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Preparing the ground
The U

K food system
 is broken; there is lim

ited access to nutritious, affordable,  
high-quality food that doesn’t cost the earth, that doesn’t harm

 the people w
ho 

grow
 and harvest it. W

hy? There are social, econom
ic and political system

s that 
encourage industrial agricultural practices and leave sm

all-scale agroecological 
farm

ers w
ith little support. 

As m
em

bers of OrganicLea Com
m

unity Grow
ers, a w

orker’s co-operative w
ho grow

 
and sell food on London’s edge, w

e present this booklet as an insight into how
 w

e 
can transform

 our food system
. This booklet is the product of m

usings over the 
garden fork and conversations had w

hilst packing salad bags; w
e are not journalists 

or academ
ics but w

e get our hands dirty every day grow
ing an alternative food 

system
. W

e hope this booklet m
akes clear the link betw

een com
m

unity food  
projects on the ground and the w

ider econom
ic, social and political issues around 

food and farm
ing.

Our first section outlines the differences between industrial and com
m

unity food 
system

s. Our stance is clear: w
e believe that com

m
unity food grow

ing is the only 
answ

er to how
 w

e w
ill feed future generations. In this section w

e explore econom
ic, 

environm
ental, and social and health benefits of com

m
unity food growing. W

e then 
exam

ine the structural barriers w
ithin industrial food m

odels that continue to keep 
control over our food system

 in the hands of a few
 rather than the m

any. 

The second section looks beyond national borders and exam
ines the international 

social m
ovem

ents that fight for the rights of sm
all-scale food growers. This section 

offers a hopeful and realistic perspective on how
 to create change at local and 

international levels. 

Food sovereignty or security?
H

ow
 are w

e going to feed ourselves? H
ow

 w
ill w

e feed the U
K? H

ow
 w

ill the w
orld 

feed itself? Som
e argue that food security, m

eeting the basic dietary needs of people, 
is the answ

er. Others suggest that food sovereignty - the idea that com
m

unities 
control the w

ay food is produced, traded and consum
ed - represents a m

ore 
equitable food system

. 

The international peasant’s union La V
ia Cam

pesina (LV
C) offers the concept of 

food sovereignty in response to the increased international support for industrial 
agricultural practices. For La V

ia Cam
pesina, food sovereignty is:

“The right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through 
ecologically sound and sustainable m

ethods, and their right to define their own food 
and agriculture system

s. Food sovereignty puts those w
ho produce, distribute and 

consum
e food at the heart of food system

s and policies rather than the dem
ands of 

m
arkets and corporations.”
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Advocates of food security argue that people need enough food to live healthy and 
active lives. This does not address how

 that food is produced, distributed, traded or 
consum

ed. Since the 1970s, food security has been the predom
inant fram

ew
ork used 

to develop policies and international responses to food and farm
ing issues. The Food 

and Agriculture Organisation of the U
nited N

ations (FAO) argues that “food security 
exists when all people, at all tim

es, have access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food 
to m

eet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.”
2

As the author Raj Patel points out: “The idea of food security is entirely com
patible 

w
ith a dictatorship – as long as the dictator provided vouchers for M

cDonald’s 
and vitam

ins, a country could be said to be ‘food secure’.” 3 Patel is suggesting that 
food security does not acknow

ledge the political and econom
ic pow

er im
balances 

inherent in the global food system
. The exam

ple illustrates the need to ask hard 
questions, such as: w

ho controls how
 food is produced and distributed?

Food sovereignty is an im
portant alternative to food security. Proponents of food 

sovereignty are fighting for political and social change that acknowledges farm
ers’ 

rights to choose how
 the food they grow

 w
ill be produced, traded and distributed. 

This w
ill, in turn, create a food system

 w
here people have the right to choose food 

that is culturally appropriate and sustainably produced in an ecologically beneficial 
w

ay. In the follow
ing section w

e outline how
 com

m
unity food system

s based on food 
sovereignty principles have m

ultiple social, political, and environm
ental benefits. 

The case for community food systems 
“W

e can begin by doing sm
all things at the local level, like planting com

m
unity gardens or 

looking out for our neighbours. That is how change takes place in living system
s, not from

 
above but from

 within, from
 m

any local actions occurring sim
ultaneously.” 

- Grace Lee Boggs 

“If you have com
e here to help m

e, you are wasting our tim
e. If you have com

e here because 
your liberation is bound up with m

ine, then let us work together.” 
- Lilla W

atson 

The last few
 decades have seen a great deal of interest in ‘relocalising’ food. This 

com
es in response to a succession of food safety scandals and the rising num

ber of 
people suffering from

 diet-related health issues. There is a grow
ing realisation that 

our globalised food industry, w
hatever its advantages, has severe dow

nsides. The 
im

balance is clear: globally 1.5 billion people are overw
eight; 870 m

illion people are 
affected by chronic hunger. 4 H

ow
ever, w

e need to go beyond ‘buying local’ if w
e 

are to build a truly sustainable and dem
ocratic food system

. Com
m

unity food is an 
alternative fram

ew
ork that addresses providence as w

ell as w
ider concerns about 

ecological and social justice. H
ere is another w

ay of putting it: com
m

unity food 
system

s are food sovereignty m
ade real at a local level.

Few
 activities have so m

any yields as com
m

unity food projects: they are able to 
sim

ultaneously address num
erous social issues – as w

ell as environm
ental, social, 

health, and econom
ic ones. W

e outline the m
ain elem

ents of these yields here.

Environmental gains
Com

m
unity food projects provide green space in cities, create bio-diverse 

ecosystem
s and im

prove the soil beneath our feet. W
e w

ant to focus on one 
particular issue that com

m
unity food projects directly address: ‘food m

iles’. Public 
aw

areness around negative im
pacts of food m

iles in the late 1990s inspired m
any to 

m
ake the connection betw

een the food on our plates and grow
ing ecological crises 

like clim
ate change. 5 For exam

ple, an apple grow
n in N

ew
 Zealand and sold in a U

K 
superm

arket w
ill have travelled 12,000 m

iles on air freights pow
ered by fossil fuels. 

A tom
ato grow

n in N
orfolk and sold at a London-based farm

ers’ m
arket w

ill register 
around 30 food m

iles. The N
orfolk tom

ato is considered to have a sm
aller ‘carbon 

footprint’.

