long history of using patents as business 
tools and require control over their rights to both their research tools and 
to prevent reuse of their products, such as seeds, without their permission 
or further payment. They were one of the important interest groups keen 
to allow for patenting of living organisms and are supporters of the main 
players pushing for stronger IP rules internationally, eg in the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) and its Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property 
Rights Agreement (TRIPS).

Exposure to the full range of IP tools being wielded by the large firms may have 
a major adverse impact on people’s livelihoods and food security in developing 
countries. Increased corporate control can undermine livelihoods and local 
farming systems and promote undesirable consumption patterns, sometimes 
by marginalising smallholder farmers, sometimes by price fixing and sometimes 
by promoting inappropriate diets or use of baby milks through advertising and 
marketing strategies. (8) When IP tools are combined with other requirements 
by buyers (for example, identification of place of origin), the pressures for 
exclusion of small-scale suppliers becomes even greater. 

We do not have the right rules globally and nationally, nor the institutions 
and practices, to deliver a well-fed world today or in 2050. Poor regulation 
and business models damaged the financial systems’ health, contributing to 
the present global financial crises. There are equal or worse dangers from 
dependency upon a few mega firms dominating throughout the food system 
in which there is an ever increasing economic concentration of power, from 
seeds to retailing, animal genetics to fast food catering. The rules we create 
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and legal fictions we have invented shape our future and food systems. 
Our current economics and structures underpin one vision of the future 
that today’s powers think is sustainable but which is neither sustainable nor 
desirable and others think will lead to collapse.

Competing visions of our food future

The version that current policy and practice fits into is based on what might 
be called Techno-dominance: this assumes humans have no biological 
constraints and can deal with any problem they create, including destabilising 
the biosphere. It embraces extreme genetic engineering, synthetic biology, 
nanotechnology and the ideas of the transhuman movement, which 
looks to enhance human beings by genetic engineering and technological 
augmentation. Eventually, food will be synthesised from any feedstock, 
for example, by producing proteins in fermentors and then spinning, 
texturing and flavouring them to appear like meat. This food future is 
more monocultural, industrial, corporate dominated, and dependent on 
intellectual property. It also sees little or no future for small-holder farmers 
or semi-subsistence farmers and it does not address the fact that their rapid 
displacement from farming and migration could cause major social and 
political upheaval in countries with large farming populations. 

A true vision of sustainability recognises that we are animals, that live in 
ecological niches and depend upon being in balance with a functioning 
biosphere – and have done so with a staggering amount of diversity. To do 
so in the future, given the unintended consequences of both our expansion 
in numbers and use of fossil fuels, requires a new melding of the traditional 
and indigenous communities’ knowledge on how to survive in complex 
ecosystems alongside smart science and technology. We need a very different 
form of economics to live successfully on a planet with 9 billion humans on 
it, faced with massive climate change. 

This version of sustainability might be called Smart ecological. It uses the 
best of our scientific and technical skills with the diverse social, cultural, 
indigenous and traditional knowledge and skills developed by human 
communities in different habitats. This approach sees biodiversity as a 
strength, and says humans must live within ecological realities and work with 
them rather than dominate or ignore them. It promotes knowledge exchange 
and sharing as well as connections between producers and consumers, 
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favours the micro, small and medium enterprise not the transnational, sees 
a local, regional, global hierarchy, where the local goes first. Yet, it also 
recognises the need for global public-interest-based institutions, such as a 
reformed United Nations, to be effective in regulating and holding to account 
globally active public or private companies. This approach promotes organic, 
integrated pest management, low external inputs, higher skilled, open 



systems of exchange, family-farm-based biodiverse farming, healthy diets, 
and keeping cooking and farming skills alive from farm to plate.

For Europe to embrace the smart ecological approach requires a radical 
shifting in our Research and Development (R&D) capacities. This vision is not 
being helped by the way IP rules are developing and the present direction 
of R&D. There is a basic tension between IP and biodiversity that those in 
favour of global IP standards do not discuss. IP owners do best (in terms of 
profit) if they have a global standard or product (Windows, Roundup etc) 
that is protected globally by high IP standards. Yet, innovation in food and 
agriculture does best if it can draw on a rich biodiversity that depends on 
fragile variables such as traditional knowledge, local farming systems and 
free exchange of materials. 

An example of how IP rules are not helping us to move towards more 
smart ecological approaches is the Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual 
Property Rights (TRIPS) Agreement in WTO, which requires all member 
states to allow the patenting of micro organisms, gives them the option to 
opt out of patenting plants and animals (which was opposed by the US in 
the negotiations) but requires them all to have some form of Plant Variety 
Protection rules. The TRIPS Agreement is perhaps the biggest ever piece 
of global regulatory capture by a limited set of vested corporate business 
interests – and in the private view of one negotiator from a European country 
the most unfair agreement ever pushed onto developing countries.

TRIPS made IP rules global and put them into a new kind of international 
institution that has a binding dispute settlement mechanism backed by 
sanctions. It is why TRIPS, and its impact on access to medicines in particular, 
has drawn strong resistance from developing countries and many NGOs. 
TRIPS’s impact and the extension of IP into agriculture, has hardly begun to 
be felt in developing countries as the rules are only slowly taking effect. 

However, these rules matter because IP is a key driver in determining who 
will have what wealth and power in the 21st century. It underpins a business 
model for the future of agriculture and the food system that is corporate 
led, that facilitates the concentration of economic power in fewer and fewer 
hands, and has helped drive the merging of many seed businesses so that 
now just a few firms control ever greater shares of the market. It is the key 
legal tool the major corporate players need to be involved in GE. 
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Today, it may be best to think of the IP rules as facilitating a private system 
of taxation – as firms controlling key patents, copyright, trademarks, can set 
prices at levels far above costs and use them to segment markets so as to 
extract as much as possible from each while preventing lower priced products 
in one area leaking out to places where they may charge many times more in 
another. 

The detailed rules on IP, as developed in TRIPS and the World Intellectual 
Property Organisation (WIPO), are complex. But negotiations about them 
have had spill-over effects on negotiations on biodiversity, and on plant 
genetic resources for food and agriculture in UN’s Food and Agriculture 
Organisation. These are explored in depth in The Future Control of Food. The 
broader point, however, is to look beyond the technologies to the questions 
of power and control in the food system, risks and benefits – who has what 
power to control change and write the rules, who carries the risks and gets 
any benefits, how do changes support or undermine which vision of the 
future we are being led into? 

Geoff Tansey is a writer and consultant on food, agriculture and 
development. His most recent book, co-edited with Tasmin Rajotte, is The 
future Control of Food - A guide to international negotiations and rules on 
intellectual property, biodiversity and food security (2008). In June 2005, 
Geoff received one of six Joseph Rowntree Visionaries for a Just and Peaceful 
World Awards. He is also a member and a director of The Food Ethics 
Council. See www.tansey.org. He is grateful for the editing work done on this 
article by Kathleen Tansey.

The Future Control of Food is freely available online in HTML and XML 
formats on IDRC’s website at www.idrc.ca/en/ev-118094-201-1-DO_TOPIC.
html. 
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ETHICAL SHOPPING AND INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Tackling global poverty in a 
financial downturn 
Laura Vickery

The Co-operative Group believes that tackling global poverty is as important 
today as it ever has been. At a time when the UK is feeling the effects of 
the recession and signs are that support for many charitable organisations 
is reducing, it would be easy to assume that people’s priorities lie closer 
to home and that public interest in supporting poverty alleviation in the 
developing world has reduced. 

In fact, tackling global poverty remains important to the general public. A 
YouGov poll carried out in summer 2009 found that over three quarters of 
people agreed that tackling global poverty should be at least as much of a 
priority now, during a financial downturn, as previously, and eight out of ten 
people said it is important to them that poverty end in their lifetime.

In addition, at The Co-operative Group – which covers The Co-operative 
food, financial services, funeral care and legal services – we know that the 
millions of customers and members trading across our family of businesses 
care about tackling global poverty. For example, we undertook a consultation 
in 2008, to help inform a new ethical policy for The Co-operative Food 
business, to which over 100,000 customers and members responded and 
voted ‘ethical trading’ (including Fairtrade, human rights and sound sourcing) 
as the single most important issue to them. 

As a co-operative, tackling global poverty resonates strongly with our 
fundamental co-operative values and principles; values of equity and 
solidarity and of social responsibility and caring for others. Moreover, the 
Department for International Development (DFID) notes that whilst for many, 
the moral imperative to tackle global poverty is enough of a reason to act, in 
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today’s interdependent world, ending poverty is not only a moral cause but 
also a common cause: our own wellbeing and security is profoundly linked to 
that of people around the world. 

Whilst some hard-won progress has been achieved in recent years to 
help tackle global poverty, in areas including maternal health and access 
to primary education, a number of significant challenges still remain. For 
example some 2.5 billion people – nearly half the world’s population – still 
lack access to adequate sanitation facilities, which carries huge health risks. 
It is therefore essential that efforts continue and the momentum for tackling 
global poverty is maintained.

We have a longstanding commitment to tackling global poverty: The  
Co-operative has been trading ethically and fairly for over 160 years; it’s 
rooted in our founding values and principles. Indeed the sale of fairly traded 
goods was supported before the Fairtrade Mark was even introduced in 
the UK, and over 260 Fairtrade products are now available in Co-operative 
Food stores. Elsewhere in the organisation, Co-operative Financial Services 
is a leading supporter of microfinance, which enables loans to be made 
to the working poor in developing countries and The Co-operative Travel 
business, through commitments within its ethical policy, is increasingly 
engaging in overseas development. The Co-operative also has a proud history 
of engaging its members and customers in the fight for trade justice and 
supporting grassroots activity and education. 

Did you know we invest over 12 times more of our pre-tax profits 
in community projects than other businesses? 

The £1 million committed to tackling global poverty is part of The 
Co-operative’s £11.5 million total investment in 2009 in community 
projects – almost 10% of our pre-tax profits. In the same year, the typical 
contribution made by other businesses for community investment was 
around 0.8%. Thus in 2009, our investment in tackling global poverty 
alone exceeded the industry average total community investment.  

Our members have endorsed tackling global poverty as a priority. In 2009, we 
consulted with our members to help determine our priorities for community 
investment. The new Co-operative Community Plan was subsequently 
introduced, focusing on Tackling Global Poverty, as well as Combating 
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Climate Change and Inspiring Young People. As a result, we increased our 
commitment to international development, allocating an additional £1 
million community investment to help tackle global poverty in 2009, over and 
above any existing commitments (for example Fairtrade premiums).

These monies are financing new initiatives across our various businesses 
(including Co-operative Travel, Funeralcare, Pharmacy, Food and Financial 
Services). Furthermore, we aim to reassert our leadership in tackling global 
poverty and set ourselves apart from competitors through three main areas of 
work: community development projects, overseas co-operative development 
and campaigning. 

Community development projects

The first priority for our community investment monies for tackling global 
poverty is to support large-scale poverty alleviation projects, designed to 
provide significant improvements for entire communities in areas where the 
Group has an existing relationship. These projects focus on providing clean 
water, sanitation and renewable energy solutions on a scale beyond what 
current Fairtrade or affinity products (where a donation is made for each sale 
of an item) can realise alone. These not only meet essential community needs 
and raise the standard of living for all, but are fundamental to the success 
of further development work (for example, the provision of clean water 
and sanitation needs to be in place before educational programmes can 
be progressed with success). Three community development projects have 
been identified in the last year: supporting our Fairtrade sugar producers 
in Malawi; supporting a banana co-operative in Panama, with whom a 
trading relationship with The Co-operative Food has been established; and a 
community in Mozambique with whom our financial services business has a 
long-standing relationship. 

