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In January 2013, the Food Safety Authority reported that horse 
DNA had been found in beef burgers being sold by five major 
retailers in Britain and Ireland.  The public outcry and subsequent 
debate prompted by the “horsemeat scandal” raised issues about 
the supply chains of the food being sold to UK consumers and 
about levels of trust between food businesses and their customers.  

It was this far-reaching public debate – together with the 
recognition that food supply chain issues extend beyond issues 
of integrity alone – that prompted the Industry and Parliament 
Trust, the University of Warwick and the Food Ethics Council to 
establish the Sustainable Food Supply Chains Commission. The 
aim of the Commission was to explore the challenges facing food 
companies in ensuring the sustainability of their supply chains, and 
to investigate the most significant upcoming policy developments – 
actual and potential – that relate to those challenges. This included 

“Sustainable food 
supply chains would 

be those which 
help mEET THE 
NEEDS OF THE 

PRESENT without 
compromising the 

ability of 
FUTURE 

GENERATIONS 
to meet their own 

needs”

a number of industry case studies cited by one or more Commissioners as examples of good practice.

The remit of the Commission was very broad: Commissioners were asked to consider three ‘pillars’ of 
sustainability – social, environmental and economic – and to look at both domestic and global supply 
chains. Under the widely-cited Brundtland definition, 
sustainable food supply chains would be those 
which help to “meet the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs.”  

To undertake this exploration a Commission  was 
assembled involving respected and authoritative 
figures from UK Parliament, the food industry and 
academia.
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SUSTAINABLE FOOD SUPPLY CHAINS  
KEY ISSUES  

HOw THE mARKET 
OPERATES

KEY ISSUE ONE
There are many ‘win-wins’ 
whereby the promotion of 
sustainable food supply 
chain practices can provide 
commercial benefits. The 
reduction of avoidable waste 
and the value of investing in 
long-term relationships were 
two such themes raised in the 
evidence sessions. There are 
a number of features of how 
markets operate, and how 
businesses operate within 
markets, that may be slowing 
down, or even preventing, 
the implementation of more 
sustainable practices.

Companies that aspire 
to promoting social and 
environmental sustainability 
in their supply chains 
are competing with other 
companies that may not share 
those aspirations.  While there 
is evidently considerable scope 
for the market to reward these 
aspirations, there is also a 
limit to how much companies 
can expect consumers to pay 
for higher standards – a limit 
in terms of the premium that 
consumers will be willing to 
pay and also in terms of the 

market share that can be commanded 
by a values-based proposition. Many 
food businesses have been able to gain 
a competitive advantage by showing 
leadership on sustainability issues by 
demonstrating their commitment to 
sustainability in their supply chains. 

The Fair Trade Foundation stated 
that there appeared to be a shift in the 
balance of power between producers, 
manufacturers and retailers. The UK is a 
relatively small player in the global market 
for food commodities and products, and 
is facing increasing competition from 
emerging economies in terms of sourcing 
from traditional suppliers. This is having a 
significant impact on the extent to which 
UK companies can influence suppliers to 
raise their performance across a range 
of social and environmental standards.

One example The Fair Trade Foundation 
cited during the Commission was 
in relation to the sourcing of fish. 
EU companies follow the UN FAO’s 
voluntary code on Illegal, Unreported 
and Unsustainable Fishing. However, it 
was reported that some suppliers in the 
Far East did not wish to comply with the 
provisions of the code, asserting that 
the EU is a small market, and that they 
do not want to change their practices to 
satisfy the requirements of that market.

