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organic air freight
• 96% fresh fruit and veg

• Key for UK retailers in bringing year round supply and 
continuity 

• Estimate less than 1% of organic imports into UK are air 
freighted

• Over 3/4 produced in developing countries

• 21,500 people depend on the trade



why look at air freight?

• Growing public concern over carbon 
emissions from food transport

• Air freight seen as the worst offender

• Contradiction between organic 
environmental principles and organic 
air freight



May 2007 launched 4 month public 
consultation with the aim of:

• addressing concerns over air freight’s contribution to 
climate change

• better understanding the social and economic benefits 
of organic air freighted fresh fruit and veg

• finding out people’s expectations of organic standards, 
food distribution and climate change 

consultation



• We received over 200 written submissions
– over half were from the general public 
– 24 submissions from NGOs
– 28 responses from industry
– 5 responses from government and international agencies

• Proactively going to talk to those with a view
– we spoke to roughly 100 representatives from industry, NGOs, 

government and international agencies
– some individually and some at our summit  

Who we spoke to





• We need to think critically about air freight
– Rapid growth rate 
– In the context of GHG from all food, from farm to fork

• We need to acknowledge the social and 
economic benefits of organic farming in 
developing countries
– significant environmental and human health benefits for local people
– inclusive global organic market nor curb the 
– high value goods and unique opportunities to add value 

• Action must be proportionate and equitable

What we learnt



Standards Board 
recommendations
• All air freighted organic food should deliver 

genuine benefits for farmers in developing 
countries. 

• Guarantee and communicate these benefits 
through Soil Association Ethical Trade or 
Fairtrade certification 

• Businesses should have a plan for reducing 
their reliance on air freight wherever possible 

• Look at how we can reliably and fairly assess 
the full carbon footprint of all organic products



• Second round public consultation on the 
recommendations in March – May 2008 

• July – Standards Board agree any changes to Soil 
Association standards, based on the consultation 
responses

• Any changes to the standards published in Jan 2009 
with a timetable for implementation

Next steps



Why not carry on as 
normal?

• Proactively address consumer concerns 

• Maintain market access

• Highlight potential risks 
– Growth of air freight
– Long term viability of air frieght



• Aim – better information on what and how much 
is air freighted

• Challenge – transport mode is not always clear 
– more paperwork

Monitoring air freight



• Aim to minimise the use of air freight by organic 
producers by, for example:

– developing shipping alternatives through technology 
innovations and infra structure improvements [Organic Farm 
Foods]

– improving planning and flexibility to reduce air freight [M&S 
‘Plan A’]

– supporting initiatives which promote growth of more local 
organic markets in exporting countries [Egypt]

• For a small handful of organic producers this will take 
time

• Managed reduction as part of a move towards food 
supply that isn’t heavily dependent on fossil fuels

Reducing air freight



• Transparent guarantee that socioeconomic 
benefits are optimal. 

• communicate the benefits of trade in air freight 
to those critical of it’s carbon footprint

• aim to look at labelling carbon of all organic 
products when a suitable scheme is available 

Assessing and 
communicating the benefit



Thank you

Second round of the consultation  
6th March – 30th May 08

www.soilassociation.org/airfreight  



Air freight and Africa: 
trading off environment and 

development??

Bill Vorley

Food Ethics Council workshop on Air-
Freighted Food, 4 April 2008



48-72 hours 
from field to 
shopping basket



A hardening of attitudes, 
battle of ‘killer facts’

'We have never agreed with those who say we should punish 
African farmers because they don't like the emissions… If you 
take green beans, studies have shown there are fewer 
emissions from growing green beans in Africa than producing 
them in the European Union. The way to reduce carbon 
emissions is to get a post-Kyoto global deal, not penalise 
Africans who then can't get their goods to market… Putting 
aside the question of whether air-freight is a good thing or a 
bad thing, if economic drivers led retailers to stock fewer air-
freighted products how would they fulfil their (ethical) 
responsibilities to producers and consumers?’