Malawi Fairtrade sugar producers

In Malawi, one of the world’s poorest countries, we are supporting the 
Fairtrade sugar producer communities who provide the own-brand products 
we sell in Food stores. Boreholes, latrines and fuel efficient stoves are being 
provided, and we are helping facilitate the planting of over 100,000 trees 
to improve soil quality and fuel access. This will give much needed support 
to 10,000 people in a part of the country where access to water and land 
degradation are major challenges. 
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Overseas co-operative development

Our second priority for tackling global poverty is to support co-operative 
solutions to development. We’re championing our co-operative difference and 
asserting how co-operatives can help people lift themselves out of poverty. In 
2009, three co-operative development projects were identified for support: 
organising Kenyan tea smallholder farmers into co-operatives, working with 
The Co-operative Food; identifying opportunities for agricultural co-operatives 
in deprived areas of Turkey to supply local hotels used by The Co-operative 
Travel; and supporting work to set up and run pilot funeral co-operatives in 
South Africa, with involvement from Co-operative Funeralcare.

Co-operative organisation of Kenyan tea smallholder farmers 

In Kenya, a project match-funded by the DFID is supporting 8,000 
smallholder tea farmers to organise into co-operatives. This in turn will 
increase their market opportunities and assist them on the path to achieve 
Fairtrade certification, making them eligible to supply tea for The  

Children in a village in Kenya, where The Co-operative is supporting the development 
of tea co-operatives.  Photo courtesy of Laura Vickery.
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Co-operative‘s flagship 99 Fairtrade tea blend. A number of partners are 
involved in the project delivery alongside The Co-operative Food, including 
the Co-operative College UK, the Co-operative College Kenya, Africa Now, 
and Finlays (the tea supplier). 

Campaigning 

Our final priority for tackling global poverty is campaigning in recognition of 
the fact that ethical consumerism and voluntary giving will never be enough 
to ‘make poverty history’ and that mass mobilisation is also essential to put 
pressure on the world’s leaders to make the important decisions on our behalf. 

The Wave 

In 2009, we supported The Wave campaign, to mobilise co-operative 
members to attend a family friendly march on climate change in London 

Co-operative members at The Wave climate change rally.  Photo courtesy of Laura Vickery.
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on 5 December. Organised by the Stop Climate Chaos coalition, The Wave 
brought together over 40,000 people from 100 diverse organisations 
including Oxfam, Christian Aid, Friends of the Earth and the Women’s 
Institute. Of the 300 million people already seriously affected by climate 
change today, 98% live in developing countries. Over 2,500 of our members 
joined The Wave. They called on world leaders to agree a safe and fair 
climate change deal, at the UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen 
in December, to help protect the world’s poorest communities by limiting 
the increase in global temperatures to two degrees Celsius and by providing 
additional finance for developing countries to mitigate and adapt to the 
effects of climate change. In order to help our members join The Wave, we 
subsidised travel on chartered trains and coaches from 30 locations across 
the UK.

Co-operatives are playing an important role in addressing many of today’s 
most pressing issues. The ILO, UN and others have even gone so far as to 
assert that co-operative enterprise is the only form of organisation that meets 
all dimensions of poverty alleviation. (1) The current global challenges require 
a balanced response: tackling global poverty issues whilst also combating 
climate change. The Co-operative can contribute to this through innovation 
in our trading relationships and we also have a crucial role to play by 
communicating our priorities and actions to wider audiences.

Laura Vickery is International Development Manager for The Co-operative 
Group. Laura is responsible for tracking international development activity 
across The Co-operative Group and acting as an advocate for the business on 
development issues. Laura is also responsible for establishing and promoting 
international development projects for producer communities.
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The real cost of flowers and 
vegetables: improving the 
lives of women horticultural 
workers in East Africa 
Rachel English

A smartly wrapped bunch of velvety roses, a pack of perfect mange tout, or 
a taste of summer strawberries on a miserable February day – a few of life’s 
simple pleasures. 

However, as many of us are now aware, these products often travel 
thousands of miles to reach our supermarket shelves, and in the case of 
horticultural products (fruit, vegetables, flowers) they could well have come 
from a farm in Africa. For those of us that would like to live our lives with a 
small carbon footprint, the weekly shop has become an ethical conundrum 
– is the purchase of African raspberries supportive of poor producers or 
damaging to the environment and encouraging the continued exploitation of 
disadvantaged workers? Should we buy local or support African trade?

The purpose of this article is to give some insight into the lives of those 
involved in producing fresh produce – those that picked the rose, trimmed 
the bean or packed the apple. The purpose is not to single out African 
horticulture as the big bad guy of the supermarket shelves – the conditions 
of workers in this industry are worse than some and better than others. The 
conditions are also not uniform across the sector: on some farms you will find 
horrendous maltreatment, on others a real effort has been made to improve 
the lives of workers. However, there are still many workers that are deeply 
angry about the treatment that they receive from their employers. Workers 
growing and harvesting the fruit, vegetables and flowers that we consume 
deserve our solidarity in their fight for their rights. 
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Greenhouses in Tanzania. Photo courtesy of Rachel English.

Tanzanian roses. Photo courtesy of Rachel English.
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Key issues for workers

Should you ever happen to find yourself wandering the boulevards between 
a maze of cavernous greenhouses on an African farm you will probably 
notice one thing: that the majority of the many workers you see are women. 
It was for this reason that the Manchester based NGO Women Working 
Worldwide began working with horticulture workers in East Africa in 2004. 
Women make up the majority of the workforce on many of the farms but are 
less likely than their male counterparts to have the confidence or support to 
fight back against problems they encounter in the workplace. 

There is undoubtedly a positive side of the employment that farms provide to 
tens of thousands of women in East Africa. They are able to earn an income, 
provide some security to their family and gain respect as a wage earner. 
However, it is not enough simply to provide employment, that employment 
must fully respect the rights and privileges of workers in order for it to truly 
provide them with a just return for their efforts.

Women Working Worldwide and its local partners have been researching 
conditions on horticultural farms in East Africa for five years. The farms are 
based in Ethiopia, Uganda and Tanzania and all export to European markets. 
Workers have complained of low wages, long working hours, lack of 
permanent work, benefits and contracts, exposure to dangerous chemicals, 
harassment and damage to their local environment. The section below 
uses the testimony of these workers to demonstrate some of the issues the 
workers face in their day to day lives, and the specific vulnerability of women.

Income

All workers on the farms that we have worked with have complained that 
their wages are not enough to support basic needs. Contrary to widely held 
belief, the women are often single and supporting members of their family 
and are in desperate need of an adequate wage. The following information 
was sent to us by our Tanzanian partner in 2007 and demonstrates how a 
worker might spend her monthly wage.

Ghalyela (not her real name) is 28, not married, with 2 children aged 3 and 
6. She has been working for six years on the farm and is employed on a 
monthly contract. She is a member of a trade union. Her salary is 66,000 
Tanzanian shillings (TSH) per month (approx £30). 
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Expenditure per month: 

Food including fuel .................................................................. 36,000 TSH 

House rent ............................................................................... 10,000 TSH

House girl (to take care of the children while she is at work) .... 10,000 TSH

Medical expenses ...................................................................... 3,000 TSH

Transport ................................................................................... 3,000 TSH

TOTAL ....................................................................................62,000 TSH

Ghalyela spends the rest of her salary on deductions taken by her employer 
for things like meals and transport. She said she is unable to put any savings 
aside after paying for these costs. She also said she cannot afford to send her 
child to a good school due to her low income.

The Trade Union recommends a monthly wage of 315,000 TSH (approx 
£145), based on the minimum living wage needed for a worker and a family 
with two children and a spouse. This amount is estimated to cover costs of 
food, medical expenses, shelter and education for the children.

With the majority of her wage spent on basic survival (food, shelter, care for 
the children), there is little left over to provide a decent education and to save 

Women working in the fields. Photo courtesy of Rachel English.
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against life’s ups and downs, like household repairs or in case a member of 
the family is sick. The leisure activities and treats that we take for granted 
are not affordable for these workers. Whilst wages have improved on some 
farms, the improvements are not nearly adequate to provide a decent quality 
of life to the workers; after all, what is a job if it doesn’t earn a living.

Health and safety

Horticultural farming often uses large quantities of chemicals. If workers aren’t 
properly protected they can suffer injuries as the worker below describes:

My name is Mary W (name withheld). I am a general worker 
working at farm X in Uganda. I have worked there in Yellow 
(greenhouse) for three years now as a harvester. We do not 
have protective gear for the last 3 years now. Right from the 
day I started working I have never been given gloves, I don’t 
have an overall and not even gumboots. I work for 2,000 
shillings per day. Every two weeks I get thirty thousand (30,000) 
shillings (about £9.50).

I’m affected by chemicals simply because sometimes they spray 
the flowers in the morning at eight o’clock and after one 
or two hours we are forced to go back to the green house 
to harvest flowers. The way we harvest flowers is this – you 
harvest the flowers with one hand and the other arm is to hold 
the flowers, with no protective clothing at all. Look at my arms 
they are now rough and black because of chemicals. (Report 
from flower worker in Uganda, August 2009 sent to Women Working 
Worldwide by Uganda Workers Education Association.)

Workers on the farms have complained of damage to eyesight, fertility 
problems, burns and dangers to pregnant mothers. These problems are easily 
rectified by the provision of protective clothing and waiting until chemicals 
have dried before workers re-enter greenhouses. We want to see all farms 
implementing these measures.

Insecure employment

The following is an extract from a report sent to us by an Ethiopian union in 
November 2009:
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It is a common practice in the cut flower industry for workers 
seeking employment to assemble at the farm gate every 
morning in search of a job. The supervisors pick the workers 
and they are then employed under daily labour status and 
with time may either become fixed term or permanent, 
depending on the ‘satisfaction’ of the management with 
the worker’s performance. It may also result in the loss of 
the job if management considers the new employee’s work 
‘unsatisfactory’. In the farms visited, about (300) 78.12% of the 
workers had introduced themselves at the farm gate to acquire 
their job.

The majority of workers in Ethiopia are employed on this type of casual 
basis. The excessive use of casual labour has also been a problem in other 
producing countries. Lack of a permanent contract means that workers have 
no access to holiday or sick leave, earn less income as they are not paid for 
the days they don’t work, they are usually not unionised and do not tend to 
speak up about problems at work for fear of losing their jobs.

The following case study from Uganda shows the worst affects that this 
insecurity can have on women who become pregnant:

Nakawunde worked as a casual worker with x flower farm. 
When Nakawunde got pregnant and later after nine months 
had a normal delivery, she came back to her work place to ask 
for her maternity leave. The supervisor quickly told her “You 
are a casual worker we cannot grant you maternity leave, go 
back home and never come back here.” Nakawunde went 
back home crying and had an awful dilemma: to return to 
work immediately or have a complete rest for three months 
maternity leave, with no pay and then re-apply for a new 
job, with no guarantee that she would get one. Nakawunde 
opted to go back to work immediately. With the baby only one 
week old, Nakawunde had not fully recovered from the post-
natal effects of child birth and there was no day-care centre 
anywhere near the farm. Nakawunde developed complications 
of heavy bleeding but there was nothing she could do. She 
later went to her mother in the village and collected her little 
sister Joy who was only 10 years old to help her look after the 



baby while she worked on the farm. Joy had to leave school in 
order to help her big sister out with the baby. Joy, being herself 
a child, could not look after the baby well.

The child became emaciated after one month, developed 
pneumonia and died. Nakawunde continued to work after 
death of her child but has never been happy since then.

Sexual harassment

Cases of unwanted sexual approaches between men and women have been 
an all-too common issue on the farms. In a recent survey of 380 workers in 
Ethiopia, 25% of them reported being sexually harassed at work. Again a 
case study from Uganda illustrates the problem:

Imoot, a female worker in Y flower farm was forced to have 
sex with her supervisor in a greenhouse during late hours when 
most workers had already gone home. She was promised a 
promotion at work and any other thing she wanted from him 
at any time. She was later forced to sleep with a second male 
worker who blackmailed her having found out about her first 
liaison. Imoot was later diagnosed HIV positive.

Training of workers and management on these farms is helping to solve 
the problem of sexual harassment and ensure that the perpetrators are 
disciplined or sacked, but problems still persist.

Why do these problems exist?

There are many reasons why labour rights violations are found on these 
farms. Workers may be unaware of their rights, un-unionised and so ill 
equipped to fight back against the kind of practices described above. 
Management and farm owners may not have the resources in place to ensure 
that the farm complies with the law in respect to labour rights. However, the 
business practices of retailers, especially supermarkets, have a huge impact.

