ETHICAL FOOD CONFERENCE


(*****unattributed *****)

MEETING 30TH JULY 2019
Present

Martin Sherring (TBI)

Julie Gibson (TBI)

Jo Hunt (Knockfarrel Produce)

Emma Whitham (MOO Food)

Wendy Price (TBI)

Apologies
Dan Ross (Fearniewell Croft)

Keith Masson  (Highland Council)

Philomena de Lima (UHI)

(NB I’ve added organisations to help those who weren’t at the meeting – not suggesting those present were directly representing the organisations as all have a variety of interests!)

Comments in italics are my reflections after the meeting.

Objectives
We agreed that we are looking for the conference to lead to changes in people’s behaviour and ultimately in the structure of Highland food production and distribution. The minimum we are looking for is that participants change the way they shop/ grow. Ideally we want to catalyse people from different backgrounds working together to achieve more sustainable, resilient and equitable ways of producing food.

Background

Various observations suggesting this is an appropriate time for an initiative of this sort:

· EW is working on a community food growing strategy for the Highlands, required by the Community Empowerment Act. At first sight this is focused on allotments, but it needs to go much further as for most people an allotment is a long way beyond their immediate horizons. JH commented that there had been a proposal that in the Highlands, crofting should be seen as an aspect of community food growing. With the anticipated growth of Inverness and resulting (very) significant developer contributions there may be an opportunity to release land for crofting. EW pointed out that in some cases there is no need to own land; MOO Food uses Highland Council land with no lease.

· There was strong agreement that at present the constraint to increasing sales of local, sustainably-grown food is supply rather than demand, although demand is still from a minority.

· JH reported that the Co-op is building a new distribution hub at Dalcross, which gives an opportunity for them to take supplies from Highland growers – although that isn’t part of their plans at present.

· A joint working group with representatives from NFU Scotland and Scottish Environment Link has just started work on a report on farming in an age of climate change – “Farming for 1.5 deg C” – to be completed in June 2020. Very significant as an indicator that farmers and environmentalists are working to a common goal – previously unheard of!

· JH had recently presented to a conference on Woodland Crofting and noted that about a third of the attendees were new entrants to crofting – indicating a new energy in the sector.

· The MOO Food initiative “Growing our Future”, engaging schools in food issues, has been adopted as best practice by Education Scotland.

· A recent survey into public attitudes to the environment, agriculture and rural development (based largely on “citizens’ assemblies” in Motherwell and Montrose) showed strong support for local food, and for agricultural subsidies. The assemblies suggested that the criteria for subsidies should be related to environmental outcomes and the size of farm, with smaller farms getting preferential treatment. (Having looked at the results after the meeting, the environmental outcomes were very strongly supported in Montrose, but not at all in Motherwell, suggesting a massive divergence of views between rural and urban areas. It was also interesting that there was little link made between farming and the environment before the issues were discussed.) The views of the public will be important in informing a new agricultural support regime post-Brexit (if that ever happens).
· There is a recent report by the RSA Food, Farming & Countryside Commission which recommends a 4th agricultural revolution, with farming being encouraged to become a force for better health, environment, and a better life for producers. The executive summary is very readable, and highly recommended. A Scotland-specific version of their report is due in the autumn.

Format
We agreed it is better to ask participants to reach a vision, rather than present them with one. Our preferred format is to have one or more initial presentations setting out the current position, followed by debate amongst participants. The outcome could be a vision for Highland food in a net-zero carbon environment ​– needs to be snappier, I know! Pinning it to the SG 2045 net-zero target seems too specific to my mind – I think it will become clear that 2045 is too late.
We felt that the topic is too wide to be covered in one conference, and that a series of themed discussions is needed. Topics need to be considered together, as they are linked – for instance, the remuneration of farmers, and accessibility of land, lead directly to who can afford to farm, and the type of agriculture that is undertaken. Suggested topics are:

· markets, distribution and packaging

· soil management, carbon sequestration, biodiversity, organic practices

· land availability, sector skill/education gaps

· nutrition, health and well-being, food poverty.

Subsequently suggested by JH that these should be framed as questions, and by MS that there should be a fifth session looking at practical actions needed to achieve the vision.
We need participants to commit to attending the series of events (although in practice we won’t be able to enforce this). One suggestion was to frame the events as a research exercise with limited places – and maybe UHI would be amenable to take a role? (Emma to investigate).  There could then be a bigger presentation of the results at the end of the process. We should also consider giving wider access to the discussion events through video conferencing.I’m not completely sure about the research idea – that could get us into extra work ensuring participants are statistically representative. We could turn it around and make it a study course, and accept that participants will self-select and will already have an interest.
We agreed the project should be Highland-wide, in order to attract the necessary range of participants. Relevant bodies such as NFUS, Scottish Crofting Federation should be asked to support the project.I’m also not sure who should be running it. TBI could, but maybe we need to form an unconstituted group to distance ourselves slightly from TBI. It would be good to include academics, farmers, etc. to give wide credibility.
We agreed that language is important. Talk of ethical farming will alienate most farmers, so we need a different name.

Funding – the general consensus was that we are looking at a significant spend here, maybe £50k? funders could include the Esmee Fairbairn Foundation, Prince’s Countryside Trust, Robertson Trust. TBI is likely to be prepared to fund to the tune of several £’000.
Possible speakers
Prof Lorna Dawson, James Hutton Institute – good overview of competing needs for land.

Dennis Overton – chair of Food & Drink Scotland, former CEO of Aquascot, previously involved in Transition Town Alness.

John Scott – junior Vice-President NFUS

Peter Ritchie – Nourish Scotland

John Kerr – Head of Agriculture, Scotland Food & Drink, interested in land productivity

David Whiteford – former farmer, chair of NC500 and Scotland Food & Drink Hub

Christine Watson – SRUC Aberdeen – good on soils.

Kate Forbes – has agreed to speak but needs 2 to 3 months’ notice.
Action
Emma to consult further as necessary, and work up a proposal to TBI to organise this event. JH mentioned that Georgia Macleod, the Development Officer for Cromarty ArtsTrust, has some capacity at the moment, and is an excellent general organiser. JH to provide contact details to EW.
