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Introduction
For Northern Ireland, agriculture and food processing
activities form an important part of the region’s
economic potential. For some time now the strategic
focus for economic development including for the
agri-food sector, has been on economic growth and
competitiveness. Strategically, international market
opportunities may encourage more effort in this area
spurred on by a combination of increasing demand
from population growth and shortfalls in supply
associated with climate change or water shortages.
Success would bring income and jobs into the region
and enhance technical and skills development.

might otherwise be severely threatened or left behind by
global competition.2 Short supply chain options provide
diversity and security. Their contribution to diversity includes
providing a route for the replenishment of agriculture with
new entrants / younger farmers and a means to stimulate
innovation (See Section 3 Case Approaches ). Their
contribution to security offsets the risk that a global, export
based focus for agri-food production in Northern Ireland
leaves the region itself underfed and fails to address the
growing problem of food poverty in Northern Ireland.
In this section a SWOT analysis format3 is used to
explore the drivers for a parallel local food strategy
to that of exports. Such a strategy could be realised
through Rural Development Programmes in conjunction
with local councils to utilise a wider range of resources,
address risks, and provide a source of innovation and
new talent to fuel longer term export opportunities.

The Agri-food Strategy Board ‘Going for Growth’
Action Plan1 envisages that:“By 2020 our industry will have profitably grown
turnover by 60% to £7bn and employment by 15%
to 115,000. The industry will have been transformed
into an ambitious, outward looking and globally
competitive sector. At the core of this transformation
will be a world-class supply chain focused on exploiting
the global opportunities that we have identified“.

The potential benefits of such a strategy would be to
address the following:-

Across Europe another important trend is also taking shape.
There is a shift amongst many farmers to include one or
more short supply chain routes to local markets which can
offer higher returns, particularly for many smaller farms that

• Utilise marginal agricultural and natural resources,
• Help to improve the health and
wellbeing of the community,
• Build cultural capital as an asset for tourism,
• Nurture new talent,
• Provide for food security.

The Weaknesses of Current Food Provision
Shareholder versus Stakeholder
A focus on realising value, efficiency, productivity and
international competitiveness drives increases in scale
that favour the emergence of larger companies. Their
interest and focus can quickly become that of the balance
sheet and the shareholder, rather than food production
as a service delivering good quality food to people.

or long chain food systems. Other externalised costs
have also become apparent over time which could, if
taken together and fully accounted for, outweigh the
contribution to GDP of Agrifood activity. For example:

Global complex food systems with weak links to place are
vulnerable to exploitation, providing cover that allows cost saving
measures to go too far in favour of the profit margin, sometimes
risking the health of consumers. Periodic food scares resulting
from improper or opportunistic introduction of foodstuffs into
the food supply chain are one example. Others include the
substitution of lower quality ingredients, incorporating water
to increase weight or the misleading labelling of products.
Externalities: Hidden Costs on the Balance Sheet
Stronger regulations, as a response to impropriety
across the supply chain, represents one potential
source of cost externalities associated with complex

• Additional and significant costs have been quantified
for the Health Service. Health problems associated with
being overweight or obese cost the NHS more than £5
billion every year.4 Put in perspective, this represents
over 70% of the projected turnover to be achieved for
2020 for Agri-food for the whole of Northern Ireland.
• Research has drawn attention to the strategic use
by some processors of ingredients which can have
addictive qualities such as salt, sugar and other additives
in fast and processed foods as a means to compete
for consumer spend. Cheaper ingredients and use of
additives act to competitively displace consumption
of more nutritious foods both on price and pleasure.
A result is an increase in diet-related problems
resulting in externalised costs to the health service.

1 - Going for Growth’ Action Plan, May 2013
2 - Shortening food supply chains: A means for maintaining agriculture close to urban areas? The case of the French metropolitan area of Paris Christine Aubry, Leïla
Kebir INRA UMR SADAPT, INRA/Agroparistech, INRA UMR SADAPT/E This analysis has highlighted the existence of many initiatives and forms of Short Supply Food
Chains in the Ile-de-France Region. “Far from being anecdotal and marginal, these supply chains, as in other European countries, seem to be part of a basic evolution/
transformation of the local agrifood system” page 91
3 - Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats
4 - Dept of Health Policy Report: “Reducing obesity and improving diet”, 2013
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• Food waste is accumulated across global systems,
including losses during transport, from the rejection of
produce that does not conform to particular standards
regarding size, shape, colour etc, and wastage
from expiry of sell by dates linked to maintaining a
high level of choice in supermarkets. One estimate
suggests that in the UK 18 million tonnes of food
end up in landfill annually, worth approximately £23
billion. Of this, about one third is thought to come
from the supply chain, and about the same from
retail. As much as 30% of vegetable crops are not
harvested due to their failure to meet retailers’ exacting