Over the last decade, grocery retailing in the UK and Europe as a whole 
has undergone a period of aggressive competition and consolidation. The 
UK market is now controlled by four large retailers (Tesco, Morrisons, Asda 
and Sainsbury’s) who further increase their buying power in European-wide 
buying consortiums. A strong trend towards mergers and consolidation 
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amongst wholesalers in the 1990s has also led to fewer, very strong 
companies active in Western Europe. Additionally, retailer buying trends have 
meant that they now choose single ‘category captains’ who can supply up 
to 50% of the product annually, with a number of supporting companies 
making up the total. In short, producers have far more limited opportunities 
to access the market.

Therefore, despite increased export demand, power and control rest with the 
buyers rather than the producers. This power can be used to dictate exacting 
terms in respect to price, quality, delivery schedules, production techniques 
and so on. This pressure and power asymmetry is extremely significant, and 
affects every area of the supply chain, including the workers. 

Role of the retailer in labour rights violations

The way that our supermarkets purchase fresh produce has a key effect 
on conditions for workers. A producer has very little power to resist the 
demands of a strong buyer. The following scenario shows how this can affect 
workers:

A supermarket instructs the producer to increase the volume 
of an order of beans 24 hours before the order is due to be 
shipped. Workers are forced to stay late to process and pack the 
beans. In the case of women, it may be that they cannot arrange 
child care at such short notice and the children are left alone.

Competition for price and other standards is fierce. The number of buyers 
is limited, losing a contract can be critical and can cost jobs. Unless 
supermarkets begin to buy their products more ethically with a price that 
can provide for a higher wage for workers as well as pay for their benefits, 
protective clothing and reproductive rights then workers will continue to 
suffer. Unless supermarkets implement reasonable delivery schedules and 
shared responsibility for risk it is unlikely that workers anywhere in the world 
will ever be rewarded equitably for their work.

Responsibility of the retailer in ensuring workers’ in the supply chain 
are treated well

Most retailers now have teams dedicated to improving the ethical side of 
their business. Part of their responsibility is to monitor the treatment of 
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workers through asking their suppliers to adhere to codes of conduct. In 
the case of horticulture there is no doubt that these codes have gone some 
way towards improving conditions for workers. However they are labour 
intensive, can fail to highlight significant problems, do not pick up important 
issues related to women and can be expensive for the producers.

Most importantly, is it fair to ask African producers to bear all the costs of 
social compliance when supermarket commercial activities make it impossible 
for them to do so?

What can we do as consumers?

The horror stories of the worker casualties of global trade do not make 
comfortable reading. Consumers may feel that the only way to register 
dissatisfaction with this treatment is to boycott the products that are linked 
to these stories of abuse. When coupled with environmental concerns, many 
are choosing to buy local.

This reaction is understandable, but unless workers call for this type of 
support, boycotting products that have been exposed as ‘unethical’ can 

Tanzanian workers. Photo courtesy of Rachel English.
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be the wrong path. Workers need jobs for basic survival, boycotts can cost 
jobs and leave workers unable to support themselves and in a situation of 
extreme precariousness. There is no social safety net and jobs are scarce 
for the majority of these workers. Furthermore, horticultural products are 
a crucial source of foreign exchange for these countries, without which 
national budget deficits would be unsustainable and countries would be 
unable to pay for basic services like hospitals and schools. Therefore we need 
to keep buying.

Workers are asking that consumers become active. They are asking that we 
tell our retailers that they must be paid an adequate wage and receive their 
rights, as well as be able to both work and care for their families. It is not 
enough that supermarkets make gestures towards corporate responsibility, 
they must embed it within their business. 

For information on campaigns related to the treatment of horticulture 
workers and links to other campaigning websites please see  
www.women-ww.org. 

Rachel English has worked as a Coordinator at Women Working Worldwide 
since 2006. She works with WWW’s local partners to support them in 
training workers in their rights, undertake action research into the conditions 
on the farms and develop advocacy and campaigning actions that lead to 
sustainable change for workers.
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Case Study - The Ethical Trading Initiative: 
mainstreaming ethical business practices

Whilst Fair Trade has brought direct benefits to certified producers and has 
grown significantly over the past twenty-five years, with big increases in 
market share and number of products available, it still represents less than one 
percent of total UK food sales. Many people suggest that, in order to ensure all 
workers get a fair deal, retailers should reform their entire supply chain, rather 
than stocking a few ethical products.

The Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI), established in 1998, was one response to 
this. The ETI describes itself as:

A ground-breaking alliance of companies, trade unions and 
voluntary organisations working in partnership to improve the 
working lives of people across the globe, who make or grow 
consumer goods - everything from tea to T-shirts, from flowers to 
footballs.

When companies join the ETI, they are required to sign up to the ETI’s Base 
Code and Principles of Implementation. By doing so, the company commits to 
working towards achieving the standards that are set out in the code. These 
include: the right of workers to join a worker organisation; payment of a living 
wage; decent health and safety protection; no child labour; decent working 
hours and no discrimination.

More than forty companies are currently members of the ETI, including The 
Co-operative Group. Companies are engaged in a range of activities, including 
reviewing their policies and procedures, developing training for their suppliers 
and improving their understanding of their supply chains and what needs to 
change to ensure decent conditions. Most members are also involved in at least 
one ETI project group, which look in detail at specific issues, from homebased 
work to implementing the Code in China.

One of the key achievements of the ETI has been to establish the principle that 
companies have a responsibility for worker conditions throughout their supply 
chains, not just in the UK or the top tier. However, whilst some companies have 
been actively engaged and have dedicated significant resources to improving 



56 FAIR AND SQUARE

conditions, other companies have been criticised for trying to use membership 
of the ETI as a marketing tool, rather than making any real change to their 
business practices. 

A further criticism of the ETI and similar initiatives in other countries, is that 
they are entirely voluntary: there are no penalties for companies who fail to act. 
Many companies have been members of the ETI for ten years, yet conditions 
for workers are still poor, and are worsening as a result of the recession and 
sharp increases in food prices. Critics argue that in order to achieve adequate 
conditions for workers within a decent timeframe, governments should 
introduce legislation to oblige companies to comply. 

Further information on the Ethical Trading Initiative is available here: 
www.ethicaltrade.org



Beyond a fair price? 
Samantha Lacey and Rebecca Forecast

About Fair Trade

The concept of Fair Trade was first promoted in the mid-twentieth century 
when charities and World Shops began to sell handicrafts at “fair” prices 
as a way to improve the lives of producers in developing countries. During 
the late twentieth century there were a number of high-profile campaigns 
to highlight poor working conditions and negative environmental impacts 
occurring along the global supply chains that provide us with our food. The 
Fair Trade movement grew stronger in response to these campaigns, showing 
that is possible not only for farmers in developing countries to benefit 
from fairer terms of trade, but that the model also works in the interest of 
businesses in industrialised countries. 

Fair Trade campaigns for long-term changes and improvements to the lives 
of producers by making sure they receive a fair price for their products. As 
awareness of Fair Trade has increased, shoppers have shown businesses 
that they are prepared to pay a little extra for the reassurance that their 
tea, coffee or bottle of wine has not been produced at the cost of poor 
conditions for the producer. And increasingly many Fairtrade products cost 
the same or even less than other  non-Fairtrade equivalents. At the same 
time, businesses have begun to see that they can trade fairly, and still be 
profitable and successful. 

Fair Trade has drawn attention to the injustices and challenges that producers 
face. It has given them an opportunity to voice their concerns, particularly 
through media coverage associated with the campaign for Fair Trade. Now 
each year “Fairtrade Fortnight” provides great opportunities for people to 
learn about the difficulties faced by producers and to become involved with 
campaigns for trade justice. 
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How does Fair Trade work?

There are now many organisations, companies and brands in the Fair Trade 
movement. Fairtrade (one word) is perhaps the most familiar scheme to ethical 
shoppers and refers to the certification system operated by Fairtrade Labelling 
Organisations International (FLO). Its logo, the FAIRTRADE Mark, is recognised 
by 70% of the UK population. FLO is an international umbrella body, which has 
overall responsibility for developing Fairtrade standards, supporting producers 
and ensuring that Fairtrade standards are upheld and maintained.

There are 19 Fairtrade Labelling Organisations 
covering 23 countries. The first to be formed was 
Max Havelaar in the Netherlands in 1988. The 
UK Fairtrade Foundation was established in 1992 
and has contributed significantly to expanding the 
range of Fairtrade products and building awareness 
amongst concerned shoppers. There are also three 

regional producer networks which represent producers on the FLO board and 
are closely involved in standard setting, strategy, and governance.  

To become a Fairtrade certified supplier, a producer organisation must 
meet Fairtrade standards. Smallholder organisations must have democratic, 
accountable structures and the plantation workers’ rights must be protected 
in accordance with recognised international standards including core 
conventions of the International Labour Organisation (ILO). Producers must 
establish a democratic system for deciding how the premium from Fairtrade 
is invested. Producers also have to show that they have met certain standards 
such as avoiding dangerous chemicals, protecting their environment and 
involving women in decision-making. FLO continually monitors certified 
Fairtrade suppliers to ensure standards are upheld. Different producer groups 
across the developing world have formed local and regional networks, 
through which they share knowledge, resources, experience and training, 
represent producers within FLO and crucially, speak out together against 
unfair international trade laws.  

Benefits to producers of FLO-certification:

•	 A minimum standard price, which is the lowest price that a buyer is 
allowed to pay the producer. If the market price rises above this minimum 
then the price paid is the market price plus the Fairtrade premium.
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•	 A Fairtrade premium. This is paid in addition to the market or minimum 
price and is to be invested in social, economic or environmental 
development projects. These might include school buildings, clean water 
pumps, healthcare projects or projects for income diversification or 
women’s empowerment. The way in which the premium is spent must 
be decided upon democratically by the producer organisation, but it does 
not go to individuals. 

The total value of FLO-certified Fairtrade product sales in the UK in 2008 
was £700 million, since when many more products have been developed 
and more large companies, such as Cadbury, Nestle and Starbucks, have also 
begun to sell Fairtrade chocolate and coffee. 

Not all fairly traded products are labelled under the FLO system, as other 
ethical organisations have developed their own standards and labelling 
systems. For example, the World Fair Trade Organisation has a Fair Trade label 
for fairly traded handicrafts and other products from organisations whose 
sole business is focused on ethical trading. 

What does Fair Trade mean to producers?

Whichever labelling system is used, Fair Trade is much more than simply 
a label. It is a way for people to help themselves out of poverty. It is a 
way to improve the lives of producers who provide us with the many 
bananas or chocolate bars we buy every day. Producers and workers across 
the developing world are getting a better deal and a better standard 
of living because of Fair Trade sales. The Fairtrade Foundation states 
that approximately 7.5 million people, including producers’ families and 
dependents, are benefiting from Fairtrade. If other types of Fair Trade are 
included, this number is much higher. 

What do producers think about Fair Trade?

Fair Trade is an important step in the right direction for ensuring that 
producers get a fairer deal from international trade. To improve it further, it it 
is important to keep responding to producers’ needs.

Although Fairtrade producer groups receive a better deal from their Fairtrade 
sales, they are not necessarily able to sell all the crops they grow under 
Fairtrade terms due to lack of demand. Some sell only about 10% of their 
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produce to Fairtrade, which highlights just how important it is for more 
buyers to trade under Fair Trade terms, and for more shoppers to demand it. 

The development of high-street supermarkets’ and multinational companies’ 
own Fairtrade lines has increased the availability of Fairtrade products to 
shoppers and significantly boosted their sales. If these sales continue to rise, 
this could help a greater number of producers to sell their products under 
Fairtrade terms. 