Another significant, longer-established, 
feature of food markets are the levels of 

“Businesses have been able to gain a 
competitive ADvANTAGE by showing 

leadership on sustainable issues by 
demonstrating their COmmITmENT 

TO SUSTAINABILITY in their supply 
chains”

market concentration. Commissioners heard evidence from the 
Fairtrade Foundation regarding bananas, which is an example 
of an increasingly concentrated market. While UK consumers 
are now paying approximately half of what they were paying 
for bananas ten years ago, costs at the producer end have 
doubled over the same period. It was claimed that this trend 
has thus had negative impacts across all three pillars of 
sustainability. Some producers are simply quitting, because it is 
no longer economically sustainable to stay in business. Others 
are making savings on labour costs, by making more use of 
casual labour for example, undermining social sustainability. 
And some are trying to make ends meet by using potentially 
harmful pesticides and fertilizers, with possibly damaging 
environmental consequences. Hence it was suggested that, for 
this example at least, the market as a tool does not necessarily 
deliver sustainability.

The question was raised as to whether relying on the market 
can address deeper challenges, for example around fairness, 
global economic justice and environmental stewardship.

The challenges covered in the evidence sessions were wide-
ranging. They included the physical impacts of climate change, loss 
of biodiversity, water scarcity, health and obesity, food waste, food 
affordability, unfair treatment of workers along the supply chain and 
farm animal welfare concerns. 

The intention was not, however, to attempt to cover all aspects of 
the sustainability of supply chains, but rather to draw out a few key 
underlying challenges that confront food businesses in relation to 
their supply chains and to examine some promising approaches that 
have been implemented, or proposed, as ways of addressing those 
challenges. Key themes explored in the report were:
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 aSSuRanCe SCHemeS
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VolunTaRISm oR RegulaTIon? 
key ISSue Two

VolunTaRISm oR RegulaTIon?
key ISSue Two

vOLUNTARISm OR REGULATION?
KEY ISSUE TwO

“Can voluntary approaches deliver FURTHER 
PROGRESS that we need, at a quick enough pace, 
in order to address the ENORmOUS CHALLENGES 

CONFRONTING FOOD SUPPLY CHAINS or do they need 
to be supplemented by ADDITIONAL REGULATION?”

“In essence, is there the scope within voluntary 
approaches to sufficiently INCENTIvISE BUSINESSES 

that are not currently showing COmmITmENT TO 
SUSTAINABILITY, or is further regulation needed? ”

There are many kinds of voluntary approaches 
developed in order to enhance the sustainability 
of food supply chains. Certification and assurance 
schemes represent one category (explored further 
on in this report). Another is the large number and 
wide range of voluntary initiatives implemented by 
individual food companies with the goal of improving 
the sustainability of their operations and (in some 
cases) supply chains. Some of the best known of 
these are Marks & Spencer’s ‘Plan A’, Unilever’s 
‘Sustainable Living Plan’ and Sainsbury’s ‘20x20 
Sustainability Plan’. 

There is a similarly wide range of collaborative or 
multi-stakeholder initiatives including commodity-
specific groups (such as the Roundtable on 
Sustainable Palm Oil) as well as initiatives or good 
practice guidelines designed to address particular 
aspects of sustainability (e.g. Waste and Resources 
Action Programme’s Courtauld Commitment; Ethical 
Trading Initiative employment code of practice; UN 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights 
– which provide guidance to companies on the 
integration of human rights into their operations).

The progress that has been made by voluntary 
approaches across the broad range of sustainability 
criteria has been significant.  However, the 
question that was asked repeatedly throughout the 
Commissioners’ deliberations was: ‘can voluntary 
approaches deliver the further progress that we 
need, at a quick enough pace, in order to address 
the enormous challenges confronting food supply 
chains; or do they need to be supplemented by 
additional regulation?’  

Often the progress made by leaders on sustainability 
is undermined, or threatened, by those organisations 
less focused on sustainability. In essence, is there 
the scope within voluntary approaches to sufficiently 
incentivise businesses that are not currently 
showing commitment to sustainability, or is further 
regulation required?

Proponents of regulation might argue that it 
is needed to protect, for example, the general 
public and the environment where it may not be in 
businesses’ self-interest to do so. Opponents might 
point to bureaucracy and the additional costs of 

doing business as disadvantages of ‘too much’ or 
‘unnecessary’ regulation.