standards on physical appearance.5 Not only is this
a waste of food, but it is also an unnecessary waste
of the land, water and energy resources used in the
production, processing and distribution of this food.
• Global food strategies have resulted in the large majority
of food produced in an area being taken away from local
markets in the first instance, only arriving back after travelling
through non local food processing and distribution chains.
This has raised concerns about impacts on the environment
and due to the elapsed time between farm and plate, on
the nutritional integrity of food products. (See also Box 1).

Box 1 Food Miles
The use of food miles, as a basis for encouraging locally grown
food to be purchased, has proved useful in encouraging
consumers to think more sustainably. It’s use has become
less clear as a measure of sustainable development when the
full extent of energy required to grow and produce different
food types in different parts of the world is considered.
These long food distribution supply chains do, however,
indicate an increase in what could represent unnecessary

movements of food, both within and between countries.
There are many ‘food-swaps’ between countries, with
large amounts of the same products being imported
and exported to and from the same countries. The UK,
for example, exports 213,000 tonnes of pig each year,
yet also imports 272,000 tonnes, resulting in a large
number of unnecessary road movements (Table 1).

Table 1. The UK’s food swap to and from EU-14 and rest of the world in the year 2000
Sector Domestic production
in UK (thousand tonnes)

Exports to EU-14 and rest
of world (thousand tonnes)

Imports from EU-14 and rest
of world (thousand tonnes)

Poultry

1514

170

363

Pigs

738

213

272

Cattle/calves

706

9

202

Sheep/lambs

390

125

129

Milk (million litres)

14054

423

124

Wheat

16700

3505

930

Barley

6490

1730

51

Source: Pretty, forthcoming, using DEFRA Annual Statistics, 2001

5 - “Global Food Waste Not, Want Not:” Institute of Mechanical Engineers, 2013
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Equity
The experience to date of globalised food systems is
that smaller producers and retailers, and consequently
local economies, can easily lose out, For example:
• Producers / farmers become ‘price takers.’ Buyers and
sellers along the supply chain rarely share information,
so producers have limited knowledge of what price
the final consumer has paid. This makes it difficult to
negotiate a fair price. Local prices are effectively set
with reference to non local mechanisms. This means
very small margins for producers so that the only route
open to them to increase income is to increase quantity
of output which, therefore, favours large scale intensive
farming practices. This in turn has an impact on soil
and water quality, biodiversity and genetic diversity.
It also favours larger farms over smaller ones.

Whilst job creation is often cited as a benefit of this shift
to larger retailers, the evidence is not so clear cut. The
National Retail Planning Forum investigated the effect on
jobs in food retailing following the opening of 93 edge of
town supermarkets.6 Over a four year period, there was
a net loss of 276 jobs in a 10 mile radius of each store.7
• An inevitable consequence of the growth of supermarkets
has been the sharp decline in `corner-shops’ in towns and
village shops in rural areas, from 8% in 1969 to 72% in
the 1990s. The number of specialist grocers, butchers,
bakers and fishmongers has been falling with a total loss
of some 1000 per year in the 1990s. Family-run grocer
shops now account for only 12% of the vegetable market,
whilst supermarket share has grown considerably.

• The global food supply chain undermines smaller retailers
in favour of larger supermarket chains which can better
integrate with and realise the benefits from scale. The
result has impacts on high streets and village shops which
have accelerated following the economic downturn.

6 - “The impact of our out of centre food superstores on local retailer employment” Proter and Raistrick, 1998
7 - “Some Benefits and Drawbacks of Local Food Systems”, Jules Pretty, Professor of Environment and Society, University of Essex Briefing Note for TVU/Sustain AgriFood
Network, November 2nd 2001
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Potential Losers in a Global Food Strategy in Northern Ireland
There is likely to be a varying underlying ability across the different districts of Northern Ireland to fully
participate in an export oriented agri-food strategy. The maps below, for example, illustrate variance in
underlying productivity and the distribution of very small farms respectively across the region.