The food m
iles debate created an opportunity for the public to m

ake the connection 
betw

een food and the ecological crises of our day. But those conversations did not 
take into consideration factors beyond the environm

ental effects of transportation. 
Farm

 m
achinery, chem

ical fertilisers and disposable packaging also have an 
environm

ental im
pact. Taking that into account, our ‘locally-grow

n’ N
orfolk 

tom
atoes m

ay not be so sustainable. A tom
ato grow

n w
ith chem

icals in a heated 
glasshouse m

ay have a significantly larger carbon footprint than one grown 
organically, in season, in Spain. 

Em
issions associated w

ith food production, distribution and consum
ption account 

for 19 to 29%
 of total greenhouse gases. 6 The production of that tom

ato w
ill rely 

on hum
an fuel and labour rather than fossil fuels and heavy m

achinery. The public 
cam

paigns to ‘buy local’ and ‘buy British’ m
ust go one step further and support 

com
m

unity food system
s that use organic m

ethods in order to create a food system
 

that does not cost the Earth. Organic farm
ing has been show

n to have m
ultiple 

beneficial environm
ental im

pacts at the local level. 7 This represents a fundam
ental 

principle of food sovereignty, w
hich prioritises local production and increases 

biodiversity, rather than depleting it.

Social benefits
For m

any com
m

unities, the politics of food are central in the drive for social justice. 
Com

m
unity food projects serve direct com

m
unity needs, such as providing fresh 

produce for fam
ilies, but they also serve a deeper purpose. Grow

ing and eating 
foods that are tied to people’s traditional w

ays of know
ing and being encourage 

com
m

unity m
em

bers to com
e together. They also m

eet an im
m

ediate, practical 
need – access to culturally appropriate and healthy food. In the process, com

m
unity 
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m
em

bers can see them
selves as part of a larger m

ovem
ent for change. The Black 

Panthers, a group advocating for the rights of Black Am
ericans, fam

ously m
ade  

Free Breakfast for School Children the centre of food-related protest that  
challenged the structures of hunger and patterns of w

idespread m
alnourishm

ent. 8 
By providing every child w

ith a free breakfast, the Black Panthers drew
 attention 

not only to the issue of hunger but also m
ade connections to w

ider pow
er 

structures, nam
ely system

ic racism
 in the education and judicial system

s. W
ith this 

in m
ind, w

e can see how
 breakfast clubs, soup discos and com

m
unity lunches can be 

catalysts for change. 

Com
m

unity food projects grow
 alternative food cultures that em

brace participation, 
foster m

ore m
eaningful relationships, and create spaces that consistently challenge 

dom
inant pow

er relations. This m
eans that people w

ho feel disenfranchised or are 
m

arginalised in their lives outside the garden have a com
m

unity to rely and depend 
on, as w

ell as contribute to. W
ith austerity m

easures taking a larger and larger toll 
on entitlem

ent program
m

es, com
m

unity gardens provide necessary resources that 
are difficult to find elsewhere. Som

e local authorities are now looking to com
m

unity 
food projects to provide social services. The N

ational H
ealth Service (N

H
S) has also 

started to refer patients to volunteer opportunities in com
m

unity projects. 

Health advantages
A great advantage of com

m
unity food projects is their capacity to provide produce 

in a food landscape w
here fresh fruit and vegetables are often inaccessible.  

Jo Clarke, V
olunteer Coordinator at OrganicLea says “tim

e and again we find that 
people, especially young people, com

e to the project with a deep suspicion of vegetables, 
but steadily wean them

selves onto the fresh produce that is grow
n and served here. After 

a few weeks it is not unusual to see them
 eating m

ixed salad leaves as if they were crisps” 
(see OrganicLea case study on page 8). The health benefits of gardening go beyond 
w

hat you eat. Gardening also has a positive effect on m
ental and physical health – it 

reduces social isolation and im
proves social integration. 9 It m

aintains independence 
and physical and m

ental health in older participants. 10 The gentle but physical 
activity of gardening enables participants to undertake the cardiovascular w

orkout 
that is required to m

aintain heart health. 11 

Economic yields
W

hen discussing com
m

unity food projects and their benefits, m
any advocates focus 

on the social and environm
ental yields. W

hat has becom
e increasingly clear is that 

m
arket gardening is a viable enterprise and can often be the bedrock of a local 

econom
y. U

rban m
arket gardens in London can produce 2.5 kilos of salad w

ith  
a street value of som

e £41 per m
etre squared each year. V

ertical V
eg, run by  

a gardening entrepreneur w
ho specialises in grow

ing on balconies and w
indow

sills, 
reports producing 83 kilos of vegetables per year enabling him

 to save over £1000  

on food bills. 12 So w
hether your goal is grow

ing to sell or grow
ing to feed your 

fam
ily, grow

ing your ow
n has econom

ic value. Research has also show
n that buying 

local food and produce re-circulates m
oney back into the local econom

y, m
eaning 

m
ore jobs and m

ore opportunities for local and sustainable developm
ent. 13 

Grow
ing is relatively inexpensive w

hen com
pared to other w

eekend recreations 
such as golf; and cultivating a patch of land has long been a cheap and effective w

ay 
of putting food on the table. But it can also provide a sustainable livelihood.  
In fact, recent research by City &

 Guilds found that involvem
ent in com

m
unity food 

projects develops the skills of participants - not only in horticulture but in ‘soft 
skills’ and ‘skills for life’, such as num

eracy, problem
 solving, self-m

anagem
ent and 

enterprise. 14 For regulars at m
any of these projects, it provides a potential pathw

ay 
to m

eaningful em
ploym

ent. 

It is increasingly rare in our late capitalist econom
y to experience econom

ic  
self-determ

ination; 15 productive labour in agriculture, m
ining and m

anufacturing 
is being replaced by m

ore precarious and abstract form
s of w

ork. As H
annah Leigh 

M
ackie of Grow

ing Com
m

unities Patchw
ork Farm

 says: “To grow food, for oneself and 
one’s com

m
unity, is to take back a bit of control from

 the corporations who dom
inate so m

uch 
of m

odern life. This m
akes it genuinely em

powering.”

Em
pow

erm
ent of this kind is for m

any the start of a great journey. M
any com

m
unity 

food projects dem
onstrate that another w

orld is possible. Com
m

unity food system
s 

present a genuine, potent alternative to the dom
inant, destructive food system

 
that we shall explore in the next section. To finish this exploration of the case for 
com

m
unity food system

s here are tw
o short case studies of com

m
unity projects in 

urban areas that are w
orking to strengthen our food sovereignty in m

ultiple w
ays.

