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Ethical question s around clim ate 

change, obesity and n ew  tech nologies 

are becom ing core concerns for food 

businesses. W e have launched the 

B usin ess Forum  to help senior 

executives gain expert in sights into the 

big issues of th e day. M em bership is by 

invitation only and num bers are strictly 

lim ited. 

T he Business Forum  m eets six tim es a 

year for in -depth  discussion over an 

early dinner at a London restaurant. The 

forum  m em bers shape the m eeting 

agenda. 

T o read reports of previous m eetings, 

visit foodethicscouncil.org/businessforum .

For further in form ation contact:  

D r T om  M acM illan 

Executive D irector 

Food Ethics C ouncil 

39-41 Surrey Street 

B righton B N 1 3PB  

D irect line: +44 1273 766651 

tom@foodethicscouncil.org 

w w w .foodethicscouncil.org 
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B ritain has new  people in govern m ent 

an d a new  kind of politics. A s in every 

sector, farm ing an d food busin esses 

w on der w hat th is w ill m ean, even as new  

m in isters and civil servan ts grapple w ith 

th at question them selves.  

T he M ay 2010 m eeting of the Business 

Forum , held 12 days after the election, 

focused on its im plications for food 

security and sustainability. W ould there 

be changes in institutional architecture? 

W hat w ould be the ideology behind the 

new  govern m ent’s approach? D oes it 

m atter that such a h igh  proportion of 

M Ps are first-tim ers? 

W e are very grateful to our speakers: 

T hom as Lingard, D eputy D irector of 

G reen A lliance, and A dam  Leyland, 

Editor of T he G rocer. T he chair w as 

D avid C roft, D irector of C onform ance 

an d Sustainability at C adbury and a 

m em ber of the Food Ethics C ouncil. 

T his report outlines points raised during 

th e m eetin g. C ontributions are not 

attributed. T he report w as prepared by 

T om  M acM illan. It does not represent 

th e view s of the Food Ethics C ouncil, 

th e B usiness Forum  or their m em bers. 

"����������

� The new  U K  governm ent is a Conservative-

Liberal D em ocrat coalition that w ill stand for 

a fixed term  of five years. 

� The Tory and Lib D em  m anifestos had agreed 

on clarifying country-of-origin labelling 

and introducing a supermarket 

ombudsman, but diverged over EU  farm 

policy. 

� D efra’s new  team  of m inisters are all 

Conservative, sharing a background in 

farming and a Eurosceptic voting record. 

� D efra is expected to focus m ore on its 

agricultural remit and less on the 

environm ent. 

� H ow  the departm ental infrastructure and the 

new  governm ent’s policies develop m ight 

best be understood by exploring the ideology 

behind it, particularly the idea of the ‘big 

society’. 

�  In the short-term , the need to cut the budget 

deficit w ill have an overw helm ing influence 

on governm ent activity, and Defra is 

particularly vulnerable to cuts. 

� W ith the Tories having a prom ised a ‘bonfire 

of the quangos’, m any such bodies m ay also 

seem  vulnerable, but any m oves to elim inate 

them  should be based on careful review , to 

avoid serious unintended consequences. 

� Facing the need to m eet new  com m itm ents 

w hile m aking savings, the Tories m ay be 

forced to overcom e their aversion to 

regulation. 

� H ow ever, governm ent w ill favour a voluntary 

approach to its dealings w ith business, and up 

expectations of corporate citizenship. 

� Businesses, in turn, w ant leadership and 

certainty from  governm ent. 
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T he M ay 2010 election resulted in a 

hung parliam ent. A fter several days of 

negotiation, the C onservatives form ed a 

coalition governm ent w ith the Liberal 

D em ocrats. The new  govern m ent has 

an nounced th at it w ill stand for a fixed 

term  of five years, and has set out a 

program m e that com bines elem en ts of 

th e Tory and Lib D em  m anifestos.1 

T he governing parties together account 

for 59%  of seats in the H ouse of 

C om m ons, leaving Labour 29%  and 

other parties 12% . O ver a third of the 

649 M Ps are in  parliam ent for the first 

tim e, w ith this in experience on  the 

backbenches conceding pow er to the 

front. M ore M Ps th an previously com e 

from  a private sector background. 