Map 1: Standard Output per Farm (£000’s) 2012

Map 2 : Distribution of very small farms (number per district)

Areas in Northern Ireland with a predominance of smaller farms on poorer quality land will find it difficult to participate in a
global export led agri-food strategy without prohibitive levels of investment (particularly for new entrants and younger farmers)
that could in turn have significant environmental impacts. The return on investment that might be achieved from public money
is also likely to be much lower than might be achieved from areas more favourably situated on these variables and in terms of
geographic location. An alternative strategy to utilise these marginal resources effectively would be more effective overall.

SECTION TWO :

5

Section 2 - Drivers and Potential Benefits of Local Food Systems

The Threats Facing Current Food Provision
Energy Prices
Global food systems have grown based on the assumption of
readily available cheap oil which has underpinned high use of
transport, packaging and agricultural inputs such as fertiliser and
pesticides. Energy is an essential resource across the entire food
production cycle with estimates showing an average of 7–10
calories of input being used in the production of one calorie of
food. This varies dramatically depending on crop, from three
calories for plant crops to 35 calories in the production of beef.
Much of this energy comes from the utilisation of fossil fuels.

The availability of easily accessible oil is now generally agreed
to be in decline so that the cost of extraction will rise. There
are significant concerns amongst some oil market analysts
about capacity to maintain historic levels of extraction and
meet rising demand. Recent analysis by the OECD for
example suggests prices could go up to anywhere between
$150 and $270 dollars per barrel in real terms by 2020,
including contributions from shale and tar sand production.

Climate Change
Climate change and an increase in the frequency and intensity
of extreme weather events add to the uncertainty around global
levels of food production and the associated cost of food.
Reported levels of Co2 in the atmosphere passed the threshold of
4 parts per million in June this year. The target of limiting emissions
to avoid more than a 2°C increase in global average temperatures
is now generally thought unlikely to be met. Even a 2°C increase
is expected to have significant effects on global weather patterns.
Increasingly governments are shifting from discussions about
how, or if, they should act to mitigate, prevent or reverse climate
change to plans to adapt and defend against the effects.
The effects of climate change are significant for domestic
production of food, and for supplies coming from other
countries. A recent report for DEFRA by PWC has concluded
that climate change abroad will have a more immediate
effect on the UK than climate change at home, such that
the UK is likely to be hit by increasingly volatile prices
of many commodities as the climate is disrupted.
Global production of some foodstuffs is concentrated in a few
countries which are vulnerable to, if not already experiencing,

increasing episodes of extreme weather. Apart from impacts
on the amount grown, countries may restrict or even ban
exports to protect domestic supply and avoid social unrest.
Food riots have been experienced in a number of countries
in the past three years and the cost of food was implicated
as one trigger of the Arab Spring. India has already banned
exports of rice and Russia banned export of wheat in 2011.
The PWC report identifies opportunities for the UK from
climate change but also warns that these are likely to be
far outweighed by problems. The report is based on the
UN’s “medium Co2 emissions scenario” which is broadly
aligned with the 2°C maximum temperature increase. As
this is now widely viewed as a target unlikely to be met, the
study is on the optimistic side and food security based on
global supply systems is identified as a significant risk.
Research commissioned by Oxfam from the Institute of
Development Studies using CGE modelling8 looked at the
impact of extreme weather scenarios on global food prices
in 2030 and highlights plausible average price increases to
double current prices by 2030. In the short term there is also
potential for significant price spikes of a similar magnitude
if one or more extreme events occur in a single year.9