C
A

S
E

 S
T

U
D

Y

Reading International Solidarity Center (RISC)
Located in the heart of Reading tow

n centre, RISC is a Developm
ent Education 

Centre which works with schools and com
m

unity groups to raise the profile  
of global issues and prom

ote action for sustainability, hum
an rights  

and social justice.
To support its education and cam

paigning w
ork, the centre organises events 

on global issues and runs the fair trade W
orld Shop and Global Café. In 2002, 

RISC created a forest garden on the roof above its conference hall as a resource 
to dem

onstrate practical sustainable developm
ent. Built from

 reused or 
renew

able m
aterials, it has over 180 species of useful plants and is a show

case 
for m

axim
ising the education value of the outdoor classroom

. It is also open to 
the public.
This w

ork has led to tw
o further grow

ing projects: Food4Fam
ilies, w

hich 
supports com

m
unity food grow

ing in the Reading area; and the Schools Global 
Garden N

etw
ork - a nationw

ide initiative that aim
s to bring global citizenship 

into the outdoor curriculum
.
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Caroline Pragnell describes their w
ork: “W

ith F4F, local people are not just growing 
food, but grow

ing com
m

unities and thinking globally”.
 C

A
S

E
 S

T
U

D
Y

OrganicLea
“W

e produce and distribute food and plants locally, and inspire and support others to do 
the sam

e. W
ith a workers’ cooperative at our core, we bring people together to take action 

towards a m
ore just and sustainable society.”

Set up in 2001 in the London Borough of W
altham

 Forest, OrganicLea m
anages 

the 12-acre H
aw

kw
ood Plant N

ursery on the edge of London - w
here people 

com
e together to learn gardening skills form

ally and inform
ally. The fruit and 

vegetables grow
n at H

aw
kw

ood supply OrganicLea’s trade to local restaurants 
and cafés, its 300-m

em
ber box schem

e, and its tw
o Saturday m

arket stalls.  
To stock the enterprises, OrganicLea also w

orks directly w
ith organic grow

ers  
in East Anglia and w

ith local gardeners w
ho trade their surpluses through  

a ‘Cropshare’ schem
e.  

OrganicLea offers training and support to public and com
m

unity organisations 
that w

ish to develop food grow
ing spaces, and provides a w

hole range of 
volunteering and training opportunities to help people recover from

 m
ental ill 

health, get (back) into w
ork and connect w

ith nature. 
OrganicLea is organised as a workers’ cooperative - its fifteen workers 
collectively m

anage its operations w
ith equal voice in decisions and equal 

pay. The co-op hopes to affect w
ider change through its active m

em
bership of 

the London-based Com
m

unity Food Growers’ Network (CFGN
) and the U

K-based 
Land W

orkers’ Alliance (LW
A), which is affiliated to La Via Cam

pesina, the global 
federation of sm

all producers.
OrganicLea’s contribution to London’s overall food econom

y m
ay be sm

all; but, 
as their Garden Outreach W

orker Liz Beans says, “W
e w

ork right at the plant-roots 
and show

 that a few
 people taking positive action together can have a lasting effect on 

their ow
n lives, and those of their com

m
unities. Over the years w

e have created a sm
all, 

significant and genuinely alternative food system
, and thousands of people have com

e 
into contact w

ith us.”

The case against the global food industry
“National food security is neither necessary, nor is it desirable” 
- Departm

ent for Environm
ent, Farm

ing and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), 2003 

“Today, m
ore than ever, another world is necessary. The destruction of our world through 

overexploitation, the dispossession of people and the appropriation of natural resources is 
resulting in clim

ate crisis and deep inequalities which endanger life itself. La Via Cam
pesina 

says a resounding NO to this corporate-driven destruction.”
- La V

ia Cam
pesina, the Jakarta Call, 2013 

In contrast to the m
ultiple benefits of com

m
unity food growing outlined in the 

previous chapter, m
any form

s of food production and distribution have destructive 
effects on our heath, our environm

ent, our com
m

unities and our econom
ies.  

The ‘industrial food chain’ describes system
s of food production and distribution 

that grow
 food for a com

m
odity m

arket. Its prim
ary aim

 is not to feed people but  
to m

axim
ise profit. 

Supporters of industrial food and farm
ing argue that industrial agriculture has 

increased the productivity of agriculture dram
atically, allow

ing a plentiful supply 
of cheap food. This ‘productivist’ narrative has a long history dating back to the 
industrial revolution and aristocratic fears of popular uprisings and food riots.  
The m

ost recent iteration began in the 1950s w
hen anxieties about global 

dem
ographic grow

th and food supplies w
ere at their peak. 16 W

ith m
ass investm

ent 
in chem

ical inputs, gas-guzzling farm
 m

achinery and genetically m
odified seeds,  

the w
orld now

 produces m
ore food than ever before. 

Despite increases in productivity the percentage of people suffering hunger and 
m

alnourishm
ent has increased. Yet there are enough resources to feed every person 

in the w
orld 3,000 calories per day. The farm

ed environm
ent has been severely 

dam
aged by production practices, and finite natural resources have been used 

recklessly. In this chapter we explore the m
ajor flaws in the ‘productivist’ discourse, 

and call for a shift in focus tow
ards m

ore sustainable form
s of agriculture. W

e argue 
that agroecological m

ethods are capable of producing enough to m
eet the needs of 

the present and capable of addressing the needs of the future.

Environmental damage
Industrial agriculture is having devastating effects on ecosystem

s the w
orld over. 

These effects are not lim
ited to the w

ay that food is produced; the w
ay food is 

distributed also has an im
pact. Industrial agriculture prioritises cultivation of large 

am
ounts of one crop over as m

uch land and as m
any seasons as possible. M

ono-
cropping, as this practice is know

n, is designed to create com
m

odities. The producer 
can m

ake use of ‘efficiencies’ connected to scale and sim
ple system

s. Its equivalent 
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in livestock raising are ‘intensive feed units’, w
here thousands of anim

als are reared 
in confined spaces. M

ono-cropping and intensive feed units stand at odds with the 
w

ay that nature creates resilience through diversity. 

To overcom
e the lack of fertility associated w

ith m
ono-cropping, scientists behind 

industrial agriculture have looked to chem
ical solutions – pesticides, fungicides, 

insecticides, herbicides and antibiotics that w
ill kill off threats to a crop or  

anim
al’s health, and fertilisers or feeds that w

ill deliver the m
acro-nutrients  

a plant or anim
al needs to grow

. These m
ethods force pests, diseases, bacteria and 

w
eeds to adapt into m

ore robust form
s that can survive the chem

icals designed to 
destroy them

. 17 The im
plications of chem

ical treatm
ents have been the subject  

of rem
arkably little scrutiny considering the dangers they pose. 18 

Alongside dam
aging ecology, industrial agriculture is responsible for an 

unprecedented loss of topsoil. A w
ide range of reports indicate that cultivated soils 

have lost 30 to 75%
 of their organic m

atter during the last 100 years. 19 By cultivating 
heavily w

ith m
achines, by killing soil life and by leaving the soil bare the land begins 

to erode. Landscapes across England are particularly prone to droughts, landslides, 
and floods when soil structure breaks down. 