As Fairtrade continues to enter mainstream markets, the system needs 
to evolve to prevent producers facing further difficulties. Multi-national 
companies frequently change their suppliers which can mean they buy from 
one producer one day and another producer the next. For the producers, this 
makes it difficult to plan as they do not know how much of their crop will be 
sold to each buyer from one year to the next. Producers feel that Fairtrade 
should emphasize a commitment to a long-term sourcing relationship, 
placing requirements on buyers as well as producers, and that FLO should 
ensure that these commitments are honoured by all companies working 
with Fairtrade products. FLO contends that Fairtrade standards provide for 
longer-term relationships and greater security for producers through specific 
contracts and regular sourcing plans that are intended to sustain trade.

Some producers also find the procedures for Fairtrade standard setting 
difficult, because they feel that they are too unrealistic or expensive 
to achieve. They complain that these standards are set by people from 
developed countries who do not always have a complete understanding of 
their situation. Producers want to be able to talk to someone when they 
are struggling to meet the standards, and would like more involvement in 
developing the standards. Support is available from FLO for producers who 
are finding the standards hard to achieve, and representatives from the three 
producer networks play a part in setting the standards, but FLO recognises 
there is room for continuous improvement and producers will be consulted in 
the major restructuring of Fairtrade producer standards scheduled for 2010. 

The Fairtrade audit process aims to provide companies 
and consumers with assurances that a product has been 
produced to certain minimum standards. However, 
audit requirements can exclude some of the poorest 
producers who would most benefit from access to Fair 
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Trade markets because they may not have the skills or money to fulfil the 
necessary requirements. There are some producers whose products do not 
therefore bear the Fairtrade logo, even if they are sold through independent 
organisations which trade fairly. Because the Fairtrade label is so widely 
recognised and associated with a trustworthy certification process, some 
well meaning “ethical consumers” will refuse to buy Fair Trade goods which 
do not bear the Fairtrade logo. When it comes to certification, labelling 
schemes must strike a difficult balance between strict audit requirements 
which consumers can trust in and making it possible for even the poorest of 
producers to access the Fair Trade market. The World Fair Trade Organisation 
(WFTO) labels organisations committed to Fair Trade rather than individual 
products, measuring their commitment according to its 10 principles of Fair 
Trade, and so shoppers can also look out for the WFTO label on products 
such as handicrafts.    

What is the link between co-operatives and Fair Trade? 

Co-operatives can take many different forms, from groups of producers 
that want to bargain together for a better price for their crops, to groups 
of shoppers who want to pay a fair price for their shopping. Co-operatives 
started over 200 years ago and have always tried to put values such as 
democracy and concern for community at the heart of what they do. Fair 
Trade and co-operatives are therefore often natural partners.

Producer co-operatives are run democratically, which provides them with the 
ideal structure for meeting the Fairtrade standard of democratically deciding 
how the Fairtrade premium can be used for the benefit of the community. Being 
part of a co-operative also brings strength in numbers and a way for producers 
to negotiate for better prices and access loans. Consumer co-operatives such 
as the Co-operative Group in the UK were some of the first to make Fairtrade 
products available in supermarkets; previously they were bought mainly by 
people who shopped in specialist ethical or world shops. 

Co-operatives clearly bring some unique elements to the Fairt Trade movement. 
There have been some interesting models of enterprise that have developed 
through a fusion of co-operative and Fair Trade concepts. These models give 
producers more involvement in and ownership of the enterprise and allow 
them to receive more profit from the sale of Fair Trade products. The following 
case-studies of La Siembra and Kuapa Kokoo are great examples of this. 



The Cafiesa Factory, a co-operative cocoa processing factory in Dominica which  
La Siembra supports and collaborates with.  Photo courtesy of Barry Ésau.

La Siembra

La Siembra is a North American worker co-operative which produces Fair 
Trade confectionary under the Cocoa Camino brand. The co-operative is 
committed to extending co-operative principles in all its activities, from the 
producer to the shopper and at every stage in between. The co-operative 
sources its raw materials such as cocoa and sugar from producer co-operatives 
in Latin America. It has assisted these co-operatives to establish their own 
factories for processing the cocoa and sugar, meaning they have more 
involvement in the overall process of chocolate production. (2) 

Colin MacDougal who works at La Siembra said: 

La Siembra is not only selling Fair Trade products, but through 
the co-operative value chain, is creating a new economic system 
which allows producers to gain greater control of the value 
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chain and therefore a higher share of the overall revenue 
generated from the end-product. By ensuring not only that 
producers receive a fair price for their raw materials, but that 
they also have greater access to the value chain, the trade 
between La Siembra and its producer co-operatives adds depth 
to both Fair Trade and co-operative principles. (3)

Kuapa Kokoo

Kuapa Kokoo is an agricultural co-operative in Ghana, West Africa. It was 
set up in the early 1990s, and shortly afterwards achieved Fairtrade status. 
At the AGM in 1997, its members voted to go one step further, and with 
the help of Twin Trading, The Body Shop, Christian Aid and Comic Relief, 
they invested in Divine, a chocolate company of their own which is based in 
the UK. This meant that they could share in the profits of the chocolate bars 
made from their cocoa beans. 

The 2008 Kuapa Kokoo Annual General Meeting was more a celebration than 
a formal event. There was music and dancing and people came from societies 
throughout Ghana to attend. Kuapa Kokoo now has over 40,000 members 
in about 1,300 village societies. The co-operative has been hugely successful 
in encouraging women to get involved: 12 women were voted onto the 20 
member National Executive, including to the position of Financial Director. It 
also runs a Research and Development team that helps to educate producers in 
a wide range of issues and runs a credit union to provide loans. (4)

The future for Fair Trade

As Fair Trade becomes increasingly popular there is potential for more 
producers to benefit. However this poses the movement with a number of 
challenges and difficult choices. It must carefully manage the involvement of 
big multi-national companies and mainstream supermarkets to ensure that 
producers’ voices continue to be heard. 

There are a number of ways this can be achieved:

•	 By creating standards which encourage Fair Trade retailers to engage 
in more long-term contracts with producers that involve two-way 
communication and support.
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The Kuapa Kokoo 2008 AGM.
Photos courtesy of Samantha Lacey.
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•	 By using the political influence of Fair Trade to try to change the unfair 
trade rules that keep producers poor and make Fair Trade necessary in the 
first place. 

Co-operatives have a crucial part to play in the future of Fair Trade. 
Consumer co-operatives, through their unique relationship with their 
members, are in a great position to increase consumer awareness about Fair 
Trade. Co-operative retailers such as The Co-operative Group are becoming 
increasingly renowned for their responsible business practices. This gives 
them the potential to continually raise the bar on what it means to be a 
responsible retailer and to encourage all Fair Trade retailers to trade in a way 
which most benefits producers in the long-term. 

Dr Samantha Lacey and Rebecca Forecast work for the Co-operative College 
on the Co-operatives for Development project. 

Samantha has researched the role of co-operatives in Fair Trade and in 
helping rural communities in developing countries to adapt to environmental 
challenges. She is also advising on the establishment of smallholder tea  
co-operatives in Kenya. 

Rebecca has conducted research on the capacity-building impact of  
co-operative development amongst producer co-operatives in Kenya and 
on the National Co-operative Archive. She has also worked on the College’s 
Young Co-operatives project. 
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Interview: Maynard E Swai, 
Chairman of Kilimanjaro 
Native Co-operative Union  
Ruth Bergan

With 68,000 primary co-operative producer members, Kilimanjaro Native  
Co-operative Union (KNCU) is one of the largest co-operatives in the 
Fairtrade movement and is thriving. Located on the slopes of Mount 
Kilimanjaro in Tanzania, KNCU was established in 1933; it is believed to be 
the oldest Co-operative Union in Africa. 

Maynard Swai explains that KNCU achieved Fairtrade status in 1993, only 
nine years after being re-established as an independent union. This was 
in the wake of a difficult period, from 1976-1984, when the government 
nationalised all co-operatives and tried, unsuccessfully, to organise farmers 
into producer groups. The impetus to get Fairtrade status came in part from 
a feeling that farmers were not being given a fair deal by the auction houses 
in Moshi. 

According to Maynard: 

Auctions were giving farmers such low prices that many had 
decided to give up coffee farming altogether. Instead, they had 
begun cultivating tomatoes but soon found that the markets 
were unstable. 

Faced with a marked increase in poverty amongst farmers, KNCU felt 
achieving Fairtrade status, with its guaranteed minimum prices for produce, 
and the social premium, was imperative. 

The producers are closely involved in making decisions about how the 
premium should be spent, through the democratic structures of the union. 
10% of the premium is used to support producers to improve the quality of 
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their coffee, including for training and for buying better seedlings. Four years 
ago, producers decided that some of the premium should be used to pay 
school fees for 375 students from poor families. 

Whilst KNCU continue to view Fairtrade certification positively, Maynard 
is clear that there are a number of things they believe could be done to 
improve the process. He explains: 

The number of new requirements we have to meet is very 
high. Most of the farmers we work with are illiterate and it is 
extremely time consuming to explain all these changes to them. 
We pay $17,000 per year for certification, this is a lot of money 
for us, and we would prefer to see this money being used to 
help the producers. There are several ways we could reduce this 
cost: inspections happen once a year, this could be reduced to 
once every two years. Instead of sending inspection teams from 
Europe, we could train people in Tanzania to do the work.1

KNCU would also like to be able to move beyond selling raw produce 
towards developing ‘value-added’ products by roasting and grinding the 
coffee. Maynard, who was in Bologna for an international meeting of  
Co-operators, noted that 1kg of unprocessed Fairtrade parchment (Dry 
coffee beans with the pulp removed) coffee sells for less than 1.36 Euros; 
each kilo produces about 12 cups of coffee, which sell in Europe for three 
Euros each, or 36 Euros per kilo. Maynard would like to see more of this 
money going back to producers in Tanzania, but believes that work needs 
to be done with European companies to overcome the belief that Southern 
producers do not have the skills to process products. 

We have excellent baristas in Tanzania, trained in South Africa; 
I challenge anyone to find a better cup of coffee than the ones 
that we serve at our cafe. 

1  FLO records show KNCU certification fees for 2008 were $12,400, which for an organisation 
with more than 60,000 members, is less than 50 cents a year per member. Annual inspections 
are necessary for the credibility of the system and while European inspectors sometimes have to 
be flown in where a specific level of training and experience is not available, a long-term training 
programme means most inspections worldwide are now carried out by local inspectors.
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The Fairtrade social premium has also been used by KNCU to support farmers 
to move towards organic production. Maynard explains that KNCU views 
this as a human rights issue. Many producers were working with chemicals, 
such as pesticides, but did not have access to proper protective equipment or 
training on how to use them: Kilimanjaro has the highest rates of cancer in 
the whole of Tanzania. KNCU has employed 28 extension officers to work in 
the villages with the farmers to help them move to organic production. 

Getting organic certification is extremely complicated, with very stringent 
requirements. It has taken ten years to get organic certification for 8,000 
of the producers. Producers have to wait three years between beginning to 
use organic methods and getting certification so that they can access the 
higher prices. The process is expensive, and to begin with, producers’ outputs 
can drop from 400kg to 80kg as plants adjust to the absence of industrial 
fertilisers. KNCU supports farmers to get through this difficult period using 
the Fairtrade social premium. Farmers are now starting to reap the benefits: 
organic produce sells for twice the price of ordinary Fairtrade produce.

Another issue that KNCU are keen to address is the marginalisation of 
women. Maynard explains:

Women do the majority of the manual work, harvesting, 
washing and drying the beans, carrying the sacks of beans on 
their heads to be sold. But they are not the ones who hold the 
purse strings. The men have control of the money, they are 
the ones that own the land and they are represented on the 
primary producer society boards. We have heard stories of the 
men spending a lot of the income on alcohol, so we want to do 
work to educate people about these issues and make sure more 
women can participate in the planning of farming and income. 

For the future, KNCU hope to support more of their members to convert to 
organic production, but they will need to increase their outreach capacity 
to be able to achieve this. They would also like to do more work on 
conservation issues; for example, they would like to educate their members 
on the benefits of tree-planting and of maintaining traditional furrows to 
prevent soil erosion.