Given that there is always likely to be some level 
of regulation in place in relation to sustainability 
issues, the Commission discussed the importance 
of long-term policy making. Competition policy 
was cited as one example.

The role of Government leadership in promoting, or 
fostering, sustainable food systems was identified 
as being important. This relates not just to the UK, 
but also to the UK’s role in policy development at 
European Union level – which is where much of the 
regulation relating to supply chains sustainability 
is now being developed. Policy coherence and 
clear government leadership were cited as being 
important for many companies, which suggests 
that regulation is not necessarily an unwelcome 
imposition on them. It was argued that regulation 
can actually be empowering for companies, 
enabling them to do what they would ideally like 
to do, but from which they may be held back by 
the pressures of competition and the market. 
Achieving a balance between voluntarism and 
regulation is clearly an ongoing and considerable 
challenge, but it is an important one in the context 
of sustainable food supply chains.

 

2
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mCCaIn
SITe VISIT Two

Sodexo
SITe VISIT one

The visit to McCain Foods’ 
manufacturing site in Whittlesey, 
near Peterborough, provided 
an opportunity to observe their 
entire production process, from 
the intake of potatoes all the way 
through to packaging and dispatch.

This highlighted the importance of 
the primary raw material, not only in 
terms of the final product’s quality, but 
also in relation to the efficiency of the 
process itself - notably with regards 
to energy use and waste reduction.

We began by seeing potatoes 
being sampled for conformity to 
specification, by test frying and 
physical characteristic checks 
for shape and size – which, 
as with any natural ingredient, 
demonstrates a level of variability. 

Due to all McCain growers being 
members of the Red Tractor Assurance 
Scheme and the company having 
predominantly direct relationships 
with its growers, McCain has full 
traceability of the supply chain, which 
drives continuous improvement.

In the factory, it was clear how 
an efficient production process, 
together with the automation 
necessary to achieve economies 
of scale, were essential to maintain 
high standards of quality and safety.

As a responsible family business, 
McCain has made environmental 
sustainability a core priority and 
this is evident in its water treatment, 
renewable energy and heat waste 
capture. The plant secures value 
from virtually everything that enters 

it, for example, sending 
by-product for animal feed 
or flake production from 
smaller pieces of potato 
not suitable for fries.

The attention to detail in 
the process of preparing, 
cutting and frying was also particularly impressive. For 
example, machine blades are changed every few hours 
to avoid rough edges, ensuring optimum efficiency of 
the machinery and the highest quality end-product. 
Temperature control is also pivotal, in terms of cooling, 
heating and operations such as steam peeling.

Ensuring optimal results in the factory requires 
commercial viability and efficient sustainable practices. 
It was evident that this was an important balance to reach, 
taking into account factors such as the time required for 
seed potato production and breeding, accompanied by 
uncertain future growing conditions and energy prices.

McCain is acutely aware of the importance of its 
agricultural base and invests significantly in its supply 
chain, particularly in relation to best practice and 
knowledge transfer. Importing potatoes for processing 
is not a practical proposition, given their weight and 
bulk in relation to product value, so the strength of UK 
manufacturing and agriculture is effectively indivisible in 
this context. 

Our visit concentrated almost exclusively on production 
issues. But the role and perception of potato products 
in consumer choice and diet is also an important issue. 
However sustainable the supply chain and manufacturing 
process, the end product has to meet consumer needs. 
This requires constant innovation, for example, lower fat 
choices, greater convenience and extended shelf-life, all 
of which feedback into process design and engineering.

SODExO
SITE vISIT ONE
By Huw Irranca-Davies mP

mCCAIN FOODS
SITE vISIT TwO
By Andrew Kuyk CBE

On 29th April 2014, I had the pleasure of visiting 
the Sodexo UK and Ireland Head Office in London 
as part of the Sustainable Food Supply Chains 
Commission.

I would firstly like to thank Sodexo, the Industry 
& Parliament Trust, Food Ethics Council and the 
University of Warwick Global Research Priorities 
Programme for arranging such a highly informative 
session. 