Gareth Thomas

'The concept of food miles is unhelpful and stupid ,' 
Adrian Williams, Cranfield University

“The Government needs to ask the question, "Why is Africa 
feeding the already overfed and why is Britain not feeding 
itself?" We are using Africa as a neo-colonial food system.' 

Tim Lang, City University

The Observer, March 23 2008 
Evening Standard, 11 March 2008 



Source: Food Transport Indicators to 2006: Experimen tal Statistics 
http://statistics.defra.gov.uk/esg/index/list.asp?i _id=180



Air freight’s share of fruit and vegetables 

imported to the UK from African countries

Source: DEFRA



UK air imports by food type and 
source/destination



Comparison of selected impacts of 
production of green beans in Kenya and 

the UK for sale in the UK

Criteria Kenya UK

Food miles 4500 miles <100 miles

Energy – transport 58 MJ/kg <5 MJ/kg

Energy – production 1.7 MJ/kg 1.1 MJ/kg

Water 5.4m 3/kg N/a



Emissions and equity

Per capita carbon load: 
• Kenya 0.2T, 
• UK 9.2T
• 0.62 – 2.2T for stable CO2, 

falling to 0.32 by 2030
• Kyoto Protocol recognises 

the need for equity and 
economic development for 
developing countries in the 
transition to a low-carbon 
future.



Allocation of emissions
If the carbon emissions from importing fresh 

fruit and vegetables (FFV) from Africa to 
the UK were allocated: 

• entirely to the UK’s emissions budget, 
they would add an extra 0.1% per cent of 
total emissions for the UK. Per capita 
emissions would rise to 9.22 tonnes (512 
per cent of natural carbon sink capacity)

• entirely to Kenya’s emissions budget, they 
would account for an extra 4.8% of total 
emissions for Kenya. Per capita emissions 
would rise to 0.42 tonnes (23 per cent of 
natural carbon sink capacity) 



Open questions

• What to include?
– Systems boundary

• Data accuracy
– energy consumption for airfreight for Kenya-UK: 

58MJ/kg? 103MJ/kg? 205MJ/kg? 

• Emissions attribution
– emissions from aircraft currently not included in 

national inventories, EU Emissions Trading 
Scheme, or a binding part of the Kyoto Protocol

– Exporter or importer? Producer or consumer? 
– Passengers or bellyhold freight?

• Drivers of airfreight
– by UK consumers not eating imported FFV, would 

fewer planes will fly today or into the future?  





Development upsides

Employment
• Over 100,000 rural Africans are employed in 

the FFV export sector in SSA, roughly split 
50/50 between small-scale farmers and 
employees on larger farms 

• Estimated 100-120,000 employed in support 
services for these producers and employees

Spillover
• Technology, food safety, improved access 

to inputs, credit, extension services



Development downsides 

• Labour standards in export 
horticulture called into question 
– crowded facilities, no employment 

contracts, handling dangerous chemicals 
without proper protective equipment, 
sexual harassment, no maternity leave, 
overcrowded housing, low pay 

– purchasing practices encourage 
precarious employment 

– Kenyan Flower Council Code of Practice
– GlobalGAP, FT

• Costs to suppliers – exclusionary 
impact of standards



Costs to suppliers

• GlobalGAP
• Retailer-specific standards
• The Carbon Trust and the British 

Standards Institute -- new standard 
for measuring the carbon footprint of 
products



Concluding remarks
• Food miles is a legitimate citizen interest (cf Cranfield

“unhelpful and stupid”)
• Understand the GHG ‘hot spots’ of entire food system
• Development and ecol. space arguments are 

powerful counterweight when based on legitimate 
data

• If environmental harm is to be weighed against 
developmental gains, it is essential that (1) the 
degree of harm is quantified and put into the context 
of other food choices, (2) the degree of harm is put 
into the context of Africa’s current use of ‘ecological 
space’, and (3) the degree of development gain is 
quantified, to demonstrate whether this trade really 
benefits those living in poverty.

• Best practice needs to be developed in..
– Measuring and minimising the environment impact of export 

horticulture
– Measuring and maximising the development impact of export 

horticulture
– Reducing the carbon footprint of airfreight