T he Tories and Lib D em s are in  broad 

agreem ent over the need to tackle 

clim ate change, though at odds over 

nuclear pow er. Sign ificantly, they h ave 

agreed to put a floor price on  carbon. O n 

food and farm in g, both m an ifestos 

com m itted to clarifying country-of-

origin labelling (C O O L) on processed 

m eat. T hey w ere also united on w anting 

an  om budsm an to m ediate betw een 

superm arkets and their suppliers. 

H ow ever, they diverged in their 

approaches to reform  of the European 

C om m on  A gricultural Policy (C A P). 

W hereas the Tories looked set to 

continue the previous govern m ent’s 

efforts to spend less on agriculture 

th rough B russels, the Lib D em s 

prom ised to spend better, pushing a 

                                                        
1 w w w .cabinetoffice.gov.uk/m edia/409088/pfg_coalition.pdf 

greater proportion of the budget 

tow ards sustainability initiatives. 

N one of these issues – C O O L, the 

om budsm an or th e C A P – is m entioned 

in th e m ain  program m e th at the 

governm ent has so far set out. M any 

eyes w ill be w atching w hich 

com m itm ents are pursued and how  the 

parties negotiate their differences.  
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T he D epartm ent for Environm ent, Food 

and R ural A ffairs (D efra), is the m inistry 

m ost obviously concerned w ith food and 

sustainability. It has a m inisterial team  

of four C onservatives. T he Secretary of 

State is C aroline Spelm an, the M inster 

of State is Jim  Paice, and the 

Parliam en tary U n der-Secretaries are 

R ichard Benyon and Lord H en ley.  

A ll four m inisters have a background in 

agriculture. T hey share previous voting 

records of supporting efforts to address 

clim ate chan ge and strongly opposing 

further EU  integration. Jim  Paice h ad 

been on  the shadow  D efra team  in the 

run-up to the election, w h ereas C aroline 

Spelm an had not. Indeed, m any 

observers h ad expected th at N ick 

H erbert, now  responsible for policing, 

w ould have been  the C onservative 

choice to lead D efra. C aroline Spelm an’s 

appointm ent has attracted controversy, 

due to her previous interest, and her 

husband’s current involvem en t, in the 

biotechnology in dustry. 

D espite a Eurosceptic voting record, 

Spelm an is regarded as w ell-placed to 

m anage th e U K ’s relationships w ith 

other EU  coun tries over agriculture, 

reassuring business people w ho h ad 
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been nervous about the im plications for 

international trade of Tory hostility to 

Europe. She speaks several EU  languages 

an d has w orked as a European  sugar 

beet lobbyist. 

In  addition to this team ’s strong links 

w ith farm ing, there are other 

suggestion s that farm in g w ill becom e 

m ore central to D efra’s w ork, com pared 

w ith en vironm ental issues. In  particular, 

w hereas Lord H enley w ill represen t the 

U K  on the EU  m eetings on the 

en vironm ent, the m ore senior Jim  Paice 

w ill represent the U K  in m eetings on 

agriculture. H ow ever, in con trast to the 

all-T ory team  at D efra, the D epartm ent 

for Energy and C lim ate C hange (D EC C ) 

is led by C hris H uh ne, a Lib D em .  

B efore the election, the C onservatives 

w ere considering w hether D efra m ight 

play a strengthened role in co-

ordinating cross-govern m ent 

approaches to environm ental issues. 

O ne area w here this m ight play out is 

public procurem en t, w here new  M P Z ac 

G oldsm ith has been leading a w orking 

group on m ore sustainable practice. 

H ow ever, the new  governm en t’s form al 

program m e and the farm in g background 

of D efra’s m inisterial team  both suggest 

th at buying B ritish is likely to be the 

highest priority for any new  

procurem ent initiative. 

O f course, oth er departm ents than 

D efra arguably have m ore pow er on  food 

issues. B ack-of-an-envelope calculations 

w ould suggest that although the 

D epartm ent of H ealth and the T reasury 

each spend a m uch low er sh are of their 

budget on food than  D efra, the absolute 

am ounts they spend are considerably 

higher. T he D epartm ents for 

Internation al D evelopm en t and for 

Education  are also particularly relevan t 

to food issues. 