Asked if there was a message he would like to send to co-operative members 
in the UK, Maynard replied:
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We need to recognise that we all have shared values and 
principles, and that we need to look at how we can co-operate, 
exchange ideas and join forces to do business together. I would 
rather to do business with other Co-operatives because then 
it’s clear that it’s not about ‘business as usual’; the values and 
principles are on the table from the outset.

Maynard E Swai is Chairman of the Kilimanjaro Co-operative Union.



Fair Trade in an unfair world: 
the case of Palestine 
Leonie Nimmo

The Palestinian Fair Trade Association (PFTA) is a truly inspiring organisation, 
and during Fair Trade Fortnight 2009 I was privileged to finally meet its 
founder, Nasser Abu Farha, as the world’s first Fairtrade olive oil was 
launched. In Manchester, Nasser spoke to audiences across the city on a 
BBC radio programme, from the dizzying heights of The Co-operative Group 
tower. He explained that Palestine is the natural home of the olive tree, and 
that the olive groves of the West Bank are cultivated by traditional methods 
which help to promote biodiversity, and have a particular air flow and 
sunlight, which improves the taste. 

For Palestinians, the olive tree is crucial to both their cultural heritage. The 
land and the groves provide a link between generations of families, who have 
harvested the same trees for hundreds of years. Some olive trees in the West 
Bank have been estimated to be more than 2,000 years old. 

The Palestinian economy is also deeply rooted in olive oil, and Nasser 
explained that its economic importance is increasing. One reason for 
this is rising unemployment in non-agricultural sectors, as a result of the 
checkpoints, curfews, restrictions of movement and destruction of markets: 
people need to access the land for their livelihoods. Another reason for 
the specific importance of the olive crop is that the Israeli occupation and 
annexations has made it more and more difficult, sometimes impossible, 
for Palestinians to access their land. This has devastated large swathes of 
Palestinian agriculture. However the olive crop is much more resilient: unlike 
other crops, olive trees don’t require irrigation or intensive maintenance; this 
means that the crop survives, even though people are being prevented from 
reaching their land for extended periods of time. 
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Israeli soldiers keep Palestinians from harvesting their olive trees.
Photo courtesy of Leonie Nimmo.

The Israeli wall. 
Photo courtesy of Leonie Nimmo.
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My first stay in a Palestinian village was in November 2002, during the olive 
harvest. The villagers of Roujeb had been unable to get to their land for two 
years because it was close to the violent Israeli settlement of Itamar. As we 
arrived at the olive groves, shots were fired by a settler that had spotted 
our group. It didn’t take long for the military to arrive, and the soldier 
that approached did not pause as he passed the internationals without 
acknowledging us and pointed his gun at the 12 year old boy who was 
with his parents underneath a tree. After the initial stand-off, during which 
the internationals positioned themselves between the gun and the child, 
the soldier began to speak to us. His name was Charlie, apparently, and he 
had trained in Sandhurst, UK. Eventually a bad photocopy of an improbable 
original document was produced, with yellow highlighter intended to 
demark the area as a “Closed Military Zone”, and one which we had to 
leave. Eventually we did, but had managed to harvest a few trees.

A Palestinian and an 
international supporter 
harvest olives.
Photo courtesy of Leonie Nimmo.
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The Israelis have re-hashed an old Ottoman land law which means that land 
not tended for more than 3 years can be expropriated by the Israeli state. 
Reaching that land was not just about facilitating one harvest, we were also 
attempting to secure the villagers’ ownership of the land. This often seems 
like a losing battle. 

Along with the settlements and settler-only roads, the series of walls and 
fences constructed by Israel throughout the West Bank have obviously 
also prevented people from accessing their land. They are sometimes 
accompanied by trenches, electronic sensors, military patrol roads, lookout 
towers and cameras. In 2002, I participated in a demonstration at a village 
that was to lose more than half of its land behind the Wall. In fact, in that 
area it was a fence, which a Palestinian friend of mine cynically remarked was 
only different to a wall in the sense that bullets could pass through it. 

The demonstration attempted to block bulldozers from digging up olive 
trees. Some of the trees had branches cut off and were lying on the side 
of the track created by the military vehicles. I asked someone what would 

Lemons are left unharvested because of the blockades.
Photo courtesy of Leonie Nimmo.
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happen to them and was told they were taken away in open-backed trucks. 
And then what? “They will be sold ... in Tel Aviv or the settlements”. Some 
years later I saw a couple of replanted trees in a settlement, in a raised bed 
with pansies on the corner of a roundabout. I also went back to the village, 
Jayouus. A farmer took me to his land through the gate in the fence. I saw 
an entire crop of lemons that had fallen from the trees and were rotting on 
the ground. There was no point harvesting them. They couldn’t get them 
through the gate, the soldiers would not permit it. 

Israel has been extremely successful in destroying agricultural markets and 
distribution. The first place that the wall was constructed was around the 
town of Qalqulia. Prior to this, it was the agricultural heart of the West Bank, 
and around half of the food in the West Bank came from this area. Now 
completely surrounded by a wall, with one checkpoint through which all 
people and produce must pass, it is no longer.

PFTA olive oil has had organic certification for about four years, but it is not 
possible for oil that has come from trees on the other side of the Walls to 
be certified as such. Permits are required for people to get through, and the 

Harvesting the olives.
Photo courtesy of Leonie Nimmo.
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gates are only opened by the young Israeli soldiers at certain times. Over the 
years I have heard many stories about the kinds of permits that are being 
issued: to dead relatives, to elderly people who could not possibly work on 
the land; to 5 year olds. If the family is lucky, an adult male will be issued 
a permit that will enable him to go through the gate in the early morning, 
usually 6am, and dusk (this is, however, dependent on the day, the soldier, 
their orders ...).

This has meant that people’s relationship with the land has changed, and 
is no longer in line with organic production. Traditionally, they would 
come home during the hottest part of the day to eat and rest, but for the 
unfortunate farmers with land on the ‘Israeli side’ of the Walls, this is no 
longer possible. Families are not able to participate in the olive harvest, which 
is usually a yearly, communal affair that takes a few weeks. Another issue 
is that the people doing the certifying cannot necessarily get to the land to 
assess it. PFTA olive oil comes from the Palestinian side of the wall and is 
certified organic and Fairtrade. 

The PFTA is made up of around 1,700 Palestinian farmers, organised 
democratically, with the smaller co-operatives represented on a national level. 

A Palestinian tends his goats.
Photo courtesy of Leonie Nimmo.
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It has educated all of these farmers in organic and Fairtrade production and 
has made some remarkable achievements. It provides the biggest source 
of organic certified olive oil anywhere in the Middle East, more than Syria, 
Jordan, Lebanon, even Israel. Its projects include women’s micro-finance 
programmes and an access to education project, which has a scholarship 
fund that has enabled children of farmers in disadvantaged rural areas to get 
a university education. The PFTA’s annual Olive Harvest Festival is enjoyed by 
people from around the world.

The PFTA’s mission is to “provide social and economic empowerment of 
small, marginalised, and excluded Palestinian communities through the 
concept of Fair Trade”. Its website states that:

Fairtrade is both sustainable and socially transforming. The 
Fairtrade exchange of goods and services is much more than 
a financial transaction; it engenders positive social, economic, 
and environmental benefits. Fairtrade increases economic 
value in the community, reduces poverty and inequality, 
regenerates the resource base that produces the original 
product, and engages producers and workers to participate in 
their organization.

For me, selling fairly traded Palestinian produce is not just about distributing 
goods, its about building solidarity with the Palestinian people. Fantastic 
initiatives such as the PFTA deserve our acknowledgment, respect and 
support. Palestine is a shattered place, but her people are resilient and 
intelligent, and have a generosity of spirit that I have not encountered 
elsewhere. Zaytoun’s ever-growing popularity has demonstrated that there is 
the will to support them in a sustainable way. In the co-operative sector, we 
are perhaps best placed to continue to build and strengthen this movement.

Olive Co-operative is a small social enterprise that has been running since 
2004. There are three aspects of our work: selling fairly traded Palestinian 
produce, organising educational tours to the West Bank and Israel, and 
raising sponsorship money for olive saplings to be planted in West Bank. 
All of this is possible because of the excellent grassroots and civil society 
organisations that exist in Palestine, so in some respects we exist in order to 
present a view of Palestine and Palestinians vastly different to the one which 
regularly, and usually tragically, hits the 6 o’clock news.
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The Palestinians are no strangers to co-operatives. Our suppliers range from 
small co-operatives of a few women who collect wild herbs and provide us 
with the delicious herb mix za’atar, to the collective of artisans who produce 
the beautiful range of goods sold by the Holy Land Handicraft Co-operative 
Society, which is based in Bethlehem. In an area that has experienced 
such extreme levels of suffering, co-operatives make sense. They are the 
foundation of sustainable livelihoods, and nobody gets exploited. 

Our main supply chain, which brings us olive oil, dates, almonds and 
other food items, is a chain of several co-operatives or co-operatively-run 
businesses. Farmers who are part of the Palestinian Fair Trade Association, a 
national union of co-operatives, export their products through the company 
Canaan Fair Trade, which is managed by farmers. The products are imported 
into the UK by Zaytoun, which began life as a workers’ co-operative and 

Zaytoun olive oil.
Photo courtesy of Leonie Nimmo.
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evolved into a Community Interest Company a couple of years ago. And 
Olive isn’t the only co-operative at the end of the supply chain: in 2009, 
The Co-operative Group announced that certified organic and Fairtrade 
Palestinian olive oil would be available in their stores. When Olive was set up, 
we were the main distributor of Palestinian olive oil in the North West; now, 
it is available nationally through the wholefood distributors Suma, Infinity 
Foods and Essential, all of which are worker co-operatives.

Since 2006, Olive has raised approximately £53,000 for the Trees for Life 
project. This has enabled olive saplings to be planted in areas where olive 
groves have been destroyed by the Israeli military or settlers, or to be given to 
farmers who have lost land behind the Walls, which Israel began constructing 
in 2002. In 2009, our fundraising was given a big boost by the Greater 
Nottingham Co-operative Party, which raised approximately £2,300.

If you would like to support our work or would like more information about 
the issues raised in this article, or you would like to support the Trees for Life 
Project, you can find out more at www.olivecoop.com. 

Leonie Nimmo has been a member and director of Olive Co-operative since 
early 2006, when she had recently returned from a six month trip to the 
West Bank and Gaza.  She has been actively campaigning for a just peace in 
Palestine and Israel since her first visit in 2002.  Leonie is also a member of 
Ethical Consumer Research Association, where she is a writer, researcher and 
dedicated coffee-maker.
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ETHICAL SHOPPING AND THE ENVIRONMENT

Fixing the food chain – cows, 
cream and carbon emissions 
Helen Rimmer

The global meat and dairy industry creates more greenhouse gas emissions 
than all the world’s transport, so why don’t we hear more about it? 
Compared to all the talk of planes, trains and automobiles, the food industry 
gets off lightly when it comes to environmental impact. 
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What we eat, how it’s produced and where we buy it are complicated issues 
in twenty-first century Britain. But it’s not all about the choices we make as 
consumers - the globalised food industry and the role of big business means 
that we’re becoming increasingly disconnected from the food on our plates. 
In order to get our heads round the seemingly unbelievable statistics, we 
need to take a step back to find out what’s going on behind the scenes – 
and ask what the Government is doing with the parts of the food chain it 
controls and influences.

The globalised livestock system requires ever-increasing quantities of land, 
water and energy. It accounts for a fifth of global greenhouse gas emissions – 
a large chunk of which occur as a direct result of deforestation to make way 
for animal feed plantations and land to graze cattle. 

Most people don’t give much thought to how animals reared for meat and 
dairy products are fed, but Friend’s of the Earth’s report ‘What’s feeding 
our food?’ revealed that it’s a crucial link in the hidden chain between the 
food on our plates and rainforest destruction and serious social and health 
problems in South America.

The factory farms that produce the majority of our meat and dairy rely on 
vast quantities of cheap and protein-rich animal feed. High-protein diets rear 
animals that grow quickly and produce high yields. The bulk of this feed 
comes from heavily-subsidised imports of soy, grown in South America where 
forests are being cleared to make space for huge plantations. So far 90 per 
cent of the South American Atlantic Forest – home to 20,000 plant species 
– has been lost. Soy farming and cattle ranching are major factors in this 
destruction, and if current trends continue, they’ll also wipe out 40 per cent 
of the Amazon rainforest by 2050. 

