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Researcher: In terms of the environment, where does Sustainable NI come into play and what your views are on that? 

Participant: Well, in terms erm…, of our client base…, I mean we work with councils, that’s our main clients base. Not only councils, but mainly councils. We also work with some other public sector bodies, for example the Northern Ireland Assembly is an organisation with which we do quite a lot of business and some other erm…, public sector agencies, such as the Regulatory Quality Improvement Authority, which is the Health Regulator, we have done a bit of work with them as well. The housing executive…, so various bodies…, if they are interested in developing their sustainable development agenda then we’ll work with them to help them to do that. The sustainable development agenda, as you will know, covers economic and social as well as environment. I always feel there is a widespread misunderstanding about sustainability, and that what people often think is “oh yeah that’s just green stuff, that’s just environment stuff” erm…, and I am always trying to point out that it is not. And I mean really, it goes back to what I was saying in the story about WWF. If you want to try and conserve rare species like elephants or rhinos or…, you know…, charismatic megaphones we like to call them. If you want to do that the only way you are going to do it properly is to make sure to demonstrate the benefits that there will be to people to live alongside these species. It’s exactly the same here. You have to demonstrate to…, decision makers in councils or governments that there are benefits to be had from having clean water, fresh air that isn’t polluted or soils that aren’t destroyed by overuse, by overuse of chemicals…, by use of inappropriate farming techniques and you know, that is the sort of environmental message that I’ll be trying to pedal whenever I am talking to the clients with whom we work. So…, you know the way I look at it, the natural world is where you start, you know, the natural world provides the basis for the economy. And the economy and the growth of economic prosperity on which people depend for their livelihoods, all of those things depend on a natural environment that isn’t spoiled because if it is spoiled you would have to pay to clean it up. Otherwise you wouldn’t be able to use that fresh water or that soil to grow more food. Northern Ireland is an agricultural economy. It won’t continue to be an agricultural economy if it trashes the soil it depends on to grow the food. So that’s the long-term view I think we need to take and that’s the sustainable development agenda, a long-term view and not what’s gonna happen next year. 

Researcher: Yeah. And with that respect…, do you feel that the councils and the public sector are speaking to the consumers, you know? 

Participant: No they are not. 

Researcher: And in what way would that…, work or what, in terms of Sustainable NI, what way would you help them see that broader vision? 

Participant: Well, yeah, I mean the job that Sustainable NI does is to try and get the people that work in the councils or in the government to do their job. I am not trying to tell them to speak to their consumers. That’s a message too far. It’s hard enough trying to get people who work in councils to take this agenda seriously without trying to worry about, you know, getting the mass of the general public to take it seriously. Every time you do a survey…, erm and you can go and look at the DOE’s. The DOE does regular surveys about attitudes within the public erm…, with regards to the environment. And every time they do these surveys, the public says that it thinks the environment is very important, but they don’t do anything about it. You know…, they may think it’s very important but they don’t get out of their cars. They still drive everywhere, they still take holidays. And when you ask people those questions, “right so you think the environment is very important, would you stop flying to save the environment” and the answer is always “no I won’t”. “Would you consider driving your car less”…, “no I won’t”…, and those consistently are the answers. So people are ultimately pretty selfish erm…and although they say the environment is very important the surveys tend to suggest that they are not prepared to do very much about it. They don’t mind doing things like recycling, yeah, because that is pretty easy. Or back in the day, they were happy enough to buy unleaded petrol instead of leaded petrol because it’s easy to do that. Things that are easy to do don’t cause them much grief; on the whole people will do that. So you got to try and find solutions that people can undertake that doesn’t cause them too much grief. And you know, food is a good case and point, but you know…, the forces that are working against sustainable food are massive, they are massive. You know, food is the one thing, two things that we all need is food and water. Everybody needs it, you need it every day and you know, therefore it is gigantic market and whenever there is gigantic market and a gigantic amounts of money to be made, somebody is going to find shortcuts. And you know…, that’s what’s happened. Processed food…, you know since the 1950s we’ve got further and further away from real food. From food that is in a natural state and we are now in a market that you know…, just wants to eat processed food. If it’s in a packet that’s what people on a whole want…, stick it in the microwave and eat it. It is just fuel. There is no love attached to it, there is no…, ceremony attached to it. People eat while they are watching TV, you know. The idea of people sitting around a table every night for a meal…, its history you know. The mass of people no longer do that. 

