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Researcher: Could you start by explaining to me the role of Healthy Food for All as an 
Organisation?

Participant: Ok, so…we are a food poverty …we are a charity that addresses food poverty on the island of Ireland and we do that by …erm… building the capacity of people at local levels so activities in different schools, we support them to address food needs in their own areas, so we support community initiatives, school initiatives, things like community gardens, breakfast clubs, nutritional education programmes.

Researcher: Umh – huh

Participant: And then we are also addressing the issue at national policy level as well. So raising awareness around the challenges people of low income face in accessing a healthy diet and, you know…raising awareness by the impacted policies and what needs to happen to support and enable people to access a healthy diet.

Researcher: So in that respect then, what would be your organisation’s understanding of sustainable food consumption?

Participant: er…I suppose we would be looking at it to ensure that people have enough food to that point of food…when you say sustainable is your interpretation environmental or is it food security or…

Researcher: It is I believe everything really. I’m looking at it with regards to erm… the definition from Food and Agriculture Organisation and basically in their definition they have mentioned on food poverty as well and what is affordable and also nutrition-wise, environmentally and social aspect as you are touching on…

Participant: Yeah, yeah and I suppose that would be kind of similar to what we would refer to as well. So we would be talking about the ability of people to access an affordable, quality…

Researcher: Right...

Participant: Nutritious and quality diet…erm [pause] and also the importance for the social engagement and participation as well. So we would find food poverty as the inability to access a nutritionally adequate diet and how that impacts then on an individual’s health, culture and social participation.

Researcher: Umh – huh

Participant: So when we are talking about sustainable diet, we are talking about an ability for people to have…to be secure in the ability to achieve a healthy diet and that comes down to the affordability of food and an individual ability to access food in their local environment, so their physical access, their transport access to get to the nearest supermarket, er…the type of food that is available in the shops within their area so whether that is er…you know there is got to be a balance between healthy fresh produce and the process of convenience food and at the moment particularly in convenience stores we see there is an imbalance of er …over-abundance of foods that are high in fat, sugar and salt so to make sure there is a balance that people can access the healthier produce as well at a reasonable cost. So there is …[pause] and the final one we would talk about is the awareness and people’s kind of education and literacy and skills and confidence around cooking, preparing and shopping you know, for food that meets their nutritional needs.

Researcher: Right…

Participant: So we kind of theme the four issues into four A’s, we call them affordability, accessibility, availability and awareness.

Researcher: Would you then applaud the FAO definition of sustainable diet as a nutritious balanced diet that promotes a decrease in its environmental impact whilst preserving the local natural resources, bio-cultural diversity and health for the present future generation?

Line breaks –call ends. Call back.

Researcher: Sorry I don’t know what happened there…

Participant:  I’m sorry I moved and I lost connection, my mistake.

Researcher: Oh, not to worry, it’s technology! So just wonder did you hear my last comment?
Participant: Oh yes and we as an organisation would applaud that definition.

Researcher: From that then where is Ireland and in particular in its understanding and implementation of sustainable food consumption?

Participant: I suppose I would say, you know, we have progressed a lot in recent years but also we have a long way to go so I think the fact that people are making the connection more between food and health and social participation, that that’s a positive…

Researcher: Um – mmh

Participant: and maybe that wasn’t kind of on people’s radar and wasn’t explicit recently and there are a number of different organisations with different perspectives addressing this, it’s kind of particularly for ourselves that food poverty is getting more erm…airtime we are around nearly 9 years and [pause] ...when we started there was no kind of real acceptance of the term food poverty and it’s getting more and more airtime shall we say and there is more research into it and people are using the term and there was like research published last week in Northern Ireland on affordability of a food basket so it links quite strongly to health and equality and I think that is hugely important that it is out there in common language for the first time.

Researcher: Oh…right.