T here is m uch speculation over the 

future of the Food Standards A gency – 

at arm s length from  governm en t and 

chaired by form er Labour m inister. O ne 

possibility is that the agency m ight get 

split, w ith its food safety rem it 

subsum ed by D efra and responsibility 

for n utrition going to the D epartm ent of 

H ealth . For som e in the food industry, 

this is a m atter of concern, because the 

agency is trusted by consum ers to 

represent their interests, and because it 

has proved better at joining up 

governm ent over food issues than 

previous arrangem ents. 

!���
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H ow  governm ent departm ents w ill be 

configured and the specifics of policy are 

likely to becom e clearer over the ensuing 

m onths. W e m ay be able to get the best 

sen se of the direction they are likely to 

travel from  understanding the ideas 

underpinning the new  governm en t’s 

thinking. 

T he C onservatives have stood by their 

idea of the ‘big society’, w hich w as 

slam m ed by the m edia in the run up to 

the election. It is central to their 

thinking.  

O ne version of th is ideology is sum m ed 

up in a recen t book, Red Tory, by an 

academ ic called Philip Blond. H e argues 

that, since the 1980s, governm en t and 

business have grow n  sym biotically. B ig 

business has been  treated as a frien d of 

the state, funding it an d delivering its 

agenda. T h is w ould explain w hy N ew  
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Labour appeared closer to busin ess than 

to the un ions. 

B lond contends that th is enlarged state 

is unsustainable, and that a sm aller 

state is better. H e argues th at such a 

situation  – a sm aller govern m ent and a 

bigger society – em pow ers people m ore 

an d allow s them  greater responsibility. 

T his kind of thinking seem s cen tral to 

w here the T ory front bench w ill be 

com ing from . It is likely to colour their 

approach  to food issues ranging from  

public health to w aste an d grow -your-

ow n , as w ell as how  they tackle broader 

issues such as the govern m ent deficit, 

regulation and relationships w ith 

business. 
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In  the first few  m onths of governm ent, 

if not longer, tackling the budget deficit 

is likely to loom  large. Indeed, it is 

expected to have an overw h elm ing 

influence on the direction that policy 

heads. T he country is broke and the 

Prim e M inister is w orried about w hat 

th e Internation al M onetary Fund m akes 

of his perform an ce. D ebates w ill be 

driven by th e need to cut the deficit and 

everything else w ill be secondary. 

O ptions that carry a n et price tag w ill 

get short shrift, and th ose that offer 

m ajor savings w ill be top of the pile. 

O n the face of it, D efra’s spending is 

vulnerable to cuts. Politically it looks 

like a relatively easy option because, 

com pared w ith alternatives such as 

health or education, it w ould be likely to 

upset few er people. T hat said, D efra’s 

budget is m uch sm aller in  the first place, 

so the scope for savings is m odest. 

T ory policy on public health is about 

devolving respon sibility, w ith people 

encouraged to take care of their ow n 

health. Savings here are likely to com e 

through targeting spending on groups 

that experience the m ost pronounced 

needs. B lanket tax credits and other 

support are likely to be rem oved. T he 

C hange4Life health program m e w ill 

probably rem ain  as its m essages are in 

keepin g w ith  the em phasis on personal 

responsibility. T he 5 A  D ay cam paign to 

encourage people to eat m ore fruit and 

veg m ay be m ore vuln erable. 

A s w ell as th is hunt for savings, efforts 

to cut the deficit m ay also yield new  

ideas for taxation. C hanges in V A T  m ay 

be one place th is touches the food 

sector. H ow ever, som e food is currently 

exem pt from  V A T  and the rest is taxed 

at variable rates, so raising all V A T  on 

food to 20%  – as is expected for other 

products – m ight be politically risky. 

T he easiest target w ould be to close 

‘loopholes’ on V A T  w hereby, for 

exam ple, crisps are V A T able but m uffins 

are not. In any case, w e are likely to see 

a debate about V A T  on  food, w hether or 

not there is any serious in ten tion to 

raise it. 

A  ‘fat tax’ or ‘soda tax’ has also been 

m ooted, w hich  m ight raise revenue and 

benefit public health. A side from  

technical debates about how  m uch such 

m easures w ould see people change w hat 

they eat or drink, they seem  unlikely on 

political grounds. Since V A T  is linked to 

EU  rules, im plem en ting such a m easure 

m igh t be expected to use a 

disproportionate sh are of this 

governm ent’s scarce political capital in 

Europe.  
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A nother possibility is th at govern m ent 

m ay clam p dow n on the ‘tax-efficient’ 

supply chains of m ultinational 

businesses, in cluding in  the food sector, 

w hich lose the exchequer billions of 

pounds every year. 