Since the 1900s, som
e 75%

 of plant genetic diversity has been lost as farm
ers 

w
orldw

ide have left their m
ultiple local varieties and landraces for genetically 

uniform
, high-yielding varieties. 20 This standardisation is being driven by 

concentration in the seed and livestock breeding industries. According to the 
Erosion Technology Concentration Group, the top ten seed com

panies control 
75.3%

 of the global seed m
arket, 21 w

hile Econexus estim
ates the m

arket share of 
the biggest four corporations in livestock breeding to be 99%

. 22 U
sing intellectual 

property rights, these com
panies have privatised the w

ork of generations of farm
ers 

w
ho have saved seeds and bred livestock for thousands of years.  

M
any proponents of the ‘productivist’ m

odel argue that by grow
ing m

ore food  
on less land, industrial farm

s can ‘set aside’ plots of land as nature reserves.  
W

e argue that loss of genetic diversity, erosion of topsoil and pollution are issues 
that significantly affect our ability to feed ourselves in the future. As we explore  
the consequences of the global food system

 on our health and our com
m

unities,  
w

e argue that the alternatives, although they dem
and fundam

ental changes  
in our social structure, offer far m

ore convincing and enduring solutions.

Health issues
Globally an estim

ated 1.2 billion people are underfed, 23 w
hile w

e produce m
ore 

than enough to feed everyone. 24 H
ow

ever, issues around access to food do not 
stop at hunger. The U

N
 Special Rapporteur on the right to food estim

ates that 
approxim

ately 2 billion people suffer m
icronutrient deficiencies because they have 

inadequate diets. 25 In parallel to this, obesity has m
ore than doubled since 1980, 

w
ith the num

ber of overw
eight adults now

 estim
ated at 1.4 billion. 26 As Am

artya 

Sen points out, fam
ine is rarely a result of the quantitative lack of food, and alm

ost 
alw

ays the result of the lack of entitlem
ent. 27

It is widely recognised that globally we produce a significant food surplus. 28 W
hen 

food is view
ed as a com

m
odity rather than a right, m

oney and trade take precedence 
over access to food. M

any grains, for exam
ple, are seen as com

m
odities and traded 

on w
orld m

arkets. Investors often stockpile grain once harvested and w
ait for  

a better m
arket opportunity rather than distributing it locally. 

In the U
K, the last few

 years have seen an increase in the use of food banks, and 
over half a m

illion children are considered to have a ‘m
inim

ally acceptable’ diet. 29 
Research into health disparities has analysed the relationship betw

een incom
e and 

health and show
s a disturbing link. For exam

ple, low
-incom

e adults are 50%
 m

ore 
likely to suffer heart disease than adults of the sam

e age w
ith a higher incom

e. 30 

There is lim
ited research into the effects of industrial agriculture on our health. 

A good exam
ple is the unknown effect of genetically m

odified (GM
) foods. In fact, 

there has been an unprecedented increase in the land used to grow
 genetically 

m
odified crops in the last twenty years, with over 160 m

illion hectares
31 in 

production today. And despite several public cam
paigns to raise aw

areness about 
the potential side effects there is still a lack of independent research into how

 GM
 

affects our health. 32 H
ow

ever, there is recent evidence to suggest that pesticides and 
herbicides used on GM

 crops, like glyphosate
33 included in RoundU

p, are linked w
ith 

birth defects, sterility, horm
one disruption and cancer. 

Ensuring that everyone – regardless of personal incom
e – has access to good 

education, green space and m
eaningful opportunities can address the inequalities 

that affect our health. Creating a people-first food system
 is one way to challenge 

our current industrial food system
.  

Social detriment
As land-based com

m
unities are disrupted and links betw

een food and farm
ing 

obscured, societies are faced w
ith a loss of cultures and custom

s that surround 
preparing and sharing foods. 

From
 the productive end of the food w

eb, the industrialisation of agriculture is 
responsible for consolidating land holdings and increasing m

echanisation. This,  
in turn, forces w

orkers and sm
all-scale farm

ers off the land. W
hether this is by 

‘m
aking a killing’ in business, or the increasingly m

ilitarised land grabs taking  
place around the w

orld, the effects are to push people out of their com
m

unities  
and into urban areas.

This loss of w
ork and place is having profound effects on fam

ilies and rural 
com

m
unities in the U

K. W
e look out today on a Britain w

here only 19%
34  

of the population lives in rural areas and less than 1%
 of the population w

orks  
in agriculture. 35 A significant proportion of the population continues to work  
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in food – trucking it around, processing it in factories, stacking it on shelves,  
serving it in retail outlets – but increasingly these are precarious w

orkers.  
Social policies m

uddled by austerity politics are increasingly lim
iting the autonom

y 
and sense of com

m
unity that have historically helped sm

all-scale farm
ers and 

agricultural w
orkers survive.

M
ost of those who rem

ain in agricultural work find them
selves working increasingly 

tedious and isolated jobs – from
 cutting thousands of lettuces a night under 

floodlights, to packing and processing in sterile conditions disconnected from
 the 

fields and the consum
ers.

Consum
ers are alienated from

 the people w
ho grow

, harvest, process and deliver 
their food. W

ith long distance haulage people have lost a vital point of contact w
ith 

the land and those w
ho feed them

, as w
ell as w

ith their traditions and health.

Economic impacts
For farm

ers and grow
ers, distributors that consistently push dow

n prices squeeze 
incom

es. In the U
K it is estim

ated that producers get on average 7%
 of the price paid 

by consum
ers in a superm

arket. 36 Even for those farm
ers and grow

ers w
ho do not 

sell to superm
arkets, prices rem

ain linked to those set by the big retailers.

Producers find them
selves working harder to increase the productivity of their 

land to stay afloat, as well as having to buy m
ore specialised m

achinery and trying 
to jum

p ahead through investm
ent. H

ow
ever, in the absence of any real supply 

m
anagem

ent, producing m
ore just pushes prices low

er still. 

For consum
ers, food prices are often too high in the context of housing and utility 

costs and low wages. Only those holding the m
onopoly over food distribution find 

the global food industry to be good business.