Researcher: And yet the government can’t see how the health, you know, of people is changing with time…

Participant: No, I think they do see that its changing…

Researcher: But they cannot connect…

Participant: They are not prepared to bring in more regulation with food. And you know, that is exactly the problem. The amount of erm…, I mean I am really convinced that it is down to the very poor quality of food that has given us many of the health problems that we have…, related to poor diet and the balance has just gone wrong. And not enough people are prepared to…, you know, eat that food that we used to eat in the 1950s. I mean there wasn’t a problem with obesity, there wasn’t a problem with obesity related illness in the UK in the 1950 and the 1960. It wasn’t until the 1970s until it began and all the statistics will show the rise in diet-related health issues are, you know, in the last 30, 40 years, since the advent of highly processed food. And I think that is the big problem. 

Researcher: Yeah. But erm…, would you be able to, I don’t think I asked this about food banks, and there is quite a lot of different opinions about food banks, but what would be your perception?

Participant: Well, I think it’s a terrible indictment of erm…, you know, we are the sixth or seventh richest country in the world and we have got food banks. I think that is a terrible statement of what is happening here…, I would like to see no food banks, that’s what I would like to see, I would like to see them all gone, because we don’t need them. Not because they are a bad thing, they are serving a very important purpose but…, you know, when you talk to people who work at food banks who think about the problem they will say “I don’t want to be doing this, I don’t want to be providing this service, we shouldn’t have to”, erm…, but as long as there is a need there will be food banks. Because…, people step into the breach and they will alleviate real need, real poverty and there is real poverty in our society. And I just think that is a terrible thing. 

Researcher: And do you think people who have access to the food banks here, you know, are working class people?

Participant: I think they are people who are in poverty, yeah. Erm…, and they…, use the food banks because they have to, because they have to feed their children…, erm, and I would guess that the vast majority of people who use the food banks don’t want to be using them but they do it because they have to. 

Researcher: But, that…, it is a bit interesting, because…, whilst the food is being donated by you know, people like you and I or other big organisations there was an article I read in the US, can’t remember the name of the erm…, Trade Joe probably it was. An organisation that had started…, it’s like a supermarket that has a variety of cereal, a variety of particular things and the CEO of that organisation started his own…, he resigned and started his own organisation which he calls “Daily Table”. And the Daily Table in a sense is the same as Tesco are bringing in, a lot of stuff that is not used you know by the sell-by date. He would then go and purchase that and would bring it to this erm…, Daily Table franchise and erm…, would then sell it at a lower rate. Would that be of a benefit rather than a food bank do you think? 

Participant: I think it’s a, it’s a separate erm…, provision for food banks. I would just get rid of food banks. And in fact, what you were talking about already exists in the UK as well. They are called “community shops”, and erm… 

Researcher: Yeah, there is one in Belfast isn’t it? 

Participant: Well I don’t know about Belfast, I don’t know one in Belfast, maybe there is one I don’t know about it. But there is, there are quite a few of them in England erm…, and you know inevitably they will come here as well. But it’s the same principle as you were talking about. Tesco has recently talked about…, doing something like that where there is food that is (inaudible) to their requirements at the end of the working day  will go somewhere. You know we are at the start of this thing, I just think it’s a road to nowhere. I really think these are not the provisions we should be making. Now, all of that said, we have terrible amounts of waste in the food supply, erm you know, and one does not want to see those going to landfill, you know, the idea of perfectly edible food going into a hole in the ground because we can’t get ourselves organised is a disgrace. So, erm we do need to find solutions that will take that food out of the waste stream, erm…, but not necessarily through giving handouts to people, because we shouldn’t…, those people shouldn’t need to rely on food bank to feed their children. That’s wrong. 

