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Participant: so the background is that you are looking at sustainable food consumption? How people buy food or how organisations tell…

Researcher: yes, how people buy food you know and as an organisation, as Belfast City Council, how do you yourselves set a stand for sustainability and how do you erm…give this sort of messages to consumers? And so what is your understanding of sustainable food consumption as an organisation?

Participant: Well I suppose our primary role, one of our roles in the city is to manage the waste of the city and we would appreciate that food waste is a massive part of the food stream but  erm... a part that could be recycled and reused in some respects and at the moment we are collecting food waste from our householders and we’re composting it as far as I know but I’ll check with that or it is going into anaerobic digestion to reduce energy and I think we are composting it but as well as that, internally, we have a huge staff, you know, two and a half thousand staff and we have a food waste erm…caddy system in all our small kitchens and all our big canteens so all our food waste goes into a small wheeled bin in the office and it is collected every day and it is mixed with the food waste that is coming the food waste that is coming from the householders so we’re doing our own bit internally to reduce food waste in the Council erm… and that’s almost a hundred per cent, practically no food waste that’s put in bins at all in the City Council premises.  So…erm… in terms of educating our staff about sustainable food, we have recently funded the Belfast Food Network which is doing a lot of that work across the city so we contributed on an annual basis, I know that it’s only the first year of it, it’s work but it’s actually progressing this whole message about seasonal, local, organic food benefits, it’s to your health, benefits to in terms of reducing the climate footprint of the or the carbon footprint of food and reducing climate change impacts.  It’s also about growing a home industry here because we are a food producing region and a lot of our food is exported, raising the awareness amongst the consumer that, you know, some of the best food for you is seasonal, local stuff that’s produced locally.  So through that network, that Belfast Food Network, that’s a big thrust of the whole campaign.  
Moving away from, erm… into individual food sources erm… I’ve promoted the sustainable fish campaign which is about encouraging the public and the private sector to buy only fish from sustainable sources so that’s the marine stewardship council certified fish, they have come into organisations like ours and they’ve asked us to look at our fish, what are we buying, who are we buying it from, is it certified, so we’ve been doing that and they’ve been asking all other organisations, both public and private sector to pledge to buy sustainable fish, and only sustainable fish and that’s been quite successful amongst the restaurateurs, especially the seafood restaurants and that’s a big part of what we can do globally to impact sustainable food consumption and production globally.
So those are a few things, we also buy Fair Trade tea, coffee, and sugar in the Council.  We’ve had a Fair Trade policy, which we’ve had for over a decade.  We’re also a recognised Fair Trade City so we’ve been acknowledged by the Fair Trade Foundation for that, both in UK and in Ireland.  We’ve an active Fair Trade Volunteer Committee but erm…that is growing so that’s another sort of ethical food consumption but it’s in there as part of the whole big mix because of the environmental benefits from it.

Researcher: Fair Trade is coming up in a lot of literature, and also food waste as well. But having said that, most of the definitions of food sustainability look at these issues… 

Participant: Yes, food poverty is another thing we’re really aware of in the city and the Council is increasingly worried about the number of food banks that are opened.  I’m just doing a summary at the moment and I’m looking back and again it’s all work done by the Belfast Food Network and this is a key part of the work that we’ve asked them to complete, was a baseline study of food poverty. Our intention is to try and do more about it but in order to know about it, you need to know the baseline information, you need to know who’s providing this and you need to know how bad the problem is, so in 2011 there were two food banks in Belfast, today there are nine and there’s three in development so that shows a massive increase in the demand for them.  Over eight and a half thousand people were fed from them last year so, and these are regular people that are referred from many agencies but erm… there’s no general definition for a food bank or food agency and we know that 36 organisations in Belfast are providing either food banks or food to poor people or cooked food at certain times of the year.  We’re trying to get a hold on that and see as much information as we can on it and we have been working with the Belfast Food Network to galvanise over forty or fifty organisations who are now around the table working on this issue and when the report was launched, the scoping report was launched back in March, there were around eighty to ninety people who attended the seminar and all of them said, they were health professionals, they were community activists, there were people involved in welfare and advice and they all said this is a growing problem which is going to get worse because of welfare cuts so it is something that we are acutely aware of and we are trying to do as much as possible.  As a Council it’s probably not a statutory responsibility but because it is such a huge issue, like fuel poverty in the city, both of those issues are getting worse and will continue to get worse.