H
erein lies the real trap of the industrial food system

: it leads inevitably to the point 
w

here food prices are too high for m
any consum

ers to eat healthy nutritious food, 
and too low

 for farm
ers to survive w

hile treating their land, crops and livestock 
sustainably. 

The U
K governm

ent needs to intervene and set a m
inim

um
 price for produce so 

that it can guarantee a stable incom
e to farm

ers. The Departm
ent for Environm

ent, 
Food, and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) should also m

anage supply and production so 
that m

arkets do not rem
ain flooded with produce. This is a tried and tested way of 

nurturing dom
estic agricultural m

arkets, although it has been largely superseded by 
neoliberal doctrine that does not support the protection of dom

estic m
arkets.

Another option w
ould be to refram

e our current system
 of farm

 subsidies to support 
sustainable, sm

all-scale production. The m
ultiple public benefits of agroecological 

farm
ing including environm

ental stew
ardship, healthy food, strong com

m
unities 

and increased em
ploym

ent. 

Governm
ents should support access to good food by fully enforcing existing anti-

m
onopoly legislation. This w

ould be a good start, as w
ould incentivising sm

all-scale, 
local food retailers. The need for radical change and policy reform

 is clear. M
any 

fam
ilies cannot eat healthy nutritious food because of poverty. In the follow

ing 
section w

e w
ill begin to look beyond the current industrial food system

 in the U
K  

and explore prom
ising alternatives both here and internationally.  

C
A

S
E

 S
T

U
D

Y
3

7

The tip of the Iceberg: Polish seasonal workers on UK farm
s

W
e interview

ed Paw
el in August 2013 at his hom

e in eastern Poland. H
e had 

w
orked tw

o seasons on a huge farm
 in Cam

bridgeshire that sells 80 m
illion 

iceberg lettuces per year to U
K superm

arkets.
Paw

el described how
 recruitm

ent agencies cam
e to the university w

here he w
as 

studying agriculture in Poland. They recruit around 1000 seasonal w
orkers  

per year from
 the university, test their fitness to work and bring them

 to the  
UK by bus. Once on the farm

 Pawel worked to harvest lettuce under floodlights 
at night. H

e said w
orkers w

ere paid by piece and w
ould earn around £50 for  

a 10-hour shift cutting thousands of lettuce.
Paw

el described how
 Eastern European w

orkers w
ere treated very differently to 

U
K w

orkers. H
e said they w

ere expected to w
ork longer hours and harder shifts 

for less pay and did not enjoy the sam
e breaks and standards of accom

m
odation.

H
e said that despite low

 w
ages, cram

ped conditions and the precarious 
em

ploym
ent situation, m

any Polish students w
ould accept w

ork on m
ega-farm

s 
in the U

K because of a lack of w
ork at hom

e.
Paw

el’s experiences are sim
ilar to those of m

illions of other w
orkers from

 the 
EU

’s Eastern m
em

ber states w
ho face system

atic discrim
ination w

hen m
oving  

to w
ork in ‘old Europe’.

Discrim
ination against those w

orkers is ‘a pan-European phenom
enon’, says 

Professor Carby H
all, the author of a report com

m
issioned by the European 

Com
m

ission in 2008. Although m
ost m

em
ber states have lifted restrictions on 

w
orkers from

 the Eastern m
em

ber states, they have failed to properly enforce 
equal em

ploym
ent rights for these groups as enshrined in European treaties.

The European U
nion treaties grant all w

orkers certain rights, such as a 
m

inim
um

 w
age, protection from

 unfair discrim
ination, health and safety 

protection and w
orking tim

e rights. But instead of equal treatm
ent, m

any 
Eastern European m

igrant w
orkers have had to cope w

ith a system
 described in 

the report as ‘m
odern slavery’. Intim

idation, em
otional abuse or ‘exploitative 

practices’ such as late or no paym
ent at all, lack of proper contracts and holiday 

schem
es, and no access to social security w

ere ‘frequent’ occurrences according 
to the report. 38
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M
odern day slaves in Spain’s salad industry

The Costa del Sol is fam
ous for its tourists and beaches but just behind them

 
is a hidden w

orld of industrial greenhouses w
here African m

igrants w
ork in 

extrem
e conditions to grow

 salad vegetables for British superm
arkets. 

Over 100,000 m
igrants are em

ployed in the £1.6bn hothouse industry in 
southern Spain, but charities w

orking w
ith them

 claim
 the abuses m

eet  
the UN’s official definition of m

odern day slavery. 
Conditions appear to have deteriorated further as the collapse of the Spanish 
property boom

 has driven thousands of m
igrants from

 construction to 
horticulture to look for w

ork.
M

oham
m

ed’s story is typical of thousands of Africans w
orking in the 

greenhouses:
H

e arrived illegally in southern Spain from
 M

orocco in 2004 to w
ork in the 

hothouses, having paid €1,000 to sm
ugglers to bring him

 in a fishing boat.  
H

e said back then he could earn €30 for an eight-hour day. N
ow

 he is lucky  
to get €20 a day.
The legal m

inim
um

 w
age for a day’s w

ork is currently m
ore than €44, but the 

econom
ic crisis has created a new

ly enlarged surplus of m
igrants desperate  

for w
ork, enabling farm

ers to slash w
ages.

M
oham

m
ed’s hom

e is a shack in the hothouse area that runs into the tourist 
tow

n of Roquetas de M
ar on the Costa del Sol. It is crudely knocked together 

from
 the w

ooden pallets used to transport the crops and covered w
ith a layer  

of old agricultural plastic. There is no drinking w
ater or sanitation.

There are 100 or so shacks like this next to M
oham

m
ed’s. Jobs are sporadic, 

and com
e not w

ith contracts but by the day or even by the hour. Som
etim

es 
w

hen he and his com
patriots have been w

ithout w
ork for w

eeks, there is no 
food - unless the Red Cross m

akes one of its food parcel deliveries. “W
e live like 

anim
als scavenging. N

o w
ork, no m

oney, no food,” he said.
Spitou M

endy, w
ho w

as him
self an illegal m

igrant from
 Senegal until he gained 

his papers in an am
nesty, now

 helps run Sindicato de Obreros del Cam
po (SOC), 

a sm
all union for m

igrants. 
“You don’t find the sons of Spain in the hothouses, only the blacks and people 
from

 form
er colonies,” he says. “The farm

ers only want an unqualified, 
m

alleable w
orkforce, w

hich costs absolutely nothing. Only one part of the 
business is benefiting from

 this. It’s the big agribusiness that wins. It’s the 
capitalists that w

in. And hum
anity is killed that w

ay. This is slavery in Europe. 
At the door to Europe, there is slavery as if w

e w
ere in the 16th century.”

