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Food Security Ȯ 11 September 2014 - Jesus College, Cambridge 

Executive Summary 

Food Security is one of the most important challenges facing the planet today, but also one of the most 

complex. With an estimated 1bn people currently living under threat of starvation and 1bn people obese, 

it is a problem not of simply maximising production, but also of controlling demand.  

The Rustat Conference on the Food Security, by bringing together leaders who would not usually meet 

from the worlds of business, academia, government and the media, attempted to determine what a 

consensus view of the issue might look like and how that might best be communicated to politicians and 

policy makers.      



 

4. How important is climate change? 



of acute crisis. With public health in its current state, though, many thought Britain and the west were 

already in a state of crisis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





For the supply side, an increase would be needed in cultivated land1, as well as a necessary reduction in 

what is called the ‘yield gap’2



 

 

The next table shows the impact of those different scenarios on key resources:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Professor Gilligan drew special attention to the rate of greenhou



 

“One striking message one gets from this graph is that business-as-usual could be catastrophic,” he said, 

“but if we can close the yield gap, and utilise those supply-side changes, then we can halve our CO2 

emissions.” 

Addressing the question Professor Benton posed at the start of the session, Professor Tim Lang outlined 

his three wishes as follows: 

 A comprehensive set of sustainable dietary guidelines – “because, frankly, policy is 

away with the fairies at the moment in this regard.” 

 A reform of institutions 

 A plan B – The EU does not have Food Security on its agenda, and this must change 

A major problem devising a strategy to promote food security is that it means different things to different 

people. On the one hand, policy-makers use it to address adequacy of food supply, usually in developing 

countries; while on the other, it is sometimes used simplistically to indicate whether supermarket shelves 

are full and the food is at the right price. The term is essentially about whether the food system is 

matching supply and demand, but its trickiness comes from the fact that many other issues are wrapped 

around that match or mismatch. The modern world of food has become far more complicated than when 

William Beveridge argued in British Food Control (1928) the lesson of history is that “a benign state” is 

required to sort out competing demands.  



much of consumers’ spend (£84bn) as retailers (£112bn). This is the world of a permanently eating 

economy.” 





Health Nutrition and Hunger 

Session Two: Balancing Public and Private Interests  

 

Chair: Professor Sir Peter Lachmann, Emeritus Professor of Immunology, University of 

Cambridge, former President, Academy of Medical Sciences, and former President, Royal 

College of Pathologists 

Dr Chris Brown, Senior Director, Sustainable Business, Asda 

David Northcroft, Category Varietal Development Manager, Waitrose  

 

Professor Sir Peter Lachmann began by asking the plenary what constitutes a healthy diet. “I ask because 

the answer is not quite as simple as we might pretend,” he said. 

“In this country there is no doubt that the rationing diet we had during the Second World War was very 

successful. […] But since that time, people have been able to eat what they want and we have what seems 

to be an epidemic of coronary heart disease and, more recently, metabolic syndrome.”5 

Bad dietary habits can be reversed, but we first need to establish what a “good diet” is. “Dietary advice 

has changed many times in my lifetime,” said the professor, with cutting out saturated fats, trans fats and 

carbohydrates all being championed at one point or another. Current understanding, he said, is to blame 

health problems on too much salt and sugars.  

Another factor to consider is how children’s dietary habits affect health and weight later in life. Professor 

Lachmann spoke about the work of David Barker, who discovered that what is particularly important to 

life-long health is one’s nutrition in their first year. “He found that the worst situation is [when] people 

are deprived of food in foetal life and in their first year, and then exposed to unlimited food later.” 

Dr Chris Brown said that retailers like himself were guilty of “customer worshipping”, where the demands 

of the consumer – regardless of dietary advice – are met wherever possible. “That is what pays my 

wages,” he said. One of the main problems with this is that, in the UK, the customer has been rather 

spoiled. “We have lived in this country for three or four decades without any compulsion,” he said, “we 

can buy what we like when we like without restriction and that is how the customer thinks.” 