Combining my experience as Shadow Food 
Minister, with participants from academia, the 
food industry, and colleagues from Parliament, 
meant we were able to explore the challenges of 
maintaining a sustainable food supply chain and 
explore upcoming policy developments.

Sodexo’s briefing session on their plan to tackle 
issues around sustainability by using their “Better 
Tomorrow Plan,” was thorough and effective. 
The company’s ambition to create and provide 
a leadership strategy to drive sustainability up to 
2020 across their global corporate reach was clear.

The Commission was able to explore this 

commitment in detail, including how it would be 
defined at corporate and business level, and how 
this could be realised and verified at the furthest 
point of a supply-chain.

We were briefed on the three core pillars of 
the company’s strategy: values and ethics; 
consultation, and engagement with stakeholders. 
This provided the opportunity for Commissioners to 
explore how an international organization, with over 
4,300 suppliers in 80 countries, can translate these 
strategic objectives into practical and operational 
impacts which benefit all in the supply chain. 

Sodexo prides itself on providing global leadership 
on sustainability, through its Better Tomorrow Plan 
which covers sustainability in a comprehensive way 
involving employees, clients, suppliers, institutions 
and their customers. 

The approach encompasses environmental and 
local/community aspects of sustainability as well 
as nutrition and well being. The commitment of 
Sodexo to deliver on this strategy was clear, as 
was the way it was embedded into core business 
activities. 

With the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP) being negotiated between 
the EU and the United States, the issue of 
harmonisation of the food market is increasingly 
important. Sodexo were focused on ensuring that 
their quality of food and production standards are 
not compromised by the TTIP harmonisation to the 
detriment of consumers or sustainability. 

Sodexo’s approach to sustainability in the food 
supply chain gave a great insight for the Commission 
into the way in which a global corporation can 
make a difference when leadership on sustainable 
ethics is transferred into real outcomes throughout 
the company and to every part of the supply chain.
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engagIng wITH PeoPle aS CITIzenS and ConSumeRS
key ISSue THRee

engagIng wITH PeoPle aS CITIzenS and ConSumeRS
key ISSue THRee

ENGAGING wITH PEOPLE AS CITIzENS AND CONSUmERS
KEY ISSUE THREE

“many people are becoming mORE INTERESTED in, and 
informed about SUSTAINABILITY ISSUES around the 

food that they consume, and this sometimes translates 
into becoming more DEmANDING of what they 

ExPECT SUPPLIERS AND RETAILERS to achieve”

“will the current 
CHOICE OF 
PRODUCTS             

– and the range of 
dietary choices –                

available in 
countries like 

the UK be 
mAINTAINABLE 

IN THE FUTURE, 
and if so, AT 

wHAT COST to 
environments, 

social and 
physical?”

People – in their role as citizens and as consumers – are central 
to the pursuit of sustainable food supply chains.  Many people are 
becoming more interested in, and informed about, sustainability 
issues relating to the food that they consume, and this sometimes 
translates into becoming more demanding of what they expect 
suppliers and retailers to achieve.   

One key question that the Commission asked was “how much 
information about supply chains do people really want and how 
much is it feasible to expect them to be able to deal with?” A simple 
response to this question is that it is not a straightforward matter of 
‘the more information, the better’.  Beyond that, it becomes much 
less clear-cut.  Many companies are keen not just to inform their 
customers about what they are doing to improve the sustainability 
of supply chains, but to engage them in a genuine conversation 
about it. However, in a situation where for the majority of consumers 
‘price’ is still the main factor, and where people often have limited 
time to consider information about supply chains, how can these 
conversations be generated?  Another key question the Commission 
asked is: “Is it possible to simplify messages to the point where 
customers can easily understand them, without losing the crucial 
details and nuances in the process?” Commissioners noted that 

food businesses are increasingly experimenting with new ways 
of communicating with their customers, including the use of social 
media.