Researcher: In a first world…

Participant: In a, in a society like ours. You know, traditional African…and their extended family system.  I lived in Zambia and what I learnt was that the extended family system means that you, you know, look after your own. And that is broken down in the first world. You know, once upon a time, you know, if you were down on your luck your family would be looking after you, now it doesn’t happen. Now we are expecting the state to step in, where in traditional African societies the extended family is still the most important unit. And I think, you know, that’s what we should still have here. 

Researcher: So, in a sense as well, culture has changed. 

Participant: Massively, massively. And the more we have come to be dependent on state reliance for things then, you know, people do expect the state to step in and provide. And again, if you look at a comparison between Kenya and this country with regards to what we need or what we want and there are two differences in those things. It was Ghandi who said, you know “there is enough stuff in the world to meet everybody’s needs but not everybody’s wants”. You know there is a definition in the UK government of you know, what we mean by poverty. And there is a definition of the things that we expect to have in our home. But what are those things? You know, have a look at these things very carefully, you know, do we really need a wall-mounted flat-screen television. You know, is that a need or is that a want? According to the UK government it is probably a need. I don’t know what is on the list, but I would bet that that would be on the list. When I was growing up we didn’t have a fridge at home. A fridge is an absolute essential in every home nowadays, but, you know, we think it’s a need but there are plenty of African homes without a fridge. There are plenty of African homes without electricity. You know, so it depends on where you are, these things are irrelevant. That’s a whole different philosophy (laughs), but it is, you know, that’s interesting, because it brings you back to the whole business of consumption. You know, and what do we consume, how do we consume. You know, if you look at the amount of, the percentage of a family’s income that we used to spent on food. Again, if you look back to the 1950 it was actually quite a high percentage, it was about 30 percent. And nowadays it is down to around 10 percent, 13 percent. You know, don’t quote those figures you’ll have to look them to get accurate figures, but we spent a much smaller percentage of our income on food than we used to. Erm… and does that mean that we just don’t think it’s so important anymore? Would we rather take that income and spent it on flat-screen TVs or holidays to Mallorca or what? We are spending our money in a different way and we are doing that because…., well why? Why has society changed in that way? Why don’t we, you know, put more value on what we put into our bodies than we do? We are prepared to go shop cheaply at supermarkets or wherever and buy pretty low-grade food and then we spent the money on something else. 

Researcher: Yeah. And you touched on waste, what is your perception about waste, in terms of – again – Sustainable NI and…where you are? 

Participant: Are you talking about the individual and domestic waste or what? 

Researcher: Erm, yeah, would be maybe…food-wise. 