Globally, the livestock sector provides livelihoods for around one billion 
of the world’s poorest people – and is also a vital part of many people’s 
diets around the world. But communities across South America are paying 
a heavy price for the unchecked proliferation of soy grown for European 
livestock production. Driven by agribusinesses, the spread of Genetically 
Modified (GM) soy plantations is forcing farmers off their lands, devastating 
communities and robbing local people of their own food supply. Once 
established, the soy monocultures make unpleasant neighbours. Industrial-
scale GM soy production is dependent on the frequent application of 
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powerful pesticides. Crop spraying is polluting water sources and resulting 
in serious health problems amongst people living near the soy plantations, 
including genetic malformations, headaches, loss of sight and even death.

While soy is often associated with meat and dairy substitutes, 97 per cent 
of the soymeal produced worldwide is actually used for animal feed. With 
demand predicted to double by 2050, more and more land and lives are at risk. 

Back in the UK, the system isn’t working for our farmers either. Trapped in 
an unfair system, they are vulnerable to volatile commodity price shocks 
and rising feed costs, and the constant price pressures imposed by the 
supermarkets. 

Small farmers are defenceless to the supermarkets’ constant demands 
for more for less. Without a fair price for their produce they are forced to 
intensify their farms and are unable to invest in greener farming practices like 
grazing animals and using home-grown animal feed.

The availability of mass-produced factory-farmed meat that supermarkets 
pile high and sell cheap is also taking its toll on our health. In the UK we eat 
three and a half times as much meat as is recommended by the World Health 
Organisation – resulting in high levels of obesity and increasing the incidence 
of cancers and diabetes. 

The only real winners in the complex global food chain are the big businesses 
that are driving it. Friends of the Earth is calling for a radical transformation 
of the livestock industry to change the deal behind our meals. To avoid 
climate catastrophe and improve lives around the world, we urgently need a 
shift to planet-friendly farming. 

But switching to planet friendly farming doesn’t mean going completely 
vegetarian. Friends of the Earth’s recent research ‘Eating the planet?’ shows 
that we can feed a growing global population a healthy diet without factory 
farming and forest destruction if people in the west eat less meat and dairy. 
We also urgently need to change the way it’s produced.

A localised system of food production - using animal feed grown in Europe 
to feed animals reared in Europe - would dramatically reduce the pressure on 
forests in South America and cut the greenhouse gas emissions generated 
when habitats are cleared for soy and feed is transported. 
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Diets made up of less, and better quality, meat and dairy would also be 
healthier and tastier - factory-farmed, soy-fed meat loses out to free-range, 
grass-fed options when it comes to flavour as well as environmental impact. 
But farmers need to be paid a fair price to produce in this way. 

At the moment the system is stacked against shopping for sustainable 
choices when it comes to food. Meat and dairy made from animals that 
have been fed a home-grown diet are hard to come by and difficult to spot 
because the whole livestock industry is so reliant on soy imports. 

Because of the way that the Government subsidises meat and dairy 
production, there’s no incentive for farmers to feed animals a home-grown 
diet. In fact, soy imports are massively subsidised so farmers are effectively 
rewarded for feeding it to their animals. The Government uses £700 million 
of public money to prop up factory farming methods each year – money that 
could and should be spent helping farmers to adopt greener practices. 

And that’s not the only way our money is used to support decidedly 
unfriendly food production. Over £2.2 billion of public money is spent on 
food for our schools and hospitals and care homes with little thought to 
where the food is from and how it’s been produced. This money could be 
used to boost planet-friendly farming in the UK with healthier meals made 
up of less but better meat on the menu. 

If we’re to stand a chance of fixing the food chain, we urgently need across-
the-board Government action. Friends of the Earth has been campaigning 
for big changes to food policy to reduce the impact of meat and dairy, and 
politicians are already sitting up and listening. 

More than 250 MPs have backed a parliamentary petition recognising the 
environmental and social impacts of intensive livestock production and 
have demanded action to tackle the problem. This year, Friends of the Earth 
will be calling for a new Sustainable Food Bill that will reduce the global 
environmental impacts of the UK’s consumption of meat and dairy products. 

We are also leading calls for a supermarket watchdog to stop the bullying 
practices of the big supermarkets – without fairer treatment and prices, it’s 
pretty much impossible for farmers – here in the UK and overseas – to switch 
to planet-friendly farming. 
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And public money, amounting to millions - that is currently ploughed into 
research on GM crops and intensive farming methods must be redirected 
towards real solutions. These include extensive grazing and diverse, mixed 
farming systems using home-grown feed crops like peas and beans. 
Importantly, these systems will also support vibrant rural communities.

Thousands of people are joining the call for planet-friendly farming and 
asking MPs to put their money where their mouths are when it comes to 
meat and dairy production. Read more about Friends of the Earth’s campaign 
at www.fixthefoodchain.com 

Helen Rimmer is a campaigner for Friends of the Earth. Helen developed 
a passion for food issues when working on food-growing projects in 
disadvantaged areas of London. Helen has also worked on food policy for a 
government advisory body on sustainable development. 



Co-operative local responses 
to the food security debate 
Sarah Alldred

Our task, if we choose to accept it, is to design a food system 
that is ethical, healthy and sustainable, which provides many 
more people with a decent living, builds communities and 
underpins stability between nations.  
Kath Dalmeny, Sustain

Food defines the very beginnings of the co-operative movement, so it was 
natural that Co-operativesUK would become one of several partners in the 
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Big Lottery funded Making Local Food Work (MLFW) programme, led by the 
Plunkett Foundation. 

In recent years the politics of food has become increasingly prominent. A 
recent article by Kath Dalmeny, Policy Director at Sustain, said:

Public awareness of food insecurity has never been higher, due 
not least to emerging understanding of peak oil and climate 
change. Our future ability to eat seems bound up with the 
turbulence of oil prices, global grain speculation, intensive 
animal farming practices that create pandemics, a reckless 
banking sector and the increasing problem of water shortages. 
In the face of such enormous forces, it might be tempting to 
give in to a sense of powerlessness and loss of hope. Yet our 
task, if we choose to accept it, is to design a food system that 
is ethical, healthy and sustainable, which provides many more 
people with a decent living, builds communities and underpins 
stability between nations. (1)

The MLFW programme is one of a number of complementary responses to 
this heightened food insecurity. The two core values that underpin the MLFW 
programme are helping people do it for themselves and localised approaches 
to the food system that promote sustainability, offer greater local control and 
strengthen communities and their connection to the land and where their 
food comes from. 

There are a number of myths concerning local food that hinder the growth of 
the local food movement and MLFW uses a range of approaches to address 
them, drawing on how the co-operative approach is particularly suited to 
people doing it for themselves. Examples of Country Markets and Farmers’ 
Markets show how local food can work and can be part of addressing 
broader food security issues.

The myths of local food

A recent seminar held by MLFW which asked “what are the myths about 
local food?” highlighted a range of preconceptions including: local food is 
exclusive and expensive; there is insufficient supply of local food, particularly 
fruit and vegetables; local food is not beneficial for the environment; setting 
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up a social enterprise is complicated; local food is parochial; co-operation 
doesn’t work; MLFW aims to address these concerns.

The MLFW Food Co-op and Buying Groups project, run by Sustain, addresses 
the myth of expense and exclusion. The groups are schemes in which, 
by buying food in bulk direct from suppliers, groups such as residents’ 
associations, community groups or parents at a local school can benefit by 
getting good food at a more affordable price. Sustain, in partnership with 
several other organisations, has developed a range of resources, such as 
toolkits, educational leaflets and marketing materials, to help food co-
operatives start up or build on their successes. They also organise various 
events to enable groups around the country to share good ideas on what 
works to create flourishing local food co-operatives.

The Food Supply and Distribution project, again run by Sustain, addresses 
the myth of ‘insufficient supply’ as well as being ‘environmentally beneficial’, 
by exploring ways to develop sustainable food hubs and centres. The project 
helps community food projects to develop strategies to make themselves 
socially, environmentally and financially sustainable. This looks at all aspects 
of running the co-operative, from growing and selling to cooking, and 
supports community growing, training, vegetable box schemes, delivering 
fresh produce to food co-operatives, food clubs and community cafés. 
In essence they create hubs of local food activity which aim to become 
sustainable in the long term through setting up enterprises. 

The learning about how to support these food enterprises is shared through 
the Good Governance and Enterprise Support projects. These projects aim 
to make the complicated process of setting up an enterprise very simple by 
offering training and support to those looking for guidance. The Governance 
project, supported by Co-operativesUK, works with organisations on choosing 
the appropriate legal structures and good governance arrangements, whilst 
the Enterprise Support project, supported by The Plunkett Foundation, offers 
more specific business advice and mentoring support. 

By providing groups with the tools to make sustainable enterprise choices 
MLFW is actively giving people the skills to do it for themselves. This takes 
us nicely to addressing the final myth that ‘co-operation doesn’t work’. 
There are two living examples in the MLFW programme of how co-operative 
structures are working to sustain the local food system, co-operative Country 
Markets and Farmers’ Markets. 
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Co-operative country markets

Demand for home-made food has grown enormously in response to the 
increasing interest in real food made by real people in real places. The cooks 
of Country Markets preserve, bake and make their products in their own 
kitchens and sell those products within their local communities at weekly 
markets. 

Each Country Market is a co-operative social enterprise, organised into 
county-based societies, each registered under the Industrial and Provident 
Societies Act (bona fide co-operative). Membership is open to anyone 
over the age of 16 years and the cost of becoming a member is just 5p. 
Everything is sold co-operatively; the producers receive a cheque at the end 
of the month for their sales, minus a small commission to cover running costs 
and insurance. The combined turnover of this 90-year-old co-operative model 
is approximately £10 million. All Country Markets cooks hold a Food Hygiene 
Certificate and are supported with guidelines and advice for producing food 
for sale, traditionally directly to the customer but now also into retail outlets. 

Stroud Farmers’ Market.  Photo courtesy of Sarah Alldred.
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Through the Country Markets MLFW project, producers have been provided 
with the tools to extend their activity by selling their home-made food into 
local shops, community shops, farm shops, village shops and garden centres 
to attract new producers and customers to the organisation. 

Producers are supported in this initiative by Business Support Advisers in the 
field, who advise on food labelling requirements, regional marketing and 
merchandising. A new website has been developed, which showcases the 
organisation and provides an opportunity for promotion of local retail outlets. 
To complement this activity, a national publicity campaign has been devised 
to raise the profile of the Country Markets organisation and social media 
tools are being used to help ‘spread the word’ and invite a new generation 
of members to share in the rich skills and experience of the existing members 
and carry it forward into the future.

Producers from Worcestershire Country Markets started selling into shops 
over three years ago by supplying a Garden Centre in the West Midlands 
with cakes, tarts and slices. Since then, the busy producers in Worcestershire 
have gradually increased the number of outlets and now supply baked 
goods and preserves to three farm shops, the first community owned shop in 
Worcestershire at Feckenham, a delicatessen and grocery shop in Ombersley, 
and several village shops.

Working together, this group of industrious, highly skilled cooks are 
busy supplying their delicious home-made food to communities across 
Worcestershire.

Co-operative farmers’ markets 

A good example of a co-operative Farmers’ Market is in South West Surrey. 
The first market was started in Milford over ten years ago. At this time the local 
Borough Council decided that they wanted to support producers in the area 
and to provide an outlet for locally produced food for the community. Ten years 
down the line Waverley Borough Council was running three farmers’ markets. 

Having seen these markets grow and thrive, the Council decided it was time 
to hand over the running of the markets. Producers attending the markets 
started to consider their options and saw that the markets provided great 
outlets for their businesses, so decided that a co-operative provided the best 
structure to carry on running markets for three key reasons:
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1) They are democratic: Farmers’ markets represent a collection of small 
businesses – farmers, cheese makers, bread bakers, apple juice pressers - 
selling their produce directly to customers. A co-operative gives them the 
opportunity to take control of their own future as a group, and gives equal 
democratic rights to all. The people who have the most to gain or lose from 
the markets are the ones in control.