Researcher:  Do you give any recommendations to the government regarding these issues? At what stage do you or are you a part of policy development when it comes to such issues as food sustainability?

Participant:  The Belfast Food Network have four or five recommendations at the end of the report and one of them is for increased lobbying at Stormont on food poverty and maybe an All-Party Working Group on food poverty.  As far as I know there is one of fuel poverty, I mean this is where politics is on another level, we can do the local stuff but they have to do the regional stuff and really it’s up to them to see how that could work and how it could be brought forward there across departmental committees on many things from climate change to international developmental so it wouldn’t surprise me…it would surprise me if they couldn’t do it.  But what exactly you do next is the problem because food is a very complex issue as is food waste you know and it’s not just the householders, you know, there’s a responsibility on all of us to consume more sensibly and not to waste food and there’s a responsibility on retailers not to have big ‘buy one get one free’ offers where you know, what happens is that the consumer thinks they are getting a bargain where in reality some of that food is going to go to waste so there’s a responsibility on many agencies here to do what they can.

Researcher:  How then would Belfast City Council implement sustainable food consumption? What is the understanding of sustainable food consumption in Northern Ireland?

Participant:  I don’t actually know and my level of knowledge would be better than most peoples’ because I don’t deal in the area and people in the food industry would tell you the same you know, but the food industry is so important to Northern Ireland that it is something that probably does need more consideration.  When you ask the question where is Northern Ireland with regards to the understanding and implementing sustainable food consumption, what exactly do you mean there? Do you mean about you know, buying more sustainable fish? Buying more local seasonal… 

Researcher:  yes, in terms of, erm.. the understanding of seasonal food, erm… imported food, among the consumers?

Participant:  I think generally because Northern Ireland is a food producing area and most people are first or second generations away from farms that they do know that most of our food is produced locally and a lot of it is exported and you know, if you go to the local market you probably are getting potatoes from Comber, for example, but if you go to supermarkets you’re probably not, erm… but also supermarkets are aware of that as well, I mean companies like LIDL you see them actively advertising the local farmer who has produced the bacon or the eggs or the meat, you know they definitely get the home marketing angle there and how people want to buy more local food, erm… I think when you, you know, there’s big commodities like flowers that are flown in from abroad, you know, as far afield as South Africa and that’s one thing that isn’t really, you know, it’s a consumer good, it’s really not food but it has a massive carbon footprint, so there’s probably an opportunity to do more there about where do you think your flowers are from?  Having said that, I know there’s a massive flower producer outside Newry who supplies a lot of Mark and Spencer’s here and you wouldn’t think that the flowers are produced locally but they are in greenhouses.  So, I think, you know there is increasing awareness, whether they are concerned or not, people are more concerned about the price of food than where it’s from unfortunately, you know so, if the food is cheap or relatively cheap they’ll buy it, they’ll not look at where it’s coming from.

Researcher:  Would that help? Do you think that would help the economy if people knew where their food is coming from and would people consume sustainable foods?

Participant:  It probably would, you know, if you could generate more sales locally of food but it’s the exotic foods, like strawberries and pineapples, I mean you just can’t grow that sort, mangoes, you know, you can’t grow them here and they’re good for your diet.  I don’t know, you know, the question is about a better understanding?

Researcher:  Well I suppose what you are saying is a case of better understanding of seasonal foods really. Which leads us to the next question on the information of messages that you offer to consumers, you know, as you say, the likes of being seasonal, trying to educate people about the seasonal foods…

Participant:  Well, I suppose as an organisation we don’t really communicate about food, I mean the City Council is, you know, it’s a public service, we collect the bins, we do some economic development, we do manage the food safety aspect of the restaurants and.., and there’s an opportunity there to inform restauranteurs about seasonal foods and I’ve talked to our food safety team about that and most chefs do actually appreciate you know,  the local seasonal stuff and they will promote it, I mean most of them will, this is what they love doing and they are passionate about making the local food better erm…I suppose the only thing we do, well, increasingly, the sustainable food network is bringing the stuff off the agenda and we are supporting it to communicate the message on our behalf and then in terms of all the messages about sustainable food, Fair Trade stuff gets a lot of promotion especially in Fair Trade Fortnight and the fact that we are a Fair Trade city and the food waste message definitely is a big one, reducing that food waste at source and actually collecting that food waste to recycle it.