What is more, he said, what the customer knows about the impact of nutrition on health is, at bes.tbBC03015.07 577t03>-4<01020003015A>13<01105Tm
[<037419A 1 56.664 449.11 Tm.76>13<01105Tm0175>68T
1 0is [when] people 



Dr Brown then highlighted what this typical Asda customer’s five considerations were: 

 The need to provide a heathy meal   

 The need to get everything prepared and served on time – including 

shopping time 

 The need to make everyone happy at dinner time 

 The need to stay within a budget 

 The need to get it all done in a typically limited amount of kitchen space 

And lifestyles have changed, he said. “My grandmother used to like making mashed potato. After all, what 

could be more convenient than buying the potatoes, washing them, peeling them, boiling them and 

mashing them?” he joked. “Today I sell seven different types of ready-prepared mashed potato.”  

Remember the scale of the problem too. For a family of four, that equates to 84 meals a week, or more 

than 4000 meals a year. “So though guidelines are great,” he concluded, “we must remember the 

practical constraints on encouraging healthier diets.” 

David Northcroft spoke about a study he was involved with last year entitled: “How can farming use 

science to improve the nutritional value of food?” 

Mr Northcroft said that, with his background in retail, he was used to dealing with considerations on 

behalf of the consumer (e.g. appearance, shelf-life and taste) and for the producer (e.g. disease-resistance 

and yield). “But nutritional value is not something that often comes into the equation,” he said. 

“Can we be in a position, moving forward, where we can marry the two?” he asked, “Producing food of 

better quality, rather than just focusing on quantity?” 

It is a worthwhile pursuit, he said, given that 64 per cent of the UK population are overweight or obese, a 

figure which costs the public £5bn a year. 

Despite the piecemeal warnings – the five-a-day message, or warnings over diabetes – Mr Northcroft 

asked: “What is the tipping point that makes an individual person change their habits? What can we do to 

ⴀ



now, producing personalised services for their customers, but the next step is to tailor dietary advice to 

individual consumers. 

Discussion 

The first talking point came from Professor Lachmann who asked if healthy drives – such as the reduction 

of salt levels in processed foods – is the responsibility of the retailer or the supplier. 



of documentation on that […] also diseases,” adding that diversifying modes of supply is crucial to having 

good food resilience.6 

The next questions centred around small-holders – again, especially overseas – and about how major 

retailers like Waitrose and Asda interact with them. Dr Brown said that, as a for-profit organisation, Asda 

does business with them on a similar basis to large providers, but that special care needs to be taken with 

small holders with regard to fulfilling things like chemical-use regulation. Also using small holders was a 

way to benefit those local communities, largely by aiding the education of women, who make up much of 

the workforce.  

With regard to growing populations, one delegate said that developing countries would likely undergo 

mass urbanisation drives, often ones which are unpopular to locals. “How will your companies help with 

this situation?” he asked of the panellists. 

“Politicians often ask us to do things that they don’t want to do because it will cost them votes,” said Dr 

Brown. “And I’m sorry to sound like a red-clawed capitalist about this, but that’s the challenge: they don’t 

want to do things that they think will upset the populace, but they are happy for me to do it on their 

behalf.” He stressed that changes will need to be made as populations grow – “I don’t think it will result in 

rationing or anything like that,” he said, but that that was the nature of major economic and societal 

change.  

The next delegate asked whether supermarket shelves should be arranged colour-coded in order to help 

people distinguish between what they should and should not be eating a lot of. 

Dr Brown said this wouldn’t work. “Just about every supermarket I now is arranged with fresh produce at 

the front of the store,” he said, “and you have to walk all the way through it to get to a cream cake.” 

Mr Northcroft said that most of his shoppers operate on what he called a “credit or debit” system, so that 

what they buy on a Friday night is likely to be more indulgent and worse for them than what they buy on 

a Monday. “Not every shopping trip is the same,” he concluded.    