Peak Water
The Institute of Mechanical engineers ‘Waste not, Want
Not’ report estimated that about 550bn cubic metres of
water is wasted globally in growing crops that never reach
the consumer. Carnivorous diets add extra pressure as it
could take 20-50 times the amount of water to produce 1
kg of meat than 1kg of vegetables. The demand for water
in food production could reach 10–13 trillion cubic metres
a year by 2050. This is 2.5 to 3.5 times greater than the
total human use of fresh water today and could lead to
more dangerous water shortages around the world.
In a recent paper, Lester Brown, President of the
Earth Policy Institute in Washington,10 claims that 18
countries together containing half the world’s people,
are now over pumping their underground water tables
to the point – known as “peak water” – where they

are not replenishing and where consequently food
harvests are getting smaller each year. Typical falls in
grain production for example are as high as 30%.
Concern about falling water tables are reported in China,
India and the US, the world’s three largest food-producing
countries. In India well drillers are reported to be using
modified oil-drilling technology to reach water half a mile
or more deep. Recent droughts in India saw a New Delhi
state-run oil refinery shut about two-thirds of its 150,000
barrels per day (bpd) processing capacity due to a water
shortage. In the US, farmers are over pumping in the Western
Great Plains including in several leading grain-producing
states. Brown reports that irrigation capacity has dropped
by around a third in Texas, Kansas and Oklahoma.

8 - A class of economic models that use actual economic data to estimate how an economy might react to changes in policy, technology or other external factors. CGE
models are also referred to as AGE (applied general equilibrium) models.
9 - “Extreme Weather, Extreme Prices: The costs of feeding a warming world”, Oxfam, Sept 2012
10 - http://www.earth-policy.org/about_epi/C32
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Affordability and Food Poverty
The price of oil, extreme weather events, climate change
and water shortages variously point to the potential for
significant increases in the price of food staples in the near
future. Food poverty is on the increase also. Along with
restraints on wage rises and cut backs in benefit payments,
inflation figures published in recent months show that whilst
the headline Consumer Prices Index figure has decreased
to 2% for 2013, the cost of food has increased dramatically
in recent years (over 44% since 2005), and, although the
rate of increase has eased in the last 12 months, the price
of fruit has still risen by 8.6% over the year and vegetables
6.2%. The poorest households in the UK have cut back
on fruit by an estimated 20 per cent and vegetables by
12 per cent as people struggle to afford basic food.11
The number of food banks and the people they
support has grown rapidly in the past year. The
Trussell Trust food-banks network fed almost 350,000
people in 2012-13, up from 129,000 in 2011-12.

average household spend on food in Northern Ireland was
estimated to be 9.8% of its gross income, very near the
10% threshold defining households in Food Poverty.
Regionally, Northern Ireland’s food bills are predicted to
become joint-highest with London at £3,201, despite
average gross household incomes in Northern Ireland
being 36.6 per cent lower than in the capital. Food price
inflation is expected to see the annual food bill increase
by £389 in Northern Ireland over the next five years.10
It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that in April 2013
the UK Farming Minister called for families to grow
more of their own fruit and vegetables to cope with
potential food shortages invoking the wartime ‘dig for
victory’ ethos but in this case ‘dig for survival’.
Policy with regard to recognising and addressing
food poverty is only starting to catch up as a basis for
action and at present there is no cross-departmental
approach that recognises the increasing case for
examining structural adjustments in the provision of food
supplies as part of a larger local / global solution.

The squeeze on welfare payments as part of austerity
measures, high levels of unemployment and constraints
on real term wage rises mean that food poverty will be
affecting an increasing number of households. In 2012

Strengths and Opportunities from Local Food Systems
Local food systems can contribute to a number of policy objectives including12

Local & Regional
Development

Public
Procurement

Town & Village
Regeneration

Business
Development &
Entrepreneurship



Integrated
Food Strategies
(incl. Rrban & Regional
Strategies)

Food Security

Food Poverty

Strategically, they can also act to encourage

New Entrants

Innovation

The Restoration
of Trust

11 - “Hard to Swallow: The Facts About food Poverty”, Centre for Economics and Business Research, March 2013
12 - “Short food supply chains as a policy tool”, EU Food Links Research Programme, 2013
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The Potential Strengths
Food Security
Local food supplies remain vulnerable to extreme weather
but can help offset some of the other outcomes including
disruption of supply from other countries. Solutions include:

adapted to facilitate distribution of a more diverse set
of food products in smaller individual quantities.
• Better use of smaller farms to provide local
supply of food to towns and villages.