The issues of supply chain sustainability can seem to be quite 
distant from consumers’ immediate day-to-day concerns. The 
Food Standards Agency’s ‘Integrated Advice to Consumers’ 
initiative, which had the objective of providing an integrated source 
of online Government advice for consumers on the impacts of food 
on health and the environment, was cited as a useful attempt to 
empower consumers to make more considered decisions about 
sustainable diets.  

Empowering consumers means more than simply enabling them 
to implement their own particular values through their purchasing 
decisions. It also means giving them the opportunity, and 
information, to choose to make a specific practical difference to 
the lives of the people they want to help.  

One aspect to consider is the transparency of company reporting 
in relation to their supply chains. It was proposed that companies 
could, for example, report on which of the countries they deal 
with have living wage policies in place, and on the proportion of 
workers in various sectors along their supply chains that are paid a 
living wage. If more comprehensive reporting was felt to be useful, 
this could be adopted on a voluntary basis or by amending the 
2006 Companies Act so that it more explicitly includes wider social 
issues and more explicitly refers to the impact of the company’s 
supply chain, rather than just its own operations.

Given the rising global population, growing resource constraints, 
the impact of climate change and the risk of rising inequality, will 
people in the Global North have to forgo some of what people 
regard as their ‘rights’ (real or perceived) as ‘consumers’ in the 
future? Will the current choice of products – and the range of 
dietary choices – available in countries like the UK be maintainable 
in the future, and if so, at what cost to environments, social and 
physical?

3
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mCdonald’S
CaSe STudy one 

dIVIne CHoColaTe
CaSe STudy Two

McDonald’s has recognised that its customers are increasingly sensitive regarding the source 
of their food, seeing this as a byword for quality and value.  It has therefore been investing 
heavily in its British and Irish supply chain to ensure that it gets the quality that it needs – 
now sourcing 100% British and Irish beef, free range eggs, organic milk and British Freedom 
Food pork.  McDonald’s says that its customers value this, and trust McDonald’s as a result. 
This has helped McDonald’s insulate themselves against the increasing levels of scepticism 
following the horsemeat scandal.

McDonald’s approach is also a response to the various challenges confronting food businesses, 
such as rising food prices, diminishing resources and market volatility.  The key to addressing 
these challenges lies in how they work with their suppliers – where the desired relationship is 
one of genuine collaboration, geared towards building long-term trusted partnerships.  This 
means the suppliers have the security they need in order to invest; while on the other hand 
McDonald’s has the guarantee that when it does come up against serious challenges, it has a 
loyal supply base that is motivated and mobilised to assist it.

One example of McDonald’s approach is its ‘Farm Forward’ initiative, which was launched in 
2012.  It spoke to the most progressive farmers to get their insights into the priorities for a 

mCDONALD’S
CASE STUDY ONE

DIvINE CHOCOLATE
CASE STUDY 
TwO

In addition to paying the standard Fairtrade price and premium for 
all the cocoa that they buy, which is their main ingredient, 
Divine Chocolate also invests 2% of its turnover 
in working with the farmers in ‘producer 
support and development’.  As it works in 
rural areas with illiteracy levels of up to 
80%, its producers will need different 
support at different times. This isn’t 
about building schools and sinking 
wells, but actually about how it 
runs its business.  Divine has 
invested £2 million in producer 
support and development since 
it started.  

In recent years this has 
involved working with farmers 
on how it develops its business 
management tools, help with the 
development of organisational 
constitutions (which is quite a 
challenge in an organisation with 
80,000 members in 1,200 villages), 
development of databases – and also 
communications systems: including the 
production of radio programmes to promote 
themselves and Fairtrade.

One particularly important consequence of Divine’s investment 
is the impact that can be seen with regard to the experience of 
women. Some 32% of the membership are women, and the elected 
president is a woman. Independent research has established the 
wider economic and societal benefits of this promotion of gender 
equality. 

