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Introduction 

Im m igration, crim e, the financial crisis – these are the battle lines draw n for this m onth’s election 
cam paign. 

But the parties’ policies on the future of the U K ’s food production w ill affect voters just as m uch as 
border controls, bobbies on the beat and fat cat bank bonuses.  

The Food Ethics Council has analysed the speeches and policy statem ents of the Labour Party, the 
Conservatives, and the Liberal D em ocrats to find out w hat shape our food system  m ight take after 
the general election on M ay 6th. 

W e found that: 

� Conservative aim s to free up trade and cut red tape m ay put a strain on their w ider 
environm ental com m itm ents; 

� W hile Labour lead efforts to reduce the environm ental im pact of our diets there is concern they 
could not sustain funding for agri-environm ental schem es; and 

� The Liberal D em ocrats w ould include agriculture, forestry and land m anagem ent in the U K ’s 
m andatory schem e to save energy and cut greenhouse gas em issions. 

Food is as political as ever. The parties are divided over the future for farm ing and environm ental 
protection. But do any party policies go far enough in supporting a food system  that is fair to people 
and planet?  

W hoever w ins the election w ill be given a m andate to serve up a diet that fundam entally affects the 
lives of 61 m illion Britons. 

The follow ing three-page briefing sum m arises how  food policy could change under a Conservative or 
Labour governm ent, or if there is a hung parliam ent. 
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A Conservative win 

U nder a conservative governm ent there w ould be a focus on agricultural productivity, a cam paign 
against ‘red tape’ and a com m itm ent to get U K  farm ers unfettered access to international m arkets.   

The m antra w ould be ‘boost production, cut spending, light-touch regulation and free trade’.  

Farm ing and the rural econom y w ould be supported through a review  and roll-back of red tape, 
reduction and convergence of environm ental and anim al w elfare schem es, and the prom otion of U K  
produce by m andatory sustainable governm ent public procurem ent policies. 

Sustainable production w ould be the w atch-w ord, w ith governm ent funded science and R& D  
looking to m itigate against clim ate change through “techno-fixes” such as cutting m ethane 
em issions in the livestock industry. 

Farm ers w ould have access to finance for clim ate change adaptation technology through the green 
investm ent bank, and encouraged to m ake m oney from  Anaerobic D igestion (AD ), Biogas and 
Biochar. 

But the Tories say that the fiscal reality in the U K  and Europe m eans there w ould not be m ore 
m oney for any of these things – neither through the Com m on Agricultural Policy (CAP) nor D efra’s 
budget. In fact w e are likely to see cuts in D efra’s budget, as w ell as a reduction in D efra’s executive 
agencies.  

Consum ers w ould be given extra inform ation and pow er through a superm arket om budsm an, and 
“fair” labelling schem e that denotes country of origin on products. This, the Conservatives claim , 
w ould m ean higher anim al w elfare standards, and m ore support for U K  farm ers and their produce.  

M ore labels w ould be seen on products containing G M . The Conservatives advocate a pragm atic 
approach to G M , calling for clear rules and regulations w here it is grow n in trials, and clear labels 
w here G M  food is im ported – so consum ers can m ake a choice about buying it. 

K ey points:  

� The Conservatives’ agenda is to free farm ers from  red tape, give them  unrestricted access to new  
international m arkets and boost U K  production and farm er profits under the broad them e of 
food security. 

� M easures to tackle agriculture’s contribution to clim ate change shy aw ay from  grappling w ith 
tricky issues such as m eat and dairy consum ption and land use, instead preferring to focus on 
technical solutions that projections suggest w ill not be sufficient to reach carbon reduction 
targets. 

� Environm ental protection m easures take second place behind agricultural profits, w ith w eak 
com m itm ents to protecting agricultural land and no m ention of low  external input m ethods 
such as organic farm ing m ethods. 
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A Labour win 

A  Labour w in w ould represent a continuation of the status quo. The recent D efra vision Food 2030 
and the Labour policy com m itm ents on agriculture, environm ent and clim ate change build on w ork 
done in D efra over the last 13 years.  

M irroring the Conservative and Liberal D em ocrat policies on labelling and cutting red tape, the 
Labour Party is com m itted to a “successful, profitable and healthy farm ing sector that produces 
m ore food w hile nurturing our countryside and biodiversity.” 

Labour puts sustainable practices at the heart of farm ing, talking about linking an increase in food 
production w ith sustainable practices. Like the Tories, it sees a com petitive advantage in farm ers 
tackling clim ate change. But unlike the Tory focus on energy generation, Labour predicts that high 
w elfare and environm ental standards w ould provide profits through higher value products.  

O n Europe, Labour and the Conservatives are sim ilar in calling for reform  of the Com m on 
Agricultural Policy (CAP). They all w ant to see the CAP prom ote and support farm ers w ho practice 
sustainable environm ental stew ardship, w hile supporting the production of food. Labour professes 
a com m itm ent to helping tackle agricultural greenhouse gas em issions, m ainly through anaerobic 
digestion to generate renew able energy from  farm  w aste. 