• Using local food systems to mitigate against
price volatilities, particularly those caused
by speculation on commodity prices.
• Introducing a wider variety of production systems
including ecological agriculture (placing emphasis on
soil fertility, biodiversity and diversity of farmed varieties
or breeds) to embed capacity for adaptation to changes
in climate patterns and pest diseases. Some trials with
permaculture systems have suggested overall yields
can be close to, if not higher, than conventional farming.
Clearly, the supply chain model would also have to be

• Exploration of opportunities around the provision of poly
tunnels, glasshouses, aquaponic /hydroponic based systems
(see discussion on urban agriculture in Section 3) and raised
beds as market opportunities, coupled with training for
households and communities to grow their own food.13
• Draw on the learning from recent pilot programmes
to support community food initiatives such as
Safefood’s ‘Community Food Demonstration
Programme’ and guidance material.

Building Resilience
Whilst support for enabling the export of products and services
internationally is an important pillar for generating GDP and
associated job opportunities and security, an equally important
emerging perspective is economic resilience, the “nurtured” ability
of an economy to recover from or adjust to the effects of adverse
shocks to which it may be inherently exposed. This focuses on
strategies to strengthen economies through support for local as well
as global trade and build in a capacity to weather economic shocks
transmitted through price volatilities as suggested by the quote;

offers a number of pointers for a local food strategy. Food has
been shown to be a strong support factor in encouraging
relationship building (see Food Poverty Briefing below). This
means local food could be a valuable ingredient in animating a
local economy. Local food solutions need to give attention to
supply, access and availability. Links need to be made, therefore,
between interventions aimed at production and those aimed
at developing market outlets. There is a clear read across
from this to regeneration of town or village main streets.

“We should in future assess the success of our places on the
basis of an area’s ability to be ‘change ready’ and adaptable
and capable of taking advantage of opportunities”.14

There is also some evidence of positive sum gains for jobs.
Money remaining in a particular localised economy does more
work if it is recycled through the purchase of local goods
and services than if it leaks away to external economies.

Resilience solutions emphasise relationship building, for
example, through the use of complementary currencies
or local loyalty card schemes that encourage purchasing
from local shops15 or encouraging a stronger mix of
community, economic, social economy and cultural
features within the retail areas of towns or cities.16
“Identify matters in developing a more differentiated approach
to economic development with a context driven rather than a
dogmatic approach” (Centre for Local Economic Strategies)
The solution would be to maximise the positive qualities of places,
including existing assets and relationships, so they can deal
with events on their own without heavy public sector inputs.
“No one else will save your High Street. Local leaders must
have the will and desire to mobilise local resources and talent.
That means convincing residents and business owners
of the rewards they’ll reap by investing time and money
in the High Street — the heart of their community”17
This move to re-engage with the local asset of the high street

The best research case in the UK comes from Devon. There are
900 food businesses in Devon, including processors, wholesalers,
retailers and caterers. About 550 of these are now involved in
the local food sector (half have joined in the past five years).
Devon Food Links project has set up 15 farmers’ markets, 18
box schemes, made 19 links with local shops and helped 150
ha of land to be converted to organic production, resulting a net
increase of 113 jobs. There have also been job increases on farm
with each producer involved in the local food economy employing
on average 3.4 FTEs compared with a regional average of 2.34
per farm. Some 38% of producers have created new jobs at an
average of 0.5 per farm resulting in a further 171 new jobs.
Another study of the jobs dividend through localised food was
conducted by the New Economics Foundation. This found that
£10 spent on a local organic box scheme in Cornwall generates
£25 for the local economy (a radius of 24 km from the farm),
compared with £14 if spent in a supermarket. The research
suggested that if every person, tourist and business, switched 1%
of their current spending to local goods and services, an additional
£52 million would be put into the local economy annually.

13 - See for example Quckcrop, recent winner of Dragons Den Ireland https://www.quickcrop.co.uk/
14 - “Productive local economies: creating resilient places”, Neil McInroy and Sarah Longlands 2010
15 - See for example the Brixton Pound http://brixtonpound.org/
16 - Examples include http://www.reimagineyourhighstreet.org/
17 - New Economics Foundation Re-imagine Your High Street Initiative Guide Notes 2012.
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Addressing Food Poverty
Recent pilot programmes to explore the use of community
based food provision have shown promising results. A
three year pilot initiative funded by Safefood for example,
supported seven Community Food Initiatives based within
established host organisations in local communities. The
objective was to test whether it was possible for community
organisations to use a community development approach
to develop solutions to enable fresh vegetables and
fruit to be accessible and affordable for disadvantaged
social groups. The social situations covered by the seven
projects included a number of housing estates, people
with learning difficulties, homeless people and refugees.
All but one developed a community garden as a key
resource, not so much for the production of food (they were
typically too small) but as training units for passing on skills
that could be transferred to home or allotment. Kitchens in
community centres or schools provided a similar function.

