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Local food Q&A

What is local food? 
Local food can be described as food that is produced and sold in the same area. There is no agreed definition of what size of area qualifies as ‘local’, but it is most commonly referred to as within 30 miles or a county boundary.
 

What are the health benefits of local food? 
Since local food doesn’t have to travel vast distances to reach our dinner plates it is much more likely to be fresh, which has an impact on its nutritional value. By eating local food we can also start to better understand the full cycle of food production, including what produce is in season. This helps make us more aware of and active regarding our diet.
 

Local food is often produced by small farms that don’t produce the quantities often required for export. This can mean food is more likely to be organic and that the farmer pays more attention to animal health. Local meat products can also avoid the long distances often travelled by livestock to reach an abattoir.
What are the environmental benefits of local food? 
The farther food has travelled to reach the shop, the more likely it is to have caused damage to the environment.
 The amount of food being flown into the UK doubled in the 1990s and is predicted to rise further each year, contributing to CO2 emissions, one of the key contributors to dangerous climate change.
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By buying local food we can reduce the distance food has travelled, often referred to as ‘food miles’ (see below for definition of ‘food miles’). Local produce in many cases also has less packaging and therefore contributes less to waste and landfill. 
Buying local food can also have a more visible impact on our local environment. With a better understanding of where our food comes from, we gain a better understanding of the landscape surrounding us and the issues it faces. By helping local farmers to secure their livelihoods, we are also securing local agricultural diversification and thereby the diversity of the local landscape. 
What are the social benefits of local food?  
A functioning local food economy has many social benefits. Local food re-connects consumers with the origin of food and improves their understanding of the rural economy and the role food production plays. It can make people more aware of the assets an area has and make them feel more pride in where they live. Not all local food carries a recognisable local brand, but where this is the case, this can be of great benefit for local distinctiveness and a sense of belonging, and can attract people to visit from outside the region.
 
Local food can also build and strengthen linkages between villages and towns, and their rural surroundings. The promotion of local food in shops, farmers markets and other events can help overcome problems of rural isolation and build bridges between the farmer, retailers and consumers. This can lead to stronger networks and a greater sense of ownership and participation, as well as additional benefits, such as increased employment opportunities in the local community. 
What are the economic benefits of local food? 
Overall, local food can contribute to local economic regeneration and reverse the decline of rural services and the depletion of food and farming infrastructure. First and foremost, by buying local food you are supporting the local farmers and their ability to secure their livelihoods.
 This means that by buying local food your money goes straight back into the local economy.
 
Local purchasing can also encourage entrepreneurship, not just in terms of the farming business, but also in other related businesses that deal with local food production. Research has shown that, apart from being highly interdependent and supporting each other, local producers, wholesalers and retailers are also underpinning a wide range of other businesses, such as builders, electricians, banks and accountants. This leads to more employment opportunities and proves that the local area is a viable place to live.

What is a ‘food mile’? 
A ‘food mile’ refers to the distance food has travelled from where it is grown or reared to where it is eventually consumed. The main issue concerning ‘food miles’ is the CO2 emissions associated with the transport. CO2 emissions are key contributors to climate change, and the further food has travelled, the more CO2 emissions it is likely to have contributed to the atmosphere.
 In addition, the food will be less fresh when it arrives, and to protect food in transit extra packaging is needed, causing environmental problems in its production and disposal.

What is most important: local or organic?

In short, both are important! When there is a choice between a non-organic local product and a non-local organic product there is no straightforward answer, but there are a few things to think about when choosing.
· With the non-organic local product, you may want to consider whether the producer and retailer are companies that you would like to support and keep in business. In some cases, in particular with small food companies, there might be a possibility of future organic certification. With larger companies, you may want to consider their level of pesticide use and farming intensity.

· With the non-local organic product, you could consider the environmental and health benefits of organic production. In addition, you could check whether it has also been fairly traded, which brings additional benefits to the producers (see Fairtrade below). But you could also have a think about how far it has travelled to reach your shop, its ‘food miles’, and what impact this will have had on CO2 emissions.
What about Fairtrade food? 
Some food cannot be grown or produced in the UK for various reasons, and here Fairtrade is a great option. Fairtrade ensures that the producers receive a premium and a fair price for their produce.
 An increasing amount of Fairtrade food is now also organic, which adds to its benefits. 

What is seasonal food?

Seasonal food is quite simply food that is in season in the local area; hence local food is generally also seasonal food. To avoid ‘food miles’ it is useful to adjust our diets to eat as many seasonal foods as possible. This may not always be possible, and in these cases it is useful to look out for organic and Fairtrade food where available.

General references

Soil Association, www.soilassociation.org 

Local Food Works, www.localfoodworks.org 

Sustain, www.sustainweb.org 

Campaign to Protect Rural England (CPRE) http://www.cpre.org.uk/ 
Some useful web resources: 
Information about Bampton and the Living Local campaign:

http://www.bampton.org.uk/
Local food information:

http://www.localfoodworks.org/ 

Guide to what is in season each month:

www.eattheseasons.co.uk 

Get a list of local produce near you:

www.bigbarn.co.uk 

Lots of information on local and organic food:

www.soilassociation.org 

Information on organic food:

www.whyorganic.org 

Sustainable food information:

www.sustainweb.org 
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Air transport accounts for 1 per cent of food miles, but 11 per cent of food mile CO2 emissions. (Institute of Science in Society, � HYPERLINK "http://www.i-sis.org.uk/FMAS.php" ��http://www.i-sis.org.uk/FMAS.php�) 





95 per cent of fruit and 50 per cent of vegetables eaten in the UK are imported. (Countryside Alliance, � HYPERLINK "http://www.countryside-alliance.org.uk/The_Alliance/about_us/more_on_local_food/" ��http://www.countryside-alliance.org.uk/The_Alliance/about_us/more_on_local_food/�) 





Food in the UK now travels 50 per cent further than it did 15 years ago. (Best Rural Retailer (2006) Facts and Statistics, � HYPERLINK "http://www.bestruralretailer.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=7&Itemid=7" ��http://www.bestruralretailer.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=7&Itemid=7� )








Research has shown that every £10 spent with a local food initiative is worth £25 to the local economy, compared with just £14 when spent in a supermarket chain. (new economics foundation (2001) Cusgarn Organics Local Money Flows)





For every £1 spent on food in supermarkets, just 8 pence goes to the farmer. (Liberal Democrats (2005) Focus on Rural Affairs, General Election 2005: Liberal Democrats Manifesto for Rural Affairs)
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