Divine’s producers now deliver 6% of Ghana’s cocoa, which is 1% 
of world production. This shows that it is possible for Fairtrade 
products to take a significant part of market share.

sustainable future for British 
and Irish farming.  As a result, 
it developed an approach 
based on five elements: 
quality ingredients, animal 
welfare, environmental and 
sustainable improvement, 
along with job and training 
opportunities for young 
farmers. The five elements 
were created with the 
intention being to use 
McDonald’s scale for good 
and to use its expertise to 
increase knowledge sharing 
best practice across the 
industry.
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CoCa-Cola
CaSe STudy THRee

CeRTIFICaTIon and oTHeR aSSuRanCe SCHemeS
key ISSue FouR

There is an extensive range of 
certification and other assurance 
schemes covering numerous facets 
of food supply chain sustainability.  
Again, this plethora of schemes 
exemplifies some of the tensions 
around the balance to be struck 
between optimising the information 
that is made available to customers, 
and ensuring that the information is 
manageable and useful in practice. 

The variety of certification and 
assurance schemes highlights not just 
the quantity of relevant information that 
is now available, but also the complexity 
that comes with that – in terms of the 
need for customers to weigh up so 
many different, sometimes conflicting, 
sustainability considerations. 

“The COmPLExITY 
OF SUPPLY 

CHAINS, and 
of the different 

ingredients used, 
represents a 

SIGNIFICANT 
CHALLENGE for 

the more rigorous 
certification 

schemes”

CERTIFICATION AND 
OTHER ASSURANCE 

SCHEmES
KEY ISSUE FOUR

It was suggested 
that there are 
very different levels 
of assurance provided 
by the various schemes, with some being little more than 
statements of intent, while others aim to be much more rigorous 
and demanding. The complexity of supply chains, and of the 
different ingredients used, represents a significant challenge 
for the more rigorous certification schemes.

For example, certification of end products to carry the 
FAIRTRADE Mark requires that all the ingredients which can be 
Fairtrade-sourced are Fairtrade. Hence the need to be able to 
trace all the different ingredients – and the resulting complexity 
– is to some extent created by the rigour of the certification 
process itself. Ensuring traceability of core ingredients should be 
achievable, but not necessarily in respect of ‘minor’ ingredients.  
For instance, if the product uses fructose syrup, where did the 
fructose come from? Equally, if it came from corn, had the corn 
been genetically modified, and if so, should this be signalled, so 
that consumers can knowingly choose to buy products containing 
GM ingredients or GM-free ingredients, if they so wish?   
 
A key tension confronting certification schemes is between 
promoting and safeguarding the highest possible standards, 
and drawing in the largest possible number of stakeholders. 
The Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) was cited as one example 
of a scheme facing such a tension. A related challenge for such 
schemes is the potential for them to become unmanageably 
bureaucratic.

COCA-COLA
CASE STUDY 
THREE

4

Coca-Cola recently 
commissioned an evaluation 
of its positive contribution 
to the British economy. 
The results of this provide 
evidence of the company’s 
commitment to the economic 
sustainability of its domestic 
supply chain. 97% of Coca-
Cola’s products are made 
in Great Britain, and the 
company says that its 
commitment to sustainable 
growth is shown in its 
investment of £250 million 
in its GB operations in the 
five year period 2010-14.   
 
Coca-Cola’s Wakefield soft 
drinks plant celebrated its 
25th anniversary in 2014.  
Coca-Cola has invested 
£100 million in the factory 
in the last five years, and it 
now employs more than 400 
local people. 2014 also saw 
the opening of a £30 million 
Automated Storage and 
Retrieval warehouse, which 
doubled the site’s storage 
capacity – allowing all 

manufactured products 
to be delivered 
to its customers 
directly, saving 
a p p r o x i m a t e l y 
500,000 road 
miles per year.