2) Financially they make sense: A co-operative is jointly owned by 
all its members, so it is ideally suited to this situation, where a group of 
businesses are coming together to run something that is for the benefit of 
all. Any surplus generated as a result of running markets can be ploughed 
back in to the markets to promote, expand and improve them. The success 
of a co-operative is measured in terms of how well it meets the needs of 
stakeholders - for farmers’ markets: the producers, organisers and customers 
- rather than the return it pays to investors.

3) They co-exist with communities: Farmers’ markets thrive on the 
relationship they establish with their communities and the loyalty they build 
with their customers. The co-operative principles of social responsibility and 
community involvement are in tune with the principles of farmers’ markets.

It is early days for the South West Surrey Farmers’ Market Co-operative but 
John Emerson, their current Chairman has this to say: “It will be hard work, 
but we are looking forward to a rosy future”.

“Co-operatives are defined, in part, by locality … The strong local 
democratic element, built in to co-operatives, provides a unique 
mechanism for hearing coherent messages from a particular 
community.” Co-operativesUK survey respondent

What has been illustrated with these two case studies is that when people 
start co-operating over a common goal or passion, positive things tend to 
happen. Co-operative structures can be a powerful way of both empowering 
people to ‘do it for themselves’ and building sustainable and robust 
communities.

To be termed a ‘co-operative’, an organisation has to align itself to the 
International Co-operative Alliance’s values and principles.  Co-operatives are 
trading enterprises, providing goods and services and generating profits, but 
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these profits are not taken by outside shareholders as with many investor 
owned businesses: they are under the control of the members, who decide 
democratically how they should be used. Co-operatives often use their profits 
for social purposes, investing in the education of members, in the sustainable 
development of the community or the environment, or for the welfare of the 
wider community.

Co-operatives provide effective, sustainable solutions to many of the social 
and economic challenges of modern society. 160 years ago, co-operatives 
challenged the corrupt practices of other traders by promising honest 
trading; today Co-operative Food is at the forefront of promoting Fairtrade 
and smaller local co-operatives are answering the call for more local produce. 
The movement has a wealth of experience in adapting membership-based 
trading organisations of all types and sizes to changing economic, social and 
political conditions.

The strength of co-operative working lies in its ability to bring people 
together to work on a democratic and equal footing. Co-operatives 
engender shared ownership and control of what are businesses that often 
provide goods and/or services to a local community. As well as being 
‘members of the local community’ people may have other roles within the 
co-operative – workers, tenants, users of financial services – which they can 
also be empowered to own and control themselves through a co-operative 
way of working.

Encouraging local control and ownership is a fundamental part of the  
co-operative business model, and is firmly based on the movement’s values and 
principles. In practice, co-operatives have a long history of giving local people 
control over local services. Indeed, democratic governance and the principle of 
voluntary and open membership mean that co-operative business models, in all 
their forms, are ideally placed to encourage local participation. (2)

So at the core of co-operation is ‘helping people do it for themselves’, a 
central value of the MLFW programme.

“A co-operative is a democratically-run social enterprise, providing 
products and services in local communities, responding to local 
needs and reinvesting profits back into those communities. They are 
sustainable, accountable and inclusive. They do not rely on grant funding 
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but trade in the market place in competition with the private sector. 
Because profits are ploughed back, they offer a better deal to local 
communities than private sector businesses which have to provide return 
on investment for investors or owner managers.”

Co-operativesUK survey respondent

The local food movement and the co-operative approach makes a significant 
contribution to food security. By creating sustainable co-operative food 
enterprises, people take more ownership of their environment and 
the people they are working with and for. It counteracts the ‘sense of 
powerlessness and loss of hope’ that Kath Dalmeny alludes to and creates a 
sense of empowerment and positive change.

The work of Making Local Food Work and Co-operativesUK, the voice of the 
co-operative movement, are significant because they are offering a different 
way to do things, a way that slowly builds towards providing people with 
a decent living, that builds communities and creates stability between 
communities.

For more about co-operatives go to: www.cooperatives-uk.coop

For more information about Making Local Food Work go to:  
www.makinglocalfoodwork.co.uk 

Sarah Alldred works for Co-operativesUK as the project co-ordinator for the 
Good Governance strand of the Making Local Food Work programme. Sarah 
sees the co-operative model as a key part in creating fair and sustainable 
communities that are embedded in a culture of equality, solidarity and 
democracy. Sarah believes food can bring people together and play a part in 
sustaining communities.



Local sourcing, mantra or 
reality? A view from the field 
Adam York

In many ways, local sourcing is a proposition that is difficult to disagree 
with. We should all be able to buy food from our immediate area, produced 
by local people. Faced with the potentially devastating impacts of climate 
change, as well as a decrease in the amount of oil available, this need to 
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move towards more local production has taken on a new urgency. As with 
many things the reality is more complicated than the idea. We might all want 
a better world and ‘better’ food but in practice we find it difficult to envisage 
or implement the changes this will entail. I suspect many of us, busy with 
everyday life, hope they are already happening. So the question arises: has 
our increased awareness and understanding of these issues been matched by 
action? 

The very definition of ‘local food’ is challenging and in many cases a better 
term to use would be ‘regional food’. Many people live in places with an 
extreme climate or little soil available for growing, like city centres; however 
most regions have the potential for food production. Work done in Fife 
by people aiming at high levels of regional food consumption shows how 
much of what was previously imported into a region can be replaced, using 
a combination of personal choice and institutional action. This might include 
government legislation to support local production and crops, or steps by 
local businesses to stock and promote them.

The way in which our food reaches our plates has changed radically in the 
past forty years. Much more of our food is now imported, coming from 
countries as diverse as Spain, Kenya and New Zealand. An oft-cited example 
of food being transported long distance is that of French beans, which are 
routinely flown over from East Africa under refrigeration. Not only does 
this use lots of (untaxed) aviation fuel, it also ‘exports’ soil fertility: nutrients 
from East African soils are exported to our plates, causing soil degradation in 
the countries of origin. Because oil prices are relatively cheap, and because 
aviation fuel is not taxed, food prices remain low: we currently spend a much 
lower proportion of our incomes on food than at any other time.

Moving goods over long distances generally uses more fuel than over 
short ones, although it is important to take into account the mode of 
transport used. Broadly speaking moving goods by ship, train or even 
road in full consignments is more efficient than air freight (short of some 
serious progress with commercial air balloons). Similarly, an articulated lorry 
transporting goods from field to shop uses much less fuel per kilo of food 
than our individual car journeys to the shop to buy the food. Indeed if we 
travel 5 miles or more to do our local food shop, we will have used more 
fuel per kilo of food than is used to fly produce over from Kenya. Moving 
processed products in particular can mean transporting a lot of glass, water 
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and cardboard, adding to the weight of the consignments and therefore to 
the amount of fuel needed for transportation. 

As the example above demonstrates, transportation from the shop to our 
plate is at least as important as the journey from farm to shop. This brings 
us to another significant change in our food systems: the planning of food 
retail. Town and city centres began to lose their food retailing to ‘big-shed’, 
car-only locations in the 1970s and this trend has only recently slowed, 
with most food shopping now done by car. Shopping patterns moved 
from regular shopping trips on foot locally, to once weekly trips by vehicle. 
Town centres have lost some of their character and, with the exception of 
a few areas where successful campaigns have helped preserve small, local 
businesses, planners have succumbed to the lobbying power of the giant 
retailers. We need to rethink our planning systems so that we don’t rely on 
private vehicles to get to food shops. This means more local food stores and 
a return to leg power! 

Assuming we can sort out our transport system to reduce the amount of 
energy needed to get the food from farm to plate, we are still left with the 
question of supply. This takes us back to oil and energy use again because 
modern farming is dominated by use of nitrate fertiliser. The amount of energy 
used in its production makes the food truck seem small beer. We need a shift 
away from intensive, oil-dependent farming, back to ‘sun powered’ or organic 
methods. For example, we use the sun to grow clover, which fixes the nitrogen 
in the soil, replenishing nutrients without the need for chemical inputs. We 
also need to start returning much more of our own waste, in the form of 
compost, to nourish the land. This in turn means growing crops as near to the 
population as possible to minimise moving it all about.

Another tricky area are those crops we’ve come to love such as peppers, 
tomatoes and aubergines, which it is possible to grow in the UK, but which 
require heat and protective structures. If fuel prices increase, the cost of these 
crops will follow, but should we try to grow them at all? Heated glasshouses 
are amongst the heaviest users of energy in UK farming, although innovation 
with woodchip boilers, earth sheltering on north faces and K glass may help 
a little. In contrast polytunnels, despite their dubious image, can be one of 
the most powerful tools in food production with massive yield and quality 
benefits, using minimal energy in their (recylable) materials. They can help to 
compensate for the northern latitudes we find ourselves in. 
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Exeter University and Riverford Farm took up the challenge of balancing 
consumer demand for ‘long season’ crops like tomatoes, with the need to 
reduce the amount of energy used in production and transportation. Their 
conclusion was that the Vendee area of western France, where production is 
ongoing for the UK market, was the ideal location. With a changing climate 
and dwindling oil reserves, we are going to be increasingly faced with these 
kinds of dilemmas. 

Many question whether it is realistic to imagine much more local production 
in a northern country with dark Winter months. Yet we benefit from the Gulf 
Stream, which brings mild and temperate conditions. The traditional Winter 
growing areas of the UK are narrow coastal strips in Cornwall, South Devon, 
Pembrokeshire, County Down, the Isle of Wight and Jersey. The problem is not 
so much whether we can grow the produce, as whether we are prepared to 
help producers access markets: farmers in these areas despair at the limited 
market they currently have. Produce from these areas could easily substitute 
that currently being trucked in from Andulucia, Portugal and beyond.

We should be promoting crops which grow well in the UK and don’t need 
heavy nitrate application: they are likely to be cheaper in the long run. Our 
cooking prowess might even improve on the back of a need to make the 
most of more limited ingredients. Mega choice has left most UK restaurants 
embarrassingly bad at seasonal dishes. In contrast, most Italian or Turkish 
regions have, until recently, used relatively few ingredients in any one season, 
but have achieved delicious cuisines. Top tips for more local, seasonal eating 
include: try more unusual varieties, like field beans (see Arabic genius with 
these), purple sprouting broccoli, samphire, spinach beet, barley (see Middle 
Eastern dishes and breads), rye, broad beans, spelt, quinces, walnuts and 
hazelnuts; try pickling or making fruit brandies to preserve fresh produce 
through the Winter.

Unicorn Grocery is one example of a business that supports and promotes 
local produce. It is a worker co-operative, which, since opening in 1996, 
has offered a wide range of fresh and wholesome food to its south 
Manchester customer base. Maintaining an approach of direct purchasing 
and competitive pricing, Unicorn has become one of the largest and most 
successful wholefood outlets in the UK. In this alternative model of trade, 
ethical principles remain at the core of the business. The focus is always on 
local, organic, fairly traded and wholesome goods. It provides around 70 lines 



96 FAIR AND SQUARE

of organic fruit and veg, at prices accessible to all. Unicorn now owns 21 
acres of prime growing land just 14 miles from the shop, further improving 
and securing its regional vegetable supply for the future.

However, aside from examples like Unicorn or rare farm shops selling quality 
produce of their own, sporadic box schemes and limited farmers’ markets, 
most food is not locally or regionally sourced. Most fruit in the UK is not even 
national or European. A laissez-faire attitude at Government level has led to 
cheap food that is unsustainably produced and there has been little effort to 
promote local food. Apples tell an interesting tale: during much of the UK 
season (August to Spring), UK producers have to compete with imports from 
South Africa, South America and more recently Asia. Production costs are 
lower in many of these countries, often because labour costs are low, this 
makes it almost impossible for UK farmers to compete. 