“I was spending too much of my time drinking but now
I can occupy myself here – I’m now sleeping better
and looking after myself better with more physical
activity and a better diet” (participant East Belfast).
For marginal groups selling produce, and sharing expertise,
provided methods for connecting into the wider community.
The schemes were able to show potential for training
young people in horticulture skills enabling people to go
on to use allotments more effectively. They also helped
participants come up with enterprising new ideas. These
included producing affordable soaps and deodorants
for people with sensitive skin using herbs grown in the
garden, develop a kitchen equipment lending scheme,
tender for the provision of school lunches and provide
food club and breakfast club services in the community.

On budgets of around £25,000 - £30,000 for three years, and
typically 15-20 hours per week staff time for co-ordination,
the projects were able to provide opportunities for over 8000
people to attend one-off awareness raising events. 195
different taster sessions on food growing and preparation,
supported almost 2000 individuals in 73 different longer
term activities such as cookery or gardening courses.

Food was a strong mechanism for connecting people
in communities for improving sense of place and
addressing health issues. The projects went on to become
meaningfully engaged in wider community regeneration.
Examples include incorporating community gardens into
local regeneration of a housing estate (Cork Northside),
engaging in strategic partnerships addressing health
services in the area, working with councils to explore
healthy food policies and initiatives at city level.

The evaluation18 found that participants had gained a better
appreciation of, and confidence in, using different kinds of
food and had experienced improvements in mental and
physical health, social inclusion and sense of community:-

A growing number of community food projects provide a
resource for deriving best practice, sharing skills and knowhow in addressing food poverty at a local level more effectively
than, for example, media campaigns costing significantly more.

The Potential Opportunities from Local food
Market Demand for Local Food
Research by the Ireland National Rural Network19 points
to a “Small, but increasing numbers of food producers
(who) see opportunities to increase the viability and longterm sustainability of their farm enterprises by engaging
with – and in many cases, driving forward a local or quality
‘turn’ in agriculture” driven by “power imbalances within the
conventional food supply chain and the ever-decreasing
share of the food-euro received by the primary producer”
(Renting et al. 2003; Slee and Kirwan, 2007). The report
also highlights a further push factor in the sharp decline
in off-farm employment in recent years in Ireland.
Consumer trend research20 has highlighted changes
in how food is purchased and consumed that offer
opportunities for local food if approached in the right way.
The consumer shopping style is reported to be changing
from ‘extravagance’ to ‘austerity’. Three key associated
trends local food producers might seek to capitalise on are:

1. Return to Simplicity
Food is winning at the expense of restaurants and bars
as people dine and entertain at home. Trends towards
dining in and cooking from scratch provides possibilities
for independent food specialists to revive. Brand
research suggests the brands doing well are those that
can demonstrate more connection to ‘community’, self
help , ‘empathy’ and ‘kindness’. Inflation in the cost
of living has been shifting attitudes to value. Price is
still important but products must offer more than low
prices to be perceived as good value. This includes
quality, service, exclusivity, relevance, and convenience.
In the case of food it also means less waste and a
more enjoyable eating experience. The increase in
home based activities is thought likely to lead to the
development of premium takeaway/ home delivery food
and local rotisseries, delicatessens and cafes catering
for home entertainment activities on a budget.

18 - Final evaluation Report Healthy Food for All Community food Demonstration Programme Feb 2013
19 - “Facilitating and Encouraging Short Food Supply Chains”, Ireland National Rural Network, June 2013
20 - eg Verdict In Association With SAS, “UK Retail 2012 & Beyond”
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2. Minimising waste/managing spend
The reaction to higher food prices and squeezed incomes
means consumers are looking for ways to cut out waste.
This means less overt use of packaging and bulking
in food product ingredients but also a move toward
customers managing their spend through planned
purchases online, collective purchasing through local
buying groups and more frequent top-up shopping trips
in neighbourhood outlets. New technology is fuelling a
rise in on-line commerce by all age groups (see Section
3 Case Examples) and has ‘empowered the voice of
the consumer’ by increasing the influence of peers on
purchasing decisions and the amount of information
about products and producers that is available.