O ne w idely shared concern is that by 

trying to cut spending or raise revenue 

in the short term , w e don’t shoot 

ourselves in the foot. For exam ple, food 

m anufacturers argue that they are w ell 

placed to support econom ic recovery, 

an d taxation should be designed so as 

not to hold th em  back. C onversely, 

others are concerned that giving the 

finance industry a free rein in th e hope 

of boosting econom ic grow th w ill fail to 

tackle the very problem s that led to the 

financial crisis and contributed to a 

parallel spike in  food prices. T ackling 

th e deficit is a good opportunity to face 

up to such structural problem s. 

# ��������

Q uangos, such as n on-departm ental 

public bodies, seem  especially vulnerable 

to cuts, as they appear to offer 

sim ultaneous opportunities to reduce 

spending and bureaucracy. W ith this in 

m in d, the Tories had prom ised a ‘bon fire 

of the quangos’. 

D epending how  quangos are defin ed, a 

large num ber have a say in food and 

farm ing. T hese ran ge from  the Food 

Standards A gency itself, to sm aller 

bodies such as the research  councils, the 

A gricultural W ages B oard, the 

G angm asters Licensing A uthority, the 

R egional D evelopm ent A gencies, the 

levy boards and the V eterinary 

M edicines D irectorate. 

W h ile m any people in  the food sector 

support efforts to sim plify govern m ent, 

they are very concerned that an 

indiscrim inate approach to cutting 

quangos could be coun terproductive. 

T he priority m ust be to evaluate w hat 

their functions are, w hat benefits they 

bring an d at w hat cost. 

For exam ple, levy boards such as the 

B ritish Potato C ouncil are paid for by 

farm er contributions, not by taxpayers. 

T he A gricultural W ages Board – 

proposed for dem olition before the 

election – has been vigorously defended 

be people from  across the sector that it 

regulates. The G angm asters Licen sing 

A uthority, in troduced after 24 C hinese 

cocklepickers died in M orecam be Bay, is 

also w idely regarded as necessary to 

prevent a repeat of that tragedy. T he 

R egional D evelopm en t A gencies act as a 

conduit for farm  paym ents through  the 

C A P w hich , w hatever the new  

governm ent’s ow n preference, are 

unlikely to be scrapped by E urope 

during its current term . T he W aste and 

R esources A ction Program m e, another 

quango, now  justifies its existence in 

term s of resource efficiency savings. 

Furtherm ore, closin g dow n 

organisations carries a w ind-up cost. For 

exam ple, w hen  the previous governm en t 

w ound up Food From  B ritain in 2009, it 

faced a substantial bill.  

So it is easy for governm ent to rub its 

hands at the thought th e spendin g and 

red tape it m ight cut by elim inating 

quangos. A nd there m ay be genuine 

savings and efficien cies w ithin  reach. 

H ow ever, anythin g other than a 

cautious approach  could end up costing 
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th e taxpayer dearly and losing 

im portant public benefits. 
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A t the sam e tim e as urgently trying to 

cut costs, the new  governm en t also 

w an ts and needs to m eet its 

com m itm ents. Since substantial new  

incentive schem es are out of the 

question, th is leaves it little option but 

to regulate. So w hile the Tories don’t 

like regulating, th ey m ay be forced to 

overcom e th at aversion. 

Ideologically, the governm en t w ill prefer 

to m akes changes, for exam ple relating 

to health or the environ m ent, through 

volun tary agreem ents w ith industry. 

H ow ever, these are likely to be backed 

up w ith regulation or the threat to 

intervene. 

O ne interesting com m itm ent is the 

governm ent’s pledge to m ake it a 

crim inal offence to im port illegal 

tim ber. C ould this breed a com parably 

tough  attitude to other com m odities, 

such as palm  oil? W heth er th is 

aspiration w ill ever m ake it off the 

draw ing board in an other question, 

th ough, since it w ould seem  contrary to 

th e U K ’s existing com m itm ents through 

th e W orld T rade O rgan isation, w hich 

governm ent h as not proposed to revise. 

