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How local food initiatives in the 
South West are making this link
.......more to be done



Local food - the South
West at the leading edge
The South West has been at the
vanguard of the developing local food
sector since the end of the 1980s.
Take just one example - 10 years ago
the first UK vegetable box scheme
was set up in Devon - today there are
over 300 box schemes worth some
£30 million a year. The process
remains buoyant too, with continued
growth in numbers of farm shops,
mail order businesses, market stalls,
home delivery schemes, food 
co-operatives and community
enterprises.  Even caterers, hospitals
and educational establishments are
beginning to source food locally where
possible.

Food & Farming policy
Local food is a topical issue within
policy circles too.  The report by the
Policy Commission on the Future of
Farming and Food (January 2002)
stated: “We believe that one of the
greatest opportunities for farmers to
add value and retain a larger slice of
retail price is to build on the public’s
enthusiasm for locally-produced food,
or food with a clear regional
provenance.” The government’s
recent Strategy for Sustainable Food
& Farming followed this by noting:
(local food) “makes excellent business
sense and there are clear benefits to
the environment....” 

The environmental link
The environmental benefits of local
food are often associated with
reduced ‘food miles’ and thereby
reduced levels of pollution, traffic and
noise as well as the amount of land
taken for roads and parking space.
However, the link goes much wider
than addressing the damage modern
living does to the environment.
Properly used, local food initiatives
can help to support the very
landscapes that we value. Many
valuable wildlife habitats need
farming management to guarantee
their future.

Consumers
Consumers seek out local food for
many reasons, and the environment
will often be at the centre of a
complex of ideas in their mind. In
these local food systems, the twin
interests of the producer and the
consumer can come together around
a sense of a quality product from
quality production systems. By
purchasing food produced locally,
people can also contribute to the
vitality of rural economies and the
diversity of rural culture. Here is a
win-win-win where economic, social,
and environmental benefits can all be
had, while a focus on this sector could
provide agriculture itself with a bigger
slice of the £60 billion UK agri-food
sector.

Intensive farming has led to population declines of
farmland birds, such as the lapwing, right across
Europe. Many of these declines have been very

significant in the South West of England. Reversing
these declines is a key objective for more
environmentally friendly farming systems.

Many farmers have already realised that changing the
way they produce and sell food gives them access to
this growing marketplace, but the RSPB believes that

more could be done to help farmers meet the
demands of consumers.

FOOD - THE ENVIRONMENTAL LINK
We can see the environmental link in many ways. Our table sets this out 
(after F3/FLAIR 2002). A wide range of significant environmental objectives can
be delivered by businesses based around local food.

Generating fewer food miles:

Supporting farmers in adopting
more environmentally friendly

production systems:

Enhancing the viability of existing
or traditional farming systems that

already benefit the environment:

Enhancing and conserving the
local distinctiveness of landscape

character:

Conserving soil, air and water:

Reduced pollution:

Reduced waste:

(eg moving towards low energy food
production and distribution systems).

(eg agri-environment schemes and certified
organic producers).

(eg value added food products from high
nature value landscapes/nature reserves).

(eg via local marketing and branding
initiatives that link products to the protection
of landscapes from which they originate).

(eg implementing high quality environmental
standards). 

(eg via environmental management systems).

(eg via green purchasing).‘Lack of appropriate funding
‘Lack of appropriate funding

mechanisms without jumping
mechanisms without jumping

through a whole circus of hoops’.
through a whole circus of hoops’.
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The local food ‘sector’ &
the environmental link 
In itself, localness does not guarantee
that a food product has been
produced in an environmentally
friendly way. The RSPB wanted to find
out how environmental issues are
being captured by existing local food
enterprises in the South West. How
well was the environmental link being
made? In mid-February 2002, c700
questionnaires were posted to local
food enterprises throughout the South
West of England. 

We found a sector highly
committed to the environment*:

❘❙❚ Four out of five businesses in our
survey had specific environmental
goals. 

❘❙❚ The most significant group of goals
included a focus on organic
production and retail (45%), while 

❘❙❚ others focused heavily on
environmental care (17%) and, 

❘❙❚ biodiversity conservation (16%) and
waste management (12%). 

❘❙❚ Transport and waste management
were the top priorities for many
businesses

While many initiatives had identified
the business sense of reducing, say,
transport or energy use, our survey
also found that a high proportion
(84%) of respondents cited personal
motivation behind their level of
commitment to the environment. 

* The full reports are contained in Harris (2003).

Good intentions, but
more to be done....
This powerful intent to take up the
environmental link was however not
always reflected in actuality. We found
that few respondents had adopted
actual practices that backed up these
excellent intentions. We do not take it
that this is a casual or hollow
commitment, and while the sector is
relatively new and dispersed, there is
much more to be done to meet these
aspirations and turn them into quality
outcomes for food businesses and the
region’s environment.  

The path towards more sustainable food & farming
needs major changes in public policy, food and

farming industry practices and consumer attitudes.

Many of our quality wildlife habitats and landscapes
are maintained by farmers’ stock. Sustainable

livelihoods for farming communities mean habitats
can be maintained for the future.

‘We could do with advice

on how we could become more

friendly towards the

environment’.

‘Reduced farmers’ profit
margins mean that unless one has a
very good business there can be no

environmental initiatives’.

‘Environmental issues are
fundamental to our business.

Naturally, we use them in marketing to
spread knowledge and create networks

of informed customers’.

‘We try to market all our lamb,

beef and poultry locally through farm

gate sales and farmers’ markets’.
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Recommendation 1:
Responsible agencies and sector ‘champions’ in the South West should lead the way in aspiring to deliver
quality foods and a quality environment. The region should build on its current advantage in terms of its quality
natural environment and its progressive position in developing local food initiatives. Champions and responsible
agencies in the food sector should commit more time and resources to better capturing and delivering the
environmental dimension of food production.

Recommendation 2:
A coalition should be built between environmental interests and the local food sector. This should be
practically focused, positive, and progressive, building capacity to take advantage of this opportunity. 

Recommendation 3:
This coalition should develop a joint local/environment lead sustainable food ‘delivery programme’ clearly
specifying actions, resource needs and partners.

Capturing the environmental dimension -
where next?
AAcross a committed and dynamic rcross a committed and dynamic region, much can beegion, much can be
done to build on the activity alrdone to build on the activity already undeready underway in theway in the
South WSouth West. The environment should be at the heart ofest. The environment should be at the heart of
efforts to integrate the multiple benefits of local foodefforts to integrate the multiple benefits of local food
systems. Wsystems. With many in the rith many in the region alregion already committed toeady committed to
this opportunitythis opportunity, and with new supportive gover, and with new supportive governmentnment
policypolicy, the time is right to do much mor, the time is right to do much more to capture to capture thee the
environmental dimension and the RSPB renvironmental dimension and the RSPB recommends:ecommends:
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