Their com m itm ent to tackling clim ate change, m anaging w ater and the soil are not backed in their 
m anifesto w ith a com m itm ent to science spending or R& D , but there is an (unspecified) financial 
com m itm ent to agricultural science in Food 2030. 

Labour’s belief that public health policies can change consum er attitudes is em bedded in Food 2030. 
It puts forw ard a plan to encourage people to eat healthily and sustainably, and to give children and 
adults opportunities to grow  their ow n food through com m unity schem es and m ore allotm ents. It 
talks about environm ental labelling to signpost consum ers to “good” food, and, alone am ongst the 
m ain parties, encourages individuals and businesses to reduce w aste as part of their food and 
farm ing vision. 

Internationally, Labour is com m itted to doubling its investm ent in agricultural research for poor 
countries, and the Conservatives have pledged to m atch their international developm ent budget.  

K ey points: 

� Labour has 13 years in pow er to build upon, and this is reflected in a pragm atic approach to 
agricultural policies, from  cutting red tape to advocating reform  of the CAP. H ow ever, there are 
serious questions about how  Labour plans to continue financing m any of the current schem es 
and agencies that deliver agricultural policy on the ground. 

� U nlike the Tories, Labour is w illing to start tackling the issues surrounding G H G  em issions and 
consum ption, encouraging consum ers to em brace a healthy diet. 

� Like the Conservatives, they recom m end a voluntary approach to reducing agricultural G H G  
em issions, w hich the evidence suggests does not go far enough.  
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A hung parliament 

In a hung parliam ent the Liberal D em ocrats w ould be key influencers in future agricultural policies.  
M any of their stated policies are sim ilar to the current G overnm ent’s, prom ising an injection of cash 
into low -carbon farm ing R& D , and prom oting better practices to farm ers. There is an outside 
chance that the Lib D em s’ m ore radical view  of the CAP m ay force a w eak governm ent to take a 
different stance in CAP reform  negotiations. They advocate the replacing the CAP w ith a Sustainable 
Land U se and Rural D evelopm ent Policy. 

They advocate setting up an ‘Agricultural Energy Saving Executive’ (AESE) w ithin the D epartm ent 
for the Environm ent Food and Rural Affairs w hich w ould coordinate the advice given to farm ers and 
w ould provide direct funding support for rural energy saving initiatives. 

Like the Conservatives, the Lib D em s prom ise to cut red tape for farm ers but, unlike the Tories, they 
w ould redistribute EU  subsidies from  the biggest landlords to the sm allest farm ers.  

The Lib D em s are sim ilarly bullish about protecting the environm ent through opposing G M  crops, 
and lobbying the EU  to focus paym ents for farm s that m aintain the rural environm ent and reduce 
the environm ental im pact of agriculture. This could prove problem atic for a w eak Conservative or 
Labour governm ent if they try to push through legislation on G M  trials in the U K . 

They w ould support Conservative efforts to introduce better country of origin labels to ensure 
anim al w elfare standards, but w ould go further and dem and the governm ent lobby the EU  to require 
environm ental labels to have high standards.  

They w ould encourage farm ers to look after their land and conserve energy by including agriculture, 
forestry and land m anagem ent in the proposed Carbon Reduction Com m itm ent Energy Efficiency 
Schem e. This is unlikely to be taken up by either a Labour or Conservative ruling party.  

Like the current G overnm ent, the Lib D em s w ould encourage sustainable consum ption, production 
and lifestyles.   

K ey points: 

� A  hung parliam ent w ould m ost probably see a continuation of the status quo in agricultural 
policy, w ith the Lib D em s supporting Labour or Conservative policies on clim ate change, 
food security and rural protection, but w ithout enough pow er to insist on their m ore radical 
plans. 

� For the Liberal D em ocrats, agriculture is part of a w ider policy com m itm ent to tackling 
clim ate change and protecting the environm ent. 

� Apart from  cutting red tape for farm ers, the Liberal D em ocrats’ focus is on how  agriculture 
can protect the environm ent, rather than on boosting farm ers’ profits.  
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About the Food Ethics Council 

The Food Ethics Council provides independent advice on the ethics of food and farm ing. W e:  

� H elp guide the w ay through difficult issues by analysing problem s, challenging accepted opinion 
and creating a space for dialogue; and 

� Build tools to put ethics at the heart of decisions about food in business, policy and civil society. 

O ur Council m em bers include bioethicists and m oral philosophers, farm ers and food industry 
executives, scientists and sociologists, academ ics and authors. O ur w ork has covered topics 
including the personalisation of public health, the control of food research, the use of veterinary 
drugs and the grow ing challenge of w ater scarcity. 

Find out m ore about our w ork, including the m em bers of the Council, our Business Forum , and our 
m ust-read m agazine, Food Ethics, on our w ebsite at w w w .foodethicscouncil.org. 

This briefing w as prepared by Liz Barling. 
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