Bridges and Tools:  
From Local Food to Global Justice
“Globalise struggle, globalise hope” 
- La V

ia Cam
pesina slogan 

“W
e are not birds that live in the air; we are not fish that live in the water. W

e are peasants 
who need to live on the land.” 
- Unified Peasant M

ovem
ent of Aguan (M

UCA)
 In this section w

e w
ill explore how

 the com
m

unity food projects discussed earlier 
are contributing to larger m

ovem
ents for a m

ore just and sustainable food system
 

across the globe. 

In the last five years a series of food crises has focused the attention of the world 
on food security and the ability of food system

s to ‘feed the w
orld’. Industrial 

food advocates argue that increasing the use of biotechnology, such as genetically 
m

odified seeds, can protect food growers from
 clim

ate and m
arket volatility. W

hat 
they fail to take into account is that 70%

 of our food still com
es from

 sm
all-scale 

producers
40 w

ho use low
-im

pact technologies grounded in com
m

unity traditions 
(such as seed saving). Even in the European U

nion, w
here m

any im
agine industrial 

agriculture to have a stronghold, the average farm
 size is only 14 hectares. 41

Our contem
porary food crises are rooted in m

onopolies in food retailing, poverty, 
lack of entitlem

ent and m
isguided policies that focus on food as a com

m
odity.  

Sm
all-scale producers play a central role in m

aintaining agricultural system
s.  

They enrich agricultural biodiversity by using m
ore ecologically sustainable 

m
ethods and provide m

ore culturally appropriate foods for their local com
m

unities. 
U

nfortunately, sm
all-scale producers are not recognised or are actively opposed  

in public policy.

Our collective ability to grow
 food sustainably is an im

portant factor in ending 
hunger now

 and for future generations. The m
odel of industrial farm

ing is failing 
our environm

ent and us. In this context our alternatives of com
m

unity food system
s 

based on agroecology and food sovereignty offer hope. N
onetheless, they need 

active support to hold their ground and even m
ore unified action if the m

odel 
of com

m
unity food that they em

body is to overcom
e the industrial agriculture 

paradigm
. 

The follow
ing section gives a brief outline of current social m

ovem
ents that are 

w
orking tow

ard local and global food justice. W
e also delve deeper into som

e of the 
structural challenges for sm

all-scale farm
ers in international econom

ic and political 
policy. And w

e explore som
e of the practical things you can do w

ithin your ow
n 

fam
ily and com

m
unity to realise grassroots change. 
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International social movements
The international peasant’s union La V

ia Cam
pesina (LV

C) has been w
orking to unite 

peasant and indigenous farm
ers to realise a m

ore just and sustainable w
orld. Their 

aim
 is to secure the future food supply by protecting livelihoods and environm

ents. 
LV

C now
 com

prises about 180 local and national organisations in 86 countries in 
Africa, Asia, Europe and the Am

ericas. Altogether it represents over 200 m
illion 

farm
ers. It is an autonom

ous, pluralist and m
ulticultural m

ovem
ent, independent 

from
 any political or econom

ic affiliation. La Via Cam
pesina is now recognised  

as a m
ain actor in food and agricultural debates. It is heard by institutions such as  

the U
N

’s Food and Agriculture Organisation and the U
N

 H
um

an Rights Council,  
and is w

idely recognised locally and globally as a voice for sm
all-scale farm

ers  
and food producers. 

It is im
portant to situate the creation of LV

C w
ithin the context of resistance and 

protest in the 1990s. M
ass m

ovem
ents such as the Battle for Seattle and opposition 

to the N
orth Am

erican Free Trade Agreem
ent confronted a new

 w
ave of econom

ic 
developm

ent generally referred to as neoliberalism
. Deregulation, privatisation and 

lim
iting public and com

m
unity assets are com

m
on tools of the neoliberal agenda.  

A product of that agenda? The ascendency of ‘free trade’ econom
ics. LV

C’s presence 
at these dem

onstrations m
eant that the public had to recognize that the new

 w
ave of 

neoliberal policies system
atically destroyed traditional and sustainable livelihoods of 

m
illions of peasant food grow

ers and producers. LV
C also becam

e a sym
bol of  

a radical alternative to industrial food system
s dom

inated by m
ultinationals. 

The basis of LV
C is a strong sense of unity and solidarity betw

een sm
all and m

edium
-

scale agricultural producers from
 the global N

orth and South. The m
ain goal of 

the m
ovem

ent is to realise food sovereignty and create alternatives to neoliberal 
capitalism

. The U
K has tw

o m
em

bers of La V
ia Cam

pesina: the Landw
orkers’ Alliance, 

representing sm
all-scale food, fuel and fibre producers, and the Scottish Crofters 

Federation w
ho represent crofters in the H

ighlands and Islands of Scotland.

LVC is based on the conviction that sm
all-scale farm

ers, including peasant fisher-
folk, pastoralists and indigenous people, w

ho m
ake up alm

ost half the w
orld’s 

people, are capable of producing food for their com
m

unities and feeding the w
orld 

in a sustainable and healthy w
ay. In the next sections w

e outline tw
o of the unifying 

fram
ew

orks at the heart of LV
C’s w

ork: food sovereignty and agroecology. 

Food sovereignty: people-first food systems 
La V

ia Cam
pesina launched the idea of ‘food sovereignty’ at the W

orld Food Sum
m

it 
in 1996. This idea has now

 grow
n into a global people’s m

ovem
ent carried by  

a diverse range of civil society organisations. 

Food sovereignty is the right of people to healthy and culturally-appropriate food 
produced through sustainable m

ethods, and their right to define their own food 

and agriculture system
s. It outlines a m

odel of sm
all-scale sustainable production 

that benefits com
m

unities and the environm
ent. It puts the aspirations, needs and 

livelihoods of those w
ho produce, distribute and consum

e food at the heart of food 
system

s and policies, rather than the dem
ands of m

arkets and corporations. Peasant 
or cam

pesino/a w
ays of know

ing and being are at the heart of this concept.

Following La Via Cam
pesina’s lead, the UN Hum

an Rights Com
m

ission defines  
a peasant as:

“A m
an or wom

an of the land, who has a direct and special relationship with the land and 
nature through the production of food and/or other agricultural products. Peasants work  
the land them

selves, relying above all on fam
ily labour and other sm

all-scale form
s  

of organizing labour. Peasants are traditionally em
bedded in their local com

m
unities  

and they take care of local landscapes and of agroecological system
s.” 