  

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 Dr Brown clarified a point made by Professor Tim Lang in the previous session about how “food security” means 

different things to different people. “To me,” Dr Brown said, “food security is a policy matter; food resilience is how I 

keep my shelves stocked.” 

 



Climate Change and Food Security 

Session Three: Is sustainability the issue?  

 

Chair: Dr Aled Jones, Director, Global Sustainability Institute, Anglia Ruskin University 

Professor Doug Crawford-Brown, 



entirely controlled by the developing nations. “If you were to stop all emissions today from developed 

nations you would postpone that doubling by 60 years.” 

The question then, is what will happen to the consumption patterns of people in those developing 

nations?   

Climate scientists suggest that there are two competing influences: one, that consumption patterns will 

begin to mimic 



And though he was supportive of the intention to carry out such research, he said: “If you think macro-

economic modelling is difficult, then modelling the global food supply with as few variables as [those 

expressed in the study] is quite a brave thing to do.” 

Broadly, there is a systematic underestimation of research and development and its effect on 

productivity, which the professor said was one of the best-established economic relationships of the past 

60 years. 

“You may say that I am a naïve techno-optimist,” he said, “but it seems to me that 20th-century challenges 

in food production were a lot greater than the 21st century’s.” 

Not least in his reasoning, he said, was the fact that in the 20th century the population growth was 

considerably larger than the one being projected today.  

The only important counter-factor in those two cases is the presence of climate change, he said, but even 

that is unclear as to its aims. To prove this, Professor Buckwell then read out some of the conclusions 

from section seven of the IPCC’s Fifth Assessment Report. One example, cited by the report as being 

made with ‘high confidence’, is as follows: 

All aspects of food security will be potentially affected by climate change, 

including food access, utilisation and price stability. 

But the professor pointed out: “potentially affected” is not particularly assertive; “so we have high 

confidence in a not very strong statement,” he said. Furthermore, with regard to climate change-driven 

p



activity [as we do constructing climate-change models] then we would enable them to maintain 

productivity and significantly reduce their negative environmental impacts.” 

The policy conclusions that Professor Buckwell then suggested, boiled down to two recommendations: 

 We have to use agricultural policy to steer towards so-



The role of GM in Food Security  
 
Session Four: Are societal views on GM wrong? 
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the John Innes Centre in the late 1980s and only reached supermarket shelves three years ago. If GM 



the regulation needs to change accordingly. His final recommendation was that new regulation be drawn 

up according to the trait – i.e. what you are putting into the organism – rather than method. 

Mark Driscoll said that he was a believer in the idea of scientific limits, and that needed to be taken into 

account when discussing GM food security. 

“





 

 

Policy-Focused Discussion Panel 
 



 

The involvement of investment analysts and other representatives from the financial sector would sure 

up the debate.  

 

“There is only one country in the world that has the various elements of finance, regulation, science and 

progressive public policy that could bring the parties together […]. Fortunately, that is this country” 

 

Professor Chris Gilligan said that a focus on low-probability high-impact events was important, “but let us 

not forget,” he said, “a billion people are going to bed each night hungry, which we must address.” 

He then said that he would make six quick points that he thought would advance the debate: 

 

1) We need to stratify the globe so we can think clearly about the different needs of 

developing and developed countries. 

2) We need to give more thought



 

This point was taken up by the next delegate who spoke, saying that he thought food security was a great 

way to train students in inter-disciplinary thinking. 

 

The next participant asked about the impact of increasingly severe weather patterns, when once-in-500-

year events were seemingly happening every few years. 

 

Mr Douglas said that that phenomenon was just the sort of thing that they needed to think about when 

they were devising their insurance programme.  

   

 



Conclusions: 
 

Professor Tim Benton: 

I challenged the plenary to suggest three things that would move things in the direction of sustainable 

food security – and this was the consensus: 

1. 