Researcher:  But then do consumers have an understanding about you know, the link between climate, environment, food, is there understanding of the whole concept that all these works together?

Participant:  No, I don’t think there is; No.  I think we are two generations away from the farming, erm…the farming economy and we don’t understand the big impact that food production has or the environment has on food production erm…definitely, you know, farmers have the knowledge of seasons, what to plant and when, that’s gone, I certainly wouldn’t have that, I don’t grow my own food, I know very little about how to grow my own food and I think I’m typical.  But I think there is a change, there’s definitely a change in the attitude, there’s more awareness, there’s better education for younger people you know, erm… but having said that on the negative side, obesity is increasing, you know and childhood obesity so we are eating the wrong types of food so you know although we probably are getting the messages about what is good for you are we acting on that information?

Researcher:  So what about the allotments then? Would the Belfast City Council have an allotment scheme as part of training people on what to grow and what is good for them?

Participant:  There is an allotment scheme but the land is particularly.., I know there is a massive waiting list for allotments in Belfast and there always has been erm… and I’m not sure how much space is set aside for allotments but it’s not a big pile you know and there’s definitely…what we’ve been trying to do is grow the whole community gardens which are spaces where the community can come collectively and grow food and use it and cook it, I think there’s about nine or ten community gardens at the moment but I can give you X number and you can talk to her separately.  And that has been a big push and has been quite successful push on the Council’s behalf to use maybe derelict land or plots of land in the city that aren’t, belong to the Council but aren’t being used and to start planting up gardens and that’s been very successful, I’ll refer to X for the details on that.  I’m hoping to expand that because we just don’t have the space for allotments per se and we know a lot of people who live in terraced houses don’t have the space to grow their own food.  But growing your own food is expensive too, you know and the pea doesn’t grow in a day you know, you need to give it three months or whatever the life cycle is so encouraging them is, community gardens are a method of encouraging more knowledge and understanding and awareness and trying to solve the problem but it’s not going to give you a plateful of food everyday you know, everybody involved in the community gardens can’t rely on it entirely, that’s just my opinion.  They can go down to Iceland and buy the food quicker and cheaper you know but they have to be a part of promoting them has to part of a new food culture in Belfast and that’s what we are about so that project has been going on for about three or four years now…

Researcher:  what do you call it again?

Participant:  it’s called Growing Communities and there’s a Growing Communities Strategy.

Researcher:  So what communication methods do you employ when communicating with consumers?

Participant:  well definitely on the food waste, our vans and our bin lorries are heavily branded with you know, with food waste and there’s usually a message on it, for example we generate ten football pitches worth of food waste per week, so we use the bin lorries to communicate the messages and other sort of media like we have a City Matters magazine which comes out every month and the City Matters goes to every resident’s home in Belfast and there’s always messages about recycling and what to do with your food waste so we use and our website of course and we have Recycling Week we have Reduce Your Rubbish Week, we have all sorts of ongoing campaigns to reduce waste generally and food is a big part of that now as well.

Researcher:  so in terms of collaboration you talked about Belfast Food Network, any other organisations?

Participant: Yes, and there’s Belfast Fair Trade Committee.

Researcher:  OK.

Participant:  and Belfast Food Network and because the Network comprises six different campaigns and you know, each one of them to do with food, sustainable food consumption so whether it’s to do with food waste or hmm reducing food waste or alleviating food poverty or encouraging private sectors to buy more sustainable food each one of those is very very closely tied to what you’re doing and that’s our way of communicating and getting out there and galvanizing and catalysing the support and it’s interesting before that all the groups, for example in the food poverty group there’s about twenty different organisations around the table, prior to that they didn’t meet like that, so this has had the impact of a much bigger body merging and people are sharing more information, more people are turning up to events as a result, there’s a lot more collaboration, there’s a better organised system of raising awareness erm… so, that is really our key vehicle to get that message out there and that will be, that whole campaign is funded over the next three years and we’re hoping that we will become a designated sustainable food city after the three years and get a gold award. No pressure Belfast Food Network. (laugh) 

Researcher:  right, so are there any challenges about, you know giving the sort of messages and information with regards to sustainable food consumption?