C o c a - C o l a ’ s 
investment in 
the economic 
sustainability of 
their GB supply 
chain is related 
to its commitment 
to environmental 
sustainability.  For 
example, packaging 
has been reduced by 
27% since 2007, and it 
uses 25% recycled plastic 
in its bottles and 50% 
recycled aluminium in its 
cans.  Its manufacturing 
plants send zero waste to 
landfill.  The company’s 
Continuum Recycling facility 
in Hemswell, Lincolnshire, 
is the world’s largest plastic 
recycling facility.  The 
plant has the capacity to 
reprocess about 150,000 
tonnes of plastic each year.  
Coca-Cola’s investment 

in this facility 
has more than doubled 
the total amount of bottle-
grade recycled plastic 
reprocessed in the whole 
of the country – providing 
security of supply, and also 
a significant improvement 
in the country’s waste 
management infrastructure. 
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“It’s important to 
consider the difference 

between what is 
ETHICALLY ACCEPTABLE 

and what’s POSITIvELY 
COmmENDABLE”

InVeSTIng In SuPPly CHaInS
key ISSue FIVe ConCludIng RemaRkS

Food companies are increasingly investing in 
their supply chains. Investment in this context is 
not solely a matter of financial support – albeit 
that such support is, of course, crucial.  Equally 
important is the social and economic investment 
by companies in the sense of their long-term 
commitment to working with suppliers.  Just as in 
the short-term, an immediate profit-driven approach 
has had an adverse impact across all three pillars 
of sustainability, so this more responsible, longer-
term approach has benefits in all three areas.  
Firstly, it enhances the economic viability of the 
supplier, or sector, being supported. Secondly, 
by ensuring that a fairer proportion of the value 
created remains within the supplier community, 
it helps to address some of the adverse social 
impacts currently experienced by suppliers and 
their workers. Thirdly, by providing longer-term 
security to suppliers, it enables and encourages 
them to invest in more environmentally sustainable 
production methods.

It was suggested that investing in supply chains 
should include supporting local attempts to address 
social and environmental issues. It is often the case 
that supplier countries will be having national or 
sector level debates about, for example, whether 
working conditions are acceptable. If proposed 
improvements are supported by purchasers in the 
supply chain, it could make a crucial difference 
to those seeking change at national levels. One 
example was the decision several years ago by 
UK retailers to only purchase from WEITA-certified 
farmers when sourcing wine from South Africa.

“Investing in supply 
chains should 

include SUPPORTING 
LOCAL ATTEmPTS to 
address SOCIAL AND 

ENvIRONmENTAL 
ISSUES AND 

CHALLENGES”

INvESTING IN SUPPLY CHAINS
KEY ISSUE FIvE

CONCLUDING REmARKS

5
Characteristics of sustainable food supply chains 
include a food system that is resilient, efficient, 
fair, long-term, transparent, traceable and forward-
looking. It is important to consider the conditions 
under which such characteristics might best be 
enabled to flourish in the future – something that 
the Commission has begun to explore.

When considering sustainable food supply chains 
– including characteristics and enabling conditions 
– it might also be useful to distinguish different 
ethical levels. Hence it is important to consider the 
difference between what is ethically acceptable 
(meeting minimal standards such as the avoidance 
of child labour for example) and what’s positively 
commendable (for example, actively promoting 
the economic development and empowerment of 
suppliers). The question was raised as to whether 
relying on market mechanisms and government 
regulation can achieve more than the adoption of 
minimum standards. If not, then the key question 
remains as to how to go beyond ethical minima.

There was widespread acknowledgement 
amongst Commissioners that there was much 
positive activity taking place in terms of sustainable 

food supply chains. However, there was also 
recognition that the scale and pace of activity 
needs to accelerate to be commensurate with the 
scale of global challenges.  The uncertainties are 
mainly over how best to achieve this acceleration. 
The issues outlined in this document are at the 
heart of this discussion. 

The complexities of supply chains – including the 
fact that they often cross boundaries – make it very 
difficult to tackle the problems at a national level. 
Only global agencies with some kind of global 
authority can do so. The question was raised as to 
how mechanisms such as the UN Global Compact 
and the Ruggie framework (UN Guiding Principles 
on Business and Human Rights) could be further 
strengthened. 

The Commissioners felt that examining some of 
the issues covered in this document in an EU 
context would be a valuable next step.  
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