Participant: Erm…I think we are failing, in that we do not have a national food strategy, neither in the South or in Northern Ireland and I think it’s hugely important we do have a food strategy that is perhaps led by one department but it needs developed by a number of government departments and it needs to identify where food is linked with different policy concerns so obviously it’s linked to health, its linked to income advocacy, you know it’s related to agro-business, erm… so many different policy concerns are connected to this. So we really need a greater coordination at policy level as to how we can be a sustainable food system and I think we have an opportunity here in Ireland as an island that we look at food
from an island perspective and ensure we are secure food island. And to see that as a plus as a selling point in terms of business, in terms of tourism, or environment, we could really be a model of good practice and it could be something that could bring jobs. So there are so many opportunities here and I think we do need that vision and we need champions from different sectors to be talking together. When are talking about sustainable food it needs, it can’t just be from particular perspective; we need to be talking to other sectors.

Researcher: So a bit of collaboration I guess is what you are suggesting? 

Participant: Absolutely, hugely important. We need to ensure that everybody in our society especially the most vulnerable can achieve a healthy diet and that the healthier choice is the easier choice, that the sustainable choice is the easier choice and that takes policy change because at the moment we don’t have that food system, our food environment is not health inducing is not good for the environment. So we need, for example in the South we have an agri-food strategy 2020 but that has no consideration around, you know, health experts were not consulted in the development of that. It’s very much around business focus so that’s what we are saying that government departments need to recognise how their policies impact so I’d say there needs to be social and poverty impact assessments done on different policies.

Researcher: And so who pushed forward for the agri-food strategy to be implemented? Or rather what government department? 

Participant: It’s the Department of Agriculture, so that is available on their website, agriculture.gov.ie. It’s called Agri-food vision 2020, I think.

Researcher: That’s excellent, thank you for that.  Before we move on to something else you did talk about collaboration earlier and actually it was going to be the next question but I would be interested to know how do you collaborate with other like-minded organisations, both here and in the North? 

Participant: Yea, and we do that actually on an all Ireland basis so we would be members of the food poverty network and that’s where I would have met XX so that is convened by Safe Food and the Food Standard Agency in Northern Ireland and that involves different representatives from government, North and South and also from statutory agencies and then ourselves from not-for-profit sectors and charities, it’s called an All Ireland Poverty Food Network. Partnership would be core to everything we do in terms of where we get our funding from, in terms of our work at local level we would very much support partnership approach. So for example in community food initiative we would work with community development project but also draw in local health professionals, the local authorities, erm…whoever is in the area that can have a role to play in addressing local food needs.

Researcher: Is there a specific programme you can tell me that has been a success through this kind of collaboration?

Participant: Like in food or something different?

Research: Yes, food programmes that have worked for example through the All Ireland Food Network or any other network you have been involved in as an organisation?

Participant: Well I suppose, we would say that the work we are doing is a model of good practice, that we have a community food initiative programme that we are managing, its funded by Safe Food erm…and it’s having a positive impact at a local level. So we support 10 projects, North and South. There are three in the North, one in rural Tyrone, the Gortin Community Seasonal Eating, one in Cloughmills, Community Action Team in Antrim and then the Windsor Women’s Centre in Belfast. Then there are seven in the South, four in Dublin, one in Waterford, one in Mayo and one in rural Cork. So we’ve got that balance of urban-rural, North-South, different communities and [pause] really its erm…those projects at local level are supporting partnership working.

Researcher: The other question I have is to do with messaging.  What information or messages do you offer to consumers on sustainable foods?

Participant: OK. So we would be very clear that we don’t provide any nutritional information. We would signpost to the relevant healthy eating guidelines developed by government departments so we wouldn’t provide nutrition advice. Some of the community food initiatives that we work with would be supported by dieticians that might do that and erm… yea, I guess we wouldn’t ourselves provide any advice directly on sustainable foods. We would kind of raise this issue as a policy issue and call for the need for clear labelling, so that’s the message we would get from people who are attending our programme thus it’s very challenging to know what is the healthy diet and with the mixed messages that are in the media, it is very challenging. So we would in our policy work we would talk about the need for clear labelling, for very clear messaging. So I suppose that’s all I can say on that one. 

Researcher: So what kind of communication methods do you use for that sort of information? 

Participant: Again sort of sign posting on our website when we are out talking to the groups but mainly it’s about just through talking.

Researcher: Training or conferences? 

Participant: Yea, and workshops as well. 

Researcher: And so that’s where you invite local community groups as well, is that correct?