Larger operators such as Co-operative Food, Hovis and even Carling are 
beginning to use production from the UK in their own products and are 
publicising this. Some grocery chains are now providing a more regional offer 
and even accepting some direct store deliveries from producers. Regional 
grain and milling is still small scale despite grain dominating our diet directly 
(when we eat bread, porridge, barley etc) and indirectly (when it is fed to 
animals for meat production). Change is happening, if slowly and unevenly. 
The awareness of the need for a low carbon approach is making some 
initiatives better thought-out than merely rebranding, like Unicorn, but many 
other efforts do not even begin to address the likely impact of the need to 
address climate change and adapt to a lower availability of oil. Government 
involvement has been limited to saying ‘we need low carbon food’ and 
‘aren’t farmers’ markets nice?’, with little action to do anything about this.

So does this mean the end of our ginger and bananas? Not at all: local 
production can provide many fresh or short life items such as lettuces 
or allotment crops but crops such as grains or fresh ginger can be more 
challenging. To eat the latter we clearly have to continue international 
trading and there is nothing intrinsically wrong with this: international trade 
in food is an ancient activity. However it does mean imported crops are likely 
to be more expensive, and a bowl of UK porridge oats will begin to look very 
good value compared to a banana smoothie for breakfast. Recent coverage 
about just how nutritious most fruit is may lead to some very bare blackberry 
bushes come the Autumn! 
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We must seek more local and regional products, but in the knowledge that 
that is only part of the story. We also need to use products we have some 
trust in and shops that make some attempt to tell you what they are doing. 
We should be sceptical about anybody promising the sustainably impossible, 
like endless price cuts. Even tiny amounts of home-grown produce (a window 
box) can provide lots of nutrients and contribute to reducing energy use. 
Remember, the very local veg grown in wartime Britain led to some of the 
greatest health improvements ever achieved. Buy regional - there’s a long 
way to go!  

Adam York was one of the founders at both Manchester food store Unicorn 
Grocery Ltd and Glebelands Market Garden Ltd in Sale. Unicorn employs 
around 50 people and has £3.7 million turnover. It was named The Observer 
Food Monthly’s ‘Best Independent Shop’ and Radio Four Food Programme’s 
‘Best Local Food Retailer’, in 2008. Glebelands supplies fresh vegetables to 
it from 2 miles away, under Soil Association certification - a tractor working 
alongside suburban gardens is now an everyday sight.  



Ethical fish – The Co-operative 
approach 
Colin Baines

The Co-operative Group is one of the world’s largest consumer co-operatives, 
with over 4,000 outlets and an annual turnover in excess of £10 billion. 
Environmental responsibility is an important part of our approach to 
sustainability and represents a major element of our brand identity and key 
to justifying customer trust. As a minimum condition for environmental 
sustainability, The Co-operative recognises that nature’s productivity should 
not be diminished in terms of quality (biodiversity) or quantity (biomass). On 
the contrary, it must be enabled to grow.

The world’s seas and oceans are losing their biodiversity and biomass at an 
accelerating rate. In UK waters there are 22 species of wildlife considered 
to be facing the threat of global extinction. Once-common species such as 
Atlantic halibut and common skate are now listed as ‘critically endangered’. 
The biomass of cod in the North Sea fell from over 250,000 tonnes in 1970 
to just 37,000 tonnes in 2007 (1) and in 2007 cod and haddock landings 
were respectively just 26% and 40% of their 1997 levels. (2) Currently, only 
eight fish stocks of a total of 47 found around the British Isles are known to 
be in a healthy state. (3)

The sea is subject to a range of impacts from human activities, but no other 
activity has such a large direct impact on the whole marine ecosystem as 
fishing. Overfishing of target species, destructive fishing techniques and high 
rates of bycatch and discard (‘bycatch’ refers to the wildlife caught that were 
not the intended targets of the fishing, some of this can be sold, ‘discard’ is 
thrown back in the sea) are posing a serious threat to the sustainability of fish 
stocks and the marine environment. For example, it has been estimated that 
for every 1kg of North Sea sole caught by beam trawl, up to 14kg of other 
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seabed animals are killed. In the North Sea, only half of the plaice caught 
by beam trawl are usually retained, decreasing to 20% in shallower inshore 
grounds. Proportions of discarded cod and haddock are estimated at 50%. 
(4)

UK fishing fleet catches are regulated and have quotas as part of the EC Total 
Allowable Catch. On average these are over 30% above the scientifically 
recommended levels of the International Council for the Exploration of the 
Seas (ICES). (5) There are also studies which indicate these quotas are being 
ignored and that illegal, unreported and unregulated (IUU or ‘blackfish’) 
catches are common and may exceed 50% of declared catches in EU waters 
for some species, including cod, whiting and mackerel. (6)

If the marine management system remains as it is, The Co-operative expects 
marine ecosystems to degrade further and fish catches to continue to decline 
on the present trajectory. A recent study found that, unless the current 
situation improves, stocks of all species currently fished for food are predicted 
to collapse by 2048. (7) Quick and decisive science-led action is required 
to stop this decline and secure fish stocks as a sustainable resource for the 
future.

To address this challenge, we broadly support the key recommendations 
of The Royal Commission on Environmental Pollution’s twenty-fifth 
report Turning the Tide: addressing the impact of fisheries on the marine 
environment, published in 2004. These include introducing an eco-system 
approach to fisheries, an extensive network of marine protected areas and 
no-take reserves closed to commercial fishing, and measures to address 
issues such as by-catch, discard, gear controls (regulating the kinds of nets 
used), monitoring and over-capacity. (8)

Marine reserves

In particular, The Co-operative supports the Commission’s recommendation 
that the government should establish an ecologically coherent network 
of marine protected areas with 30% of UK waters designated as no-take 
reserves (ie closed to commercial fishing and dredging). In arriving at this 
figure, the commission cited 39 worldwide scientific studies, which indicate 
that approximately 20 to 50% of the world’s seas need to be protected to 
maximise catches.
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The key reason for establishing marine reserves is that, unlike most other 
management options, they can protect the entire ecosystem, from spawning 
fish to the creatures living in the ocean depths, to the seabed itself. Designed 
in the right way, they can protect commercial fish, non-commercial species 
and features of the seabed that might be damaged. This makes them one of 
the most simple and straightforward means for implementing the ecosystem 
approach to fisheries. 

Marine reserves have been shown to be effective in helping ecosystems 
and fish populations recover from the effects of overfishing and habitat 
destruction. They also increase fish populations outside their boundaries 
through what are known as ‘spillover’ effects. For example, as numbers of 
fish build up within the reserve, some will steadily migrate to fished areas. 
There is evidence that within a period of five to ten years, there is likely to 
be an increase in catches in surrounding fisheries as a result of effectively 
enforced no-take reserves. (9)

The Co-operative recognises that marine reserves could, in the short term, 
impact upon fishing communities by preventing access to traditional fishing 
grounds. The UK fishing industry employs almost 13,000 people (down 
32% compared to 1997) and often provides valuable employment in 
remote communities. (10) Clearly the Government will need to assist those 
communities affected in the short term. The alternative, however, is a much 
smaller fishing industry as employment in this sector continues to decline 
along with fish stocks.

The Marine Bill and ‘Marine Reserves Now’ campaign

In 2008, the Government announced the introduction of a Marine Bill. 
The bill is both welcome and essential, but The Co-operative felt it needed 
to be strengthened if the Government is to achieve both its stated vision 
of productive and biologically diverse oceans and seas, and if potentially 
irreparable damage to marine ecosystems is to be avoided.

The Co-operative considered urgent action so necessary that it joined the 
Marine Conservation Society (MCS) to campaign in partnership for ‘Marine 
Reserves Now’ throughout 2009.

During the campaign we mobilised our customers, members and supporters to 
take action by calling upon the Government to strengthen the Marine Bill by:
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•	 Including a clear statutory ‘duty’ to designate an ‘ecologically coherent 
network’ of marine conservation zones in UK waters.

•	 Including provisions within the bill for highly protected (or no-take) 
marine reserves to be created.

•	 Removing the loophole that would allow sea fishing to be used as a 
defence if damage occurs to protected features of marine conservation 
zones. We felt that if this were allowed to remain, the value of the bill 
would be very greatly diminished.

Additionally, we have been calling for a policy commitment from all political 
parties to designate 30% of UK waters as highly protected marine reserves 
by 2020, with intermediate targets of 10% by 2012 and 15% by 2015. This 
would make a significant contribution to ensuring ‘Good Environmental 
Status’ is achieved for UK waters by 2020, as required by the EU Marine 
Strategy Directive. It would also go some way to implementing other 
international obligations, such as the 2002 World Summit on Sustainable 
Development agreement to develop a coherent network of marine protected 
areas by 2012.

As part of our campaign, The Co-operative also funded an MCS study to 
pinpoint over seventy high value sites for possible inclusion within marine 
reserves. We are also helping to improve the sustainability of the UK 
fishing industry by providing funding to take nine fisheries through Marine 
Stewardship Council (MSC) certification in 2009/10.

The Co-operative gathered 527,000 votes in support of marine reserves 
via chip and pin pads at Co-operative Food checkouts, mobilised almost 
5,000 members and supporters to write to their MPs and engaged directly 
with Ministers and MPs. As a result of the campaign, the Marine Act was 
strengthened to introduce marine reserves. The Government now has a 
statutory duty to introduce a network of marine conservation zones by 2012. 

The Co-operative fish sourcing

The Co-operative takes the sustainability of its fish sourcing very seriously and 
in recent years has delisted or removed from sale huss (dogfish), all skate and 
ray species, European hake, monkfish, plaice, shark, snapper, eel (Conger 
and European), Atlantic halibut and wild warm-water prawns. Our goal is to 
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source our fish in line with the aims and objectives of the MSC, of which The 
Co-operative has been a member and key supporter since 1998.

The Co-operative recognises that there is an ongoing issue with over-
fishing, illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing (IUU or ‘black fish’) and 
fishing methods that are destructive to the seabed and marine habitats. In 
view of these complex challenges, we introduced a strict responsible fish 
sourcing policy in 2008 to monitor and control supplies. We will not stock 
fish listed as ‘critically endangered’ or ‘endangered’ by the IUCN, or as ‘fish 
to avoid’ by MCS. We will not source fish where the origin or method of 
catch is unknown and will never knowingly purchase IUU fish nor deal with 
suppliers implicated in the practices of exceeding quota limits, fishing outside 
prescribed areas, using banned fishing methods or the capturing and selling 
of endangered species.

We specify the use of selective fishing techniques designed to minimise their 
effect on other species and the marine environment; for example, our cod is 
only sourced from MSC accredited fisheries in the Bering Sea and Aleutian 
Islands, or line caught from well-managed Icelandic Atlantic stocks. All of 
our suppliers are subject to audit and inspection on a regular basis to ensure 
that the required standards are being met, and we regularly review our fish 
sourcing policy in view of the latest scientific advice.

The Co-operative’s responsible fish sourcing policy covers all own brand fish 
products, including frozen, chilled, canned and ready meals – in fact, any 
own brand product that contains fish or seafood. In 2008, The Co-operative 
delisted its last fish product containing an MCS ‘fish to avoid’; a ready meal 
that was accompanied with prawn crackers derived from unsustainably 
sourced warm-water prawns. 

Many retailers have improved their fish sourcing practices in recent years. 
However, annual MCS surveys have identified a number of unsustainably 
fished species still on sale in several major supermarkets, including marlin, 
Atlantic cod from overfished stocks such as the Eastern Baltic, wild warm-
water prawns and Dover sole from the Western Channel. (11) The  
Co-operative would recommend that those supermarkets that are yet to 
develop sufficiently robust fish sourcing policies do so as a matter of urgency. 

We would also recommend that any food retailer who wants to ensure that 
the marine environment recovers and flourishes into the future, and who 
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wishes to continue to sell traditional fish species into the medium to long 
term, supports the radical measures necessary to achieve this.

Colin Baines is an Ethics & Campaigns Adviser to The Co-operative Group. 
Formerly responsible for The Co-operative Bank Ethical Policy, he is now 
involved with The Co-operative’s campaigning and government lobbying on 
sustainability issues.
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