According to this definition, it is clear that m
any people involved in com

m
unity food 

projects w
ould be considered to be peasants. W

e feel that it is im
portant to build 

on this definition as a unifying and progressive identity m
arker to be reclaim

ed 
from

 the derogatory associations m
any people in the industrial w

orld assign to it. 
By taking greater pride in land-based w

ork, and the com
m

unities and ecologies 
that surround us, w

e can see ourselves as part of a global population w
ith m

ultiple 
com

m
onalities, and build the base for relationships of solidarity. 

Food sovereignty prioritises local food production and consum
ption. It gives 

countries the right to protect their local producers from
 cheap im

ports and to 
control production. It ensures that the rights to use and m

anage lands, territories, 
w

ater, seeds, livestock and biodiversity are in the hands of those w
ho produce food 

and not of the corporate sector. Food sovereignty now
 appears as one of the m

ost 
pow

erful responses to current food, poverty and clim
ate crises.

Agroecology: overgrow
 the status-quo 

In February 2015, LV
C peasant-farm

er delegates gathered in M
ali to create a 

declaration and com
e to a com

m
on understanding of agroecology. For LV

C, 
agroecology unites diverse practices across m

any cultures to create a com
m

on focus 
on w

orking w
ith natural cycles. Delegates agreed that “agroecology m

eans that w
e 

stand together in the circle of life, and this im
plies that w

e m
ust also stand together 

in the circle of struggle against land grabbing and the crim
inalisation of our 

m
ovem

ents.”
42 Like food sovereignty, agroecology is a conceptual tool to understand 

how food growers sit at the intersection of ecological, financial and political issues. 
The term

 agroecology goes beyond ‘sustainable’ or ‘ecological’ or ‘organic’ because 
it acknow

ledges the com
plex political and social issues around m

aking a good living 
from

 w
orking the land. 

Truly sustainable agriculture com
es from

 a com
bination of the recovery and 

revalorisation of traditional peasant farm
ing m

ethods, and the innovation of 
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new
 ecological practices. One of the oldest and sim

plest agroecological farm
ing 

techniques is terracing; this creates a num
ber of grow

ing beds from
 a sloped hill  

in a step-like effect. Terracing allow
s farm

ers to w
ork w

ith the natural contours 
of the land. It helps to ensure the even flow of water and reduces soil com

paction. 
Other exam

ples include saving seeds, creating com
post, using handm

ade tools,  
and integrated system

s such as aquaculture where fish are bred in the water  
of rice fields. 

Agroecology can be defined by the following principles: 43

• 
Enhance the recycling of fertility and optim

ise nutrient availability w
ithout 

reliance on im
ported fertilizer;

• 
Create favourable soil conditions for plant grow

th by m
anaging organic m

atter, 
im

proving soil structure, cultivating ground cover and enhancing soil biotic 
activity;

• 
M

inim
ise the loss of resources by w

ay of m
icroclim

ate m
anagem

ent,  
w

ater harvesting and soil m
anagem

ent;
• 

Prom
ote agricultural biodiversity in tim

e and space;
• 

Enhance beneficial biological interactions in agricultural system
s.

Better trade conditions:  
how

 can w
e change policy? 

The m
ovem

ent for food sovereignty and agroecology puts econom
ic inequalities at 

the heart of its argum
ents. In this section w

e outline the current international trade 
clim

ate and introduce the critique from
 a sm

all-scale food producers’ perspective. 

International financial institutions such as the W
orld Trade Organisation (W

TO) 
create trade policies based on neoliberal principles that disadvantage farm

ers all 
over the w

orld. These institutions enforce free trade policies w
here debt forgiveness 

and low
er interest rates are offered in exchange. In V

ietnam
, for exam

ple, 
W

TO encouraged the clearance of the Central H
ighlands - hom

e to indigenous 
com

m
unities em

ploying traditional agroecological farm
ing - in order to grow

 cash 
crops such as coffee. W

hen the w
orld coffee m

arket crashed because V
ietnam

ese 
coffee flooded the m

arket, m
any pointed to the flawed econom

ic plan: there was 
m

ore coffee than there w
as dem

and. This caused international coffee prices to 
drop significantly and m

ade coffee farm
ing unviable for hundreds of thousands of 

coffee farm
ers in Central Am

erica. The coffee crisis is an exam
ple of how

 neoliberal 
policies prioritise food as a com

m
odity over food as a livelihood. 

As outlined previously, there are key problem
s in global trade and public policy 

that exacerbate inequalities in the food system
 and inhibit the developm

ent of 
alternatives. Addressing these is a key step tow

ards socially and environm
entally 

just food system
s. Tow

ards this end various proposals have been m
ade by social 

m
ovem

ents and researchers for policy changes to support food sovereignty;  
w

e present six key policy changes here. 44

1. M
arket access and the right to choose 

Experience shows that politically weaker countries find it hard to im
pose 

countervailing duties or tariffs because the w
orld trade system

 is based on profound 
im

balances of pow
er. Countries are obliged to offer foreign com

panies access to 
their dom

estic m
arkets because of pressure from

 the International M
onetary Fund 

or the W
orld Bank to decrease public debt. However, once they do so they often find 

their m
arkets flooded with foreign products that enter the m

arket at prices below 
the cost of production. This undercuts local producers and pushes m

any farm
ers out 

of agriculture.

Ending this kind of ‘dum
ping’ w

ould involve elim
inating visible and hidden export 

subsidies or banning international trade in farm
 products at prices below

 the cost 
of production. Furtherm

ore, all countries w
ould be allow

ed to place im
port taxes, 

quotas and bans to stop products entering their m
arkets at prices below

 the local 
cost of production. 

To end dum
ping w

ould effectively require com
plem

entary policies w
ithin the EU

 
and the U

S. These policies w
ould ensure that export prices capture the full cost of 

production. An interesting w
ay of doing this, proposed by the N

ational Fam
ily Farm

 
Coalition in the USA, would be to re-establish a m

inim
um

 price or ‘floor price’ for 
agricultural products reflecting their costs of production. These would be m

inim
um

 
prices set by the governm

ent, w
hich com

panies buying any product w
ould have to 

m
eet. 