Consumers are showing increasing interest in food from
local and regional food systems. The number of farmers’
markets, which tend to be the archetype of a local food
system, grew twenty-fold in the United States between 1970
and 2012. Farms that participate in community-supported
agriculture (CSA), where a farm sells subscriptions to its
produce directly to local consumers, expanded from more
than 1,000 in 2001 to 12,000 by 2007. Five percent of U.S.
farms participate in local food systems by, for example,
engaging in direct-to-consumer marketing, selling produce at
farmers’ markets, participating in farm-to-school programs,
or working with food hubs and market aggregators and in
2008 local food sales totalled approximately $5 billion.21

3. Volume is Vulnerable
Low price/high volume retail strategies could be particularly
vulnerable to reductions in product entering global large
volume food supply chains as a result of extreme weather
events. This means more resilient local food supplies
could recover advantages previously lost to the larger
retailers around consistency and reliability, particularly
on price. Online retailing means there has been an
increasing surplus of retail space resulting in trends to
consolidation amongst larger retailers into larger out of
town stores with accompanying store closures. The high
cost of transport, reduction in buying trips and an ageing
population, however, could act in favour of reducing the
frequency and distance of shopping trips to out-of-town
supermarkets, retail parks and shopping centres. Local
neighbourhood locations will offer more opportunities.
The increasing number of empty shops in smaller towns
offers potential for new low cost and locally accessible
food outlets particularly if business rates are revised to
reflect current circumstances around property values.

Conclusion
The Agri-Food Strategy Board’s recent Action Plan is entitled
‘Going for Growth’. This report suggests a complementary
strategy for local food would be called ‘Resilience and
Diversity – an Asset for Growth and Sustainability’. A
twin track approach with dedicated and clear support
programmes and services can capitalise on potential for
export as well as the significant needs to protect food
security and address food poverty whilst providing a seed
bed for new food business ideas and models to emerge.

Annex 1 illustrates how different food delivery systems can
be assessed for their varying capacity to deliver against a
range of different benefits incorporating current externalities
such as the environment and social wellbeing as part of
an overall analysis. The exercise might be conducted for
Northern Ireland as a whole or on a more local geographic
basis taking into account the different farming and production
conditions as well as local demographics. This is explored
further in Section 4 (A Local Food Development Toolkit).

21 - From field to fork: The value of England’s local food webs CPRE 2013
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Annex 1:
Assessing the Potential Contribution of Different Food Systems
Any food system could be assessed for its ability to deliver
against a range of different policy and social objectives. In this
way the merits of adopting a local food system strategy can
be evaluated in comparison to other choices. The Local Food
Thematic Working group involved in exploring the potential
of local food discussed how this might work approaching

it in two steps. Firstly, the criterion themselves were
discussed, i.e. what were they and their relative importance
(as a possible weighting to use later). The table below lists
the criteria that were identified and the relative importance
given to each with regard to food production systems.

Criterion

Group Assessment

Contribution to (Local) Economy
• Capacity to provide / sustain jobs
• Avoid underemployment, provide decent incomes,
• Support other enterprises (eg support or in adding value / tourism) –
• Contribution to spatial equality in opportunity (eg more marginal farming areas)

Very Important (5)

Transparency and traceability (Trust) – Capacity to build and maintain relationships of trust
• Vulnerability to exploitation / speculation ,
• Vulnerability to contamination – wilful or through error, of chemicals / antibiotics,
bacteria, non local sources (eg beef), poor quality ingredients
• Manipulation of ingredients (fast food / portion sizes)
• Mis-selling (eg greenwash / local wash)
• Ability to ‘tell the story’ about the product and its provenance and production methods .
Contribution to Health and Wellbeing
• Addressing food poverty – eg affordability, local access, availability
• Enabling participation in food production or in adding value (cooking
/ preserving / baking, use in local events / festivals etc)
• Supporting community development
• Communication to maximise benefits of food and minimise waste consumer and producer sharing
information to improve product and make better use of it – eg recipes, storage, uses, portion sizes)
• Education (in Schools and for the wider public)