���������

So governm ent w ill have a preference 

for voluntary regulation but m ay be 

forced to take a tougher approach. 

B eyond that, w hat relationship can  food 

businesses expect to have w ith the new  

governm ent?  

In  broad term s, political influence is 

likely to shift dow n the supply chain . 

W h ereas N ew  Labour got on fam ously 

w ith superm arkets, the new  governm en t 

is expected to be closer to farm ers. 

Indeed, one m ight even envisage it 

seeking to revitalise indepen dent high -

street shoppin g at a direct cost to the 

m ajor retailers. 

T he ‘big society’ approach w ill stretch to 

include business. In  a bid to im plem en t 

practical ch anges at low  cost, businesses 

m ay be called upon to play an active, 

unpaid role in com m unity projects, 

health delivery and en vironm ental 

im provem ent. Expectations of good 

corporate citizenship w ill be increased. 

W h at does business expect from  

governm ent? In  short, leadership and 

certainty. Businesses w an t to know  

w hether the previous governm ent’s Food 

2030  strategy w ill stay or go (the 

strategy w as broadly w elcom ed and 

there is enthusiasm  for preserving its 

thrust), how  the price of carbon w ill 

develop and w hether the U K  w ill be in 

step w ith other EU  countries on key 

policy issues that affect trade.  

O n the face of it, a fixed-term  

parliam en t prom ises to provide a 

foundation for this. H ow ever, the U S 

experience suggests that businesses 

craving a stable political landscape 

shouldn’t get their hopes up. There, 

cam paignin g starts so long ahead of the 

next election  it is said to lead to even 

shorter-term  politics. 
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David C roft is D irector of Conform ance and Sustainability at Cadbury, 
w here he is responsible for food safety and quality, health and safety, 
environm ental m anagem ent and environm ental sustainability, ethical 

sourcing and sustainable agriculture, addressin g Cadbury’s ow n sites 
around the w orld and their global supplier netw ork. Prior to joining 
C adbury, D avid w orked for the Co-operative G roup, w here his senior roles 
w ithin its retail business included leading technical and m arketing 
functions in  environm ental sustainability, ethical sourcing and retail 
standards. D avid previously served as a director of the Ethical Trading 
Initiative, and as a council m em ber at the C am pden &  Chorleyw ood Food 
R esearch A ssociation.  

A dam Leyland is editor of The G rocer, the bible of the food and drink 
industry. A  lifelong 'foodie' and 'w inophile', he’s a passionate cam paigner 
on behalf of healthy, natural food, w hile prom oting the m erits of a 
balanced diet and com m on sense in the ongoing debate about obesity. But 

in his regular appearances in  the national m edia his expertise extends to 
consum er trends, food prices, alcohol prom otions, the pow er of the 
superm arkets and m ore. A dam  w as voted the 2009 Editor of the Year by 
the British Society of M agazine Editors in  N ovem ber 2009. A nd in  
February 2010 a survey of the 500 leading Business Superbrands saw  The 
G rocer rise to 150th place, to becom e not only the N o1 trade m agazine 
business superbrand, but outscoring The G uardian, Yahoo, CN N , Saatchi 
&  Saatchi, JW T, N ielsen and The Spectator. In a 20- year business 
journalism  career, A dam  has also edited Press G azette, Prin tW eek and 
R eal Business, and launched the U S edition of PR W eek. A dam  is m arried, 
and is a very proud new  father! 

T homas Lingard is D eputy D irector of G reen A lliance, an independent 

organisation w orking to m ake environm ental solutions a priority in 
B ritish politics. H e is responsible for leading the policy team  and 
supporting the developm ent and delivery of the organisation’s three-year 
strategic plan. Thom as joined G reen A lliance in 2008 after nine years w ith  
U nilever w here he specialised in  sustainable developm ent, public affairs 
and partnerships w ith  N G O s. T hom as is a Chartered M anagem ent 
A ccountant, a trustee of A ction Space (London’s leading arts organisation 
for people w ith learning disabilities) a m em ber of the O xfam  G B ’s 
supervisory group and a Fellow  of the R SA . H e holds an  M Sc in  
D evelopm ent M anagem ent from  the O pen U niversity and a Post-G raduate 
C ertificate in Cross-Sector Partnerships for Sustainable D evelopm ent 
from  Cam bridge U niversity. 
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