Participant: So there is one different model, so in the past we have run regional workshops on community food initiatives and that’s really about providing training, we’ve got a practice guide for community food initiatives and we provide training to community groups  to set up and run a sustainable community food initiative so ..erm… I suppose when I say sustainable I mean a project that is long term so just to make sure I’m and not mixing up with the sustainable food model and then our 10 projects I mentioned earlier, we would meet three times a year and provide training to them.

Researcher: So, out of interest, when you are doing this sort of training do you follow any sort of models or theories?

Participant: Yes, community developments approach or principles.

Researcher: You’ve touched on this but I suppose just a recap, are there any challenges you face when providing this workshops and training?

Participants: I suppose it’s the clarity of message [pause]…erm…it would be I guess the main one and I suppose the big one is that if the health experts are setting out the basic diet that is important for people to access in order to have a healthy lifestyle, but the other side of things that people are dependent on social welfare or minimum wage or low income that they are not able to purchase the healthy diet. So I think it’s very important for policy makers to make that connection. There’s research at the moment although I don’t have the figures at the top of my head, one second I can find them. The research I mentioned earlier that was published just last week, erm… I think it’s 2/3rd  - a particular household will have to spend 2/3rds of their weekly spend on food in order to get that diet. So there is a real disconnect between what the health experts are saying and what…oh there so….so the low income households in Northern Ireland would have to spend a 1/3rd of their weekly income to eat healthy, but then you’ve got to think about the other costs that people have to face, you know, we’ve got rising rents, you’ve got rising utilities, is that realistic? So there needs to be something in and around the cost of a healthy diet and I think there is an onus (not audible)on government to ensure that a healthy diet is affordable, is achievable,  regardless of your income.

Researcher: So I suppose, Health For All is in favour of food banks?

Participant: We would support community food initiatives and in part the purpose of them is to address the barriers that I mentioned earlier around affordability, accessibility, availability and awareness. So you are enabling people to access a healthy diet so I think food banks have a role to play in terms of emergency needs but I would disagree that they are a solution in kind of a viable ethical solution to food poverty because for me …erm…it’s about supporting, empowering and enabling people to access a healthy diet and I don’t believe that food parcels is a way of ensuring and supporting people to live a dignified life.

Researcher: Right? 

Participant: I think they absolutely have a role to play in terms of emergency need and where I would see more of the need is that they have a role to play in addressing inequalities in the food system. So we have in the South 450,000 tonnes of food that is consumable going to landfill and at the same time we have 13% of people in the South who are food poor, so there is a disconnect. So there is an opportunity for food banks to redistribute that food to those who are hungry but how I would prefer to see it done to community groups in different settings in order to support community and voluntary sector to keep their costs down so obviously you know there is a lot of services that would be spending money on food and if they can manage to keep that cost down they can be able to use that money on other service development. I know in the UK there has been a jump in the food banks and nearly replacing the welfare state and I would hate to see that approach happening here, I don’t think that’s the answer. This is a structure issue that needs to be addressed and it’s an issue of inequality and I think what we need to do is to empower people to access the healthy diet. If there is food that is going to waste, in fact I don’t like to use the word waste, it should be considered surplus foods is a better term because of you are talking about dignity nobody wants to eat waste food my preferred approach is that people can access a healthy diet regardless of their income and that should be the model we are following.

Researcher: as an organisation?

Participant: No, as a country.

Researcher: Is there any communication changes you would like to see as an organisation with regards to getting the message across to consumers?

Participant: Erm…I would like to see more community initiative, I would like to see more, I would like to see we have more funding to go out and build the capacity at community level at local level. Erm…so that we could go, could have more people working on this issue at local level.

Researcher: So is funding one of the key problems that you have at the moment?

Participant: Yea, definitely, and you know, how do you resource organisations like ourselves to go out and be that purpose and I think we fit an important role in that we are working on the ground, we are building an ambience base where you’ve got, you know we are well connected in the challenges people face in accessing a healthy diet and we are telling governments about that, and you know, developing solutions based on evidence…erm (pause) yea, I suppose we want to do more of what we are doing .

Researcher: Brilliant. That has been very helpful, thank you so much.
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