Participant: In terms of food I don’t think there should be any food waste on the household level. You know, I try to practice what I preach and there is very little food thrown out of my house. Erm…, I…, people need to be more careful about what they buy. Erm, you know, again in most homes and I’m generalising, most people have freezers. If you’ve got a freezer and a fridge at home there isn’t really any excuse for throwing food out. You know, cook what you need to cook and no more. Erm, and then you don’t need to throw food in the bin. There is a certain amount of food waste from households and the organisation WRAP is the best explorer of this through their big project “Love food, hate waste”. And they have got absolutely brilliant statistics which shows what we throw away. You’ve come across the health message about five a day, you know, five fruit and vegetables a day. WRAP has some brilliant figures that show that on the whole people do buy lots of fruit and vegetables so they are trying to do their five a day. But having bought them, they don’t eat them. So the amount of fruit and vegetables that get thrown out without ever being touched is phenomenal. And erm…, when you, what WRAP does is, it masters the figures into the whole of the UK and then you get these astonishing figures like, you know, we threw out…, 50 tonnes of apples a week or you know, 5 million eggs a year or something and when you count all the waste that everybody, you know, collectively throws away it is just devastating. And I think they do that very well. WRAP is trying to bring the erm…, this issue to light. Now, all of that said there has been a great improvement at the domestic level. We don’t waste nearly as much food as we used to and the numbers are falling, because of the work that organisations like WRAP are doing. People are becoming a lot more sensitive about, you know, not wasting food. But there is also a massive amount of waste at the producer end and at the supermarkets. You know the supermarkets…, 90 percent of people in the UK use supermarkets to buy their food. So there is a massive amount of waste that takes place in those two parts of the system as well. The supermarkets will not accept certain foods that the producers are growing if it doesn’t meet certain standards. And you know growing food is still largely a natural process. Sometimes the cauliflowers aren’t just as white as they might be and so, you know the supermarkets don’t take them. And those under the contracts often just get ploughed back into the ground, even though they are perfectly edible…, they just don’t look quite right. And you know that whole idea of the carrot that isn’t perfectly straight. What happens to it? Well the supermarkets don’t want it so it is wasted. And at the supermarkets you then got your sell-by, use-by dates and that’s another iniquitous thing. It is there for good reasons, it is there for food-safety reasons, but you know, it is just ludicrous that you cannot take something that maybe has three or four shelf-days left, the supermarkets won’t sell it by that stage, so it goes to landfill unless it has got another use. And that is where the food banks and the food supply system, the alternative food supply system, can be very useful and is very useful. 

Researcher: So in your own understanding, and in terms of Sustainable NI, what areas do you feel you need to improve with regards to…, well, for you it is not communicating to consumers but communicating to the other policy makers? 

Participants: Well, yeah…I mean, the aspect of sustainability that we haven’t really talked about this morning is how the food is grown in the first place. Erm…, you know the whole idea, the big industrial way in which food is produced is something that we try to advise against. So you know, battery chickens that are, just…, the idea of being able to buy a chicken for £3,50 or £4…, is it pretty awful. And if you are going to buy a chicken like that it is almost certainly never seen the light of day, it has been in a big tin shed and it has been there with fifty thousand other chickens and it has been brought on, promoted with growth-promoted, injected with growth-promoters. You know, whatever, it is that industrial food system, erm…, rather than free range. I don’t want to get carried away with it, but you know the idea of the quality of the food, erm…, the sustainability arguments apply to that as well. Erm…, and you know you only get what you pay for. So if you want to eat cheap chicken or cheap food of any sort, yeah, it is going to be low quality in terms of its content and in terms of how the land is used to produce it. But we are trying to put forward the message here that what is fresh, what is local, what is seasonal is also healthy. Healthy for you and healthy for the earth that we live on. I mean, I am very fond of an American writer, Michael Pollan, who writes about food and his catchphrase is “eat food, not too much, mostly plants”. And that you know, encapsulates the sort of ethic we are talking about. When he says “eat food” what he means is, eat stuff that is recognisably food, stop getting packets of highly processed foods and sticking it into a microwave. “Not too much”, we overeat massively in this country, you know the amount of calorific intake we have is far more than any of us needs. “Mostly plants”, so if you have a largely vegetarian-based diet, now, we are not suggesting for a second that everybody goes vegetarian, but instead of having mostly meat and some vegetables on the plate, what about mostly vegetables and a little bit of meat instead? You know, it is another way of looking at things and I quite like that, I think that’s a good idea. And they all link back to the health of people and the health of the environment, and that’s what sustainable food is and to try to get that message across is why we have the Belfast Food Network. That is the sort of message we are pedalling as much as we can. 


Researcher: Thank you so much and as you say I shall speak to Belfast Food Network who are run by your organisation. So thank you.
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