Very Important (5)

Very Important (5)

Important (4)

Potential to Add Environmental Benefits
• Biodiversity, complementarity to local ecology,
• Reduction in CO2 emissions,
• Reduction in waste, or pollution
Better Use of Resources
• Using more of an animal
• Utilising a wider range of species/breeds / varieties reducing pressure on particular species
• Enabling diversity as a protection against disease
• Enabling wider land management and habitat options

Important (4)

Contribution to Resilience
• Protection against increases in energy or input prices,
• Price fluctuations for products on the open market due to
shifts in supply / food scares / exchange rates
• Extreme weather events

Not so Important (2)
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Contribution to resilience was felt to be largely outside the
control of any food system. All of these were exposed to
the same need to use energy for production / distribution
activity and would be impacted upon in similar ways by
extreme weather events. Local food systems might be
able to protect farmers and consumers against price
fluctuations, however, derived from open markets (eg
exchange rates, speculation, food shortages or over
supply caused by events and policies in other countries).
Some local systems such as permaculture or poly tunnels
could be designed to use less inputs (fertiliser, pesticides, use
of machinery) in the longer term. Other criteria, if fully realised,
could help achieve resilience in themselves (eg better use of
resources and reduction in Co2 emissions). Actions to address
these would have additional potential outcomes for resilience.

Criteria

A seventh criterion; Supply Capability: was considered but
not in the end included. Consistency over time was not
considered to be important compared to the better use of
resources identified above. Seasonality and variety ought
to be part of the experience and appreciation of food eg
Catchbox / Veg box / BOXA. Education and information
are more important than finding ways to maintain supply –
changing consumer expectations. Habits help reduce the
need to invest in methods to ensure continuity of supply
all year round. This could be cheaper in terms of required
spend and enable less pressure on natural resources.
The group then considered how far each of the production
models in the food continuum (introduced in Section
1) could deliver against these potential contributions.
The assessment by the group is shown below

Model
Community
Based

Local Sourced
and Distributed

Regional

Local Sourced
Wide Distribution

Global

Contribution to
(Local?) Economy

L (5)

M (10)

M (10)

M (10)

L (5)22

Transparency and
traceability (Trust)

H (15)

H (15)

H (15)23

H (15)

M (10)

Contribution to Health
and Wellbeing24

M-H (12.5)

M-H (12.5)

M (10)

L (5)

L (5)

Potential to Add
Environmental Benefits

H (12)

H (12)

H (12)

M (8)

L (4)

Better Use of Resources

L-M (6)

M-H (10)

M (8)

L (4)

L (4)

Contribution to Resilience
Totals

M (8)

M (8)

M (8)

M-H (10)

L (4)

13 (58.5)

15 (67.5)

14 (63)

11.5 (52)

7 (32)

The first figures in the ‘Totals’ row apply a score of
3 to a High, 2 to a Medium and 1 to a Low (or 1.5,
2.5 for L-M and M-H respectively) The figures in
brackets employ the weightings identified earlier in
considering the importance of the different criteria.

Given the importance of education and awareness
raising to success generally, this area of work may have
greater inherent value in offering a powerful means to
educate and build support amongst communities.

The scores, although based on subjective assessment by
the group based on experience, suggest that locally sourced
and distributed models have the best overall potential to
deliver across a range of benefits followed by regional
approaches. Regional approaches are likely to be built upon
local ones based on some degree of inter-dependence
between each model for sustainability. Community
based schemes also show potential to contribute across
criteria particularly in relation to health and wellbeing.

In addition, resource use may be more important than
originally envisaged. Trends toward biofuel production
and, in particular, the diversion of silage production to
anaerobic digestion is already seeing conacre competed
away from food production in some parts of Northern
Ireland. This reduces the land area available for farms
to remain viable in global production economics.

22 - Whilst clearly agrifood stands to generate more for regional GDP the group felt its capacity to contribute to local economies
within rural areas was weaker, with considerable centralisation resulting from associated economies of scale
23 - Some of the capacity to deliver at regional level will come from this building on more local production. Regional models tend to add
value as a whole to what is developing at a more local level. This applies equally well therefore to impact on the environment
24 - Health and wellbeing also includes education, which is central to the full achievement of other potential
benefits. Investment in education will be critical to realising other desired outcomes
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