Participant:  it’s just knowing what messages will work to change the behaviour, you know, it’s the same with recycling although people will know it, do they actually act on the information, you know and it’s really only money very often that makes you act on the information, you know or it’s another driver when you know something’s bad for you, why do you still continue to do it erm… but food is such a contentious issue, it’s emotional issue, there’s so much tied up with it you know erm…but we do definitely do a campaign on the Fair Trade stuff and the message there is very clear that we are involved in helping international development you know, and if farmers in third world countries can farm environmentally sustainably and sensibly and why can’t we do it? You know this is the big issue and erm… we do support St George’s Market as well, which is a market where local producers can sell their stuff, so indirectly we’re supporting that market too and indirectly those farmers, but it’s a matter of education and people then taking the time to do the right thing and then think about it and very often you’re told the local, seasonal, organic stuff is more expensive and sometimes it is but it’s more expensive it’s tastier too, the better pleasure and a nicer meal and healthier and you tend to waste less as well, you eat it all, so you know, I know price is the big issue probably in Belfast when you consider how many people are in poverty and can’t afford the extra bit for their food, especially if the organic and seasonal stuff is dearer.

Researcher: Do you have any health professionals in these committees?
Participant:  Yes, there’s a lot of health professionals on the committee, there’s community dieticians, community nutritionists, community, not nursing staff, but community support staff who deal with vulnerable people and I suggest you go and talk to X, unfortunately it’s not my area of expertise. She works for the Public Health Agency, I’ll send you her details but she has been a key person in chairing, primarily on the health and food poverty angle which, I think is probably a big part of what you are trying to get at.  Also contact Belfast Healthy Cities?

Researcher:  OK.  So really for an organisation like yourselves, to push forward would be more awareness in terms of food waste?

Participant:  yes, because we manage the city’s waste, food waste would be our issue, our problem, because we are also concerned about poor diet, and health we would like to get that message out. We have a subsidiary or a partnership in Belfast Health Development Unit, you might want to talk to them. 

Researcher:  OK.

Participants:  the questions in a way, hmm.., yeah, these organisations are almost better than us at answering these questions because they are more directly related to the public and the issue of health and food hmm, so wait till I tell you, Belfast Healthy Cities, Belfast Health Development Unit and there’s the Fair Trade Committee but there’s a particular issue.

Researcher:  do these? What I’ve realised is there’s so many organisations are they not doing equally the same thing and is there a lot of money that is being taken from all over instead of one organisation coming together as a body?  Would that not reduce the amount of…

Participant:  bureaucracy around this? 

Researcher:  Yes.

Participant:  well I quietly sit at the food poverty meeting, thinking, if the twenty people around the table, if you took even a tenth of their salary and put it into a pot and give to people to buy food who are poor, you know, instead of the ‘talking shop’ that is going on, you know some real action on the ground and that’s why people in the advice centres are so helpful because they know exactly what’s happening, but I think, erm… in terms of lobbying, getting the work done and getting, you know, raising awareness, you have to do, you need as many people as possible working on it.  But I do think, you know, it is an issue that has popped up, food poverty has popped it over the past… it has crept up very quickly over the past three years and there is no easy solution to it, it’s like fuel poverty so you need as many people working on it as possible but you need more funds directly to the poor.  This whole issue is one of poverty, you know there’s enough food for everybody but it’s not distributed in an equitable way or the people who need it don’t get it, so you know it’s not an issue of food scarcity but having the means to buy it and it gives those poor people the means to buy it or give it to them you know.  Anyway, that’s my rant over.  But it’s behind all of this, especially the poverty issue you know.

Researcher:  So how can the council help to reduce the food poverty within its areas? Do you have any thoughts on that?

Participant:  and it’s an ongoing one, the fuel poverty tends to be highlighted during the winter when everyone’s bills are high, coming into the summer people tend to forget about it you know because their fuel bills are lower, their heating bills they are lower.  Food poverty is there all the time you know, summer and winter and it is getting worse you know. And the underlying problems as we said are the ones that we addressed are the poverty and the worklessness ...erm… you know,  if the people aren’t working then they aren’t earning enough money.  Even if they are working and they’re on low incomes and they can’t afford, I mean very often people with fuel poverty and food poverty are low income working poor, they have jobs but they cannot meet the bills and the fixed costs that they’re expected to pay out, so what do you do there because that is a poverty problem?  The council holds joint meetings with other like-minded organisations to set up programmes that can help support and reduce this food poverty issue but I don’t have any statistics on how this is going. Though one I know of was us working together with Public Health Agency to tackle fuel poverty using their community models and in turn they used council’s resources. So yea, I think really that’s what I’m aware of at the moment.
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