2. Supply management 
As price floors have been rem

oved around the world, prices have dropped and 
farm

ers have found them
selves increasing production and exploitation of their 

resources to secure som
e kind of livelihood. This perpetual overproduction 

is a dow
nw

ard spiral for the w
orld’s producers; as they struggle to produce 

m
ore to com

pensate for low
er prices and higher input costs, they contribute to 

oversupply and drive the prices low
er and low

er. H
ow

 could this vicious circle 
be stopped? There are tw

o key steps to achieve supply m
anagem

ent: to instate 
production-lim

iting policies for key crops and to reinstate public control of surplus. 
Interestingly, a study in 2003 found that in the U

S supply m
anagem

ent could lead 
to a net reduction of $10–12 billion per year in farm

 subsidies – representing a huge 
saving for taxpayers. 45 H

ow
ever, the study highlighted that w

ithout addressing 
m

onopolies in food retail this is unlikely to translate to higher prices for farm
ers.
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3. Dismantling retail feudalism
The ability of large corporations to fix prices is a key driving force behind low farm

 
prices and high consum

er prices. W
ithout w

eakening their grip on m
arkets and 

policy the changes outlined here w
ill be im

possible. Com
petition law

 designed to 
m

itigate the im
pact of m

onopolies does exist, but it is often enforced inadequately. 

H
ow

ever, in m
any places policy reform

 w
ould only be the beginning of m

eaningful 
change as com

petition policies fail to deal adequately w
ith oligopolies. In the U

K, 
for exam

ple, Tesco has a m
assive 26.8%

 share of the m
arket; how

ever, its pow
er 

is am
plified far m

ore by the fact that just four com
panies control over 75% of the 

m
arket. These four com

panies often speak w
ith one voice through lobby groups 

such as the ‘British Retail Consortium
’, giving them

 m
assive pow

er in U
K policy  

and m
arkets.

4. Not all subsidies are bad
It is im

portant to m
ake a distinction betw

een legitim
ate public investm

ent in 
farm

ing, food production and biodiversity, and w
asteful subsidies that do not 

address the causes of problem
s farm

ers face. It is often said that subsidies are  
the root of the problem

 facing farm
ers in the EU

. This m
isrecognises the fact that 

subsidies are a response to low
 prices rather than their cause. In the EU

 today 
subsidies are a poor response that currently do little to address oversupply and offer 
little support to sm

all-scale producers. The key questions is w
hat kind of subsidies 

are being given to w
hom

, and for w
hat ends?

5. Access to land and resources
Securing access to land and productive resources for those w

ho w
ant to m

ake their 
livelihoods from

 food production is a key step. This w
ould involve the double task  

of regulating investm
ents in land by com

panies, and redistributing land to those 
w

ho w
ant to farm

 it. A crucial part of this process is the recognition of farm
ers’ 

rights to access the productive resources necessary for food production. From
  

access to w
ater, to the right to breed, trade and grow

 livestock and seeds, there is  
a pressing need for unified legislation that puts the needs of sm

all-scale farm
ers  

at the centre of the debate and guarantees their rights to produce.

6. W
here are these decisions made anyw

ay?
M

ost of the decisions that affect farm
ers are being m

ade far away from
 the fields 

and farm
s. In fact m

any of the policies that stand in the w
ay of food sovereignty 

stem
 from

 undem
ocratic institutions w

ith little accountability or transparency.  
W

e need to revive and dem
ocratise global forum

s so that public policy is created  
by governm

ents that are accountable, in dialogue w
ith civil society institutions.  

LV
C calls for a new

 dialogue on the future of food and agriculture focused on 
the U

N
’s Food and Agriculture Organisation and the U

N
 Centre for Trade and 

Developm
ent, along w

ith the International Labour Organisation. 

It can be hard to see hope in institutions such as these, but by joining ranks w
ith 

other com
m

unity food producers, farm
ers and grow

ers w
e can form

 a strong voice 
that w

ill speak and act as representatives of sm
all-scale farm

ers around the w
orld.

Beginning at home
It seem

s appropriate to end this short booklet w
ith som

e inspiring case studies 
and a few

 practical things that you can do w
ith your friends and fam

ily to start 
w

alking the paths from
 com

m
unity food to global justice. H

ere are a few
 tentative 

suggestions:

C
le

a
r
 g

r
o

u
n

d    Read this booklet again; look at the labels of the food you eat  
and ask questions. 

S
ta

r
t c

o
m

p
o

s
tin

g    W
ithdraw

 support for superm
arkets; lim

it your purchases  
of pre-packaged goods; be critical of ‘best before’ dates; build a w

orm
ery!

S
o

w
 s

e
e
d

s    Pass this booklet on; have conversations about food politics and policy 
w

ith friends, fam
ily and strangers.

S
tr

ik
e
 c

u
ttin

g
s    M

eet your local farm
ers and grow

ers; go to a seed sw
ap; feed your 

fam
ily and friends good food.

K
e
e
p

 it a
ll w

a
te

r
e
d    Support your local organic box schem

e or farm
ers’ m

arket. 

P
r
o

te
c
t a

n
d

 s
u

r
v

iv
e    Look out for events and cam

paigns that support com
m

unity 
food and food sovereignty; defend gardens and allotm

ents under threat.

H
a

r
d

e
n

 o
ff    Talk to shops/ cafés/ pubs about local sourcing.

P
la

n
t o

u
t    Grow

 som
ething you love and som

ething your neighbours love; reclaim
 

neglected land w
ith som

e friends.

M
u

lc
h    Strengthen your relationships; sustain your energy.

W
e
e
d

 it, fe
e
d

 it, p
e
s
t a

n
d

 d
is

e
a

s
e
 it    M

ake tim
e to study and tim

e to take action. 46

O
b

s
e
r
v

e
 a

n
d

 in
te

r
a

c
t    Subscribe to The Land at w

w
w

.thelandm
agazine.org.uk.

H
a

r
v

e
s
t th

e
 c

r
o

p    Do you w
ant to m

ake a livelihood from
 food? W

hat are your 
options?

P
r
e
s
e
r
v

e
 a

n
d

 fe
a

s
t    Brew

 your ow
n beer, pickle som

e cucum
bers and invite  

friends over.

C
e
le

b
r
a

te    Get together w
ith other com

m
unity food grow

ers at M
ay Day,  

H
arvest Festival, Equinoxes and Solstices.
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P
r
u

n
e
 a

n
d

 s
h

a
p

e    Join or start a netw
ork in your bioregion; join the Land W

orkers’ 
Alliance (w

w
w

.landw
orkersalliance.org.uk)

R
e
s
t a

n
d

 r
e
s
o

lv
e     Are you living as you w

ant to?

P
la

n
 fo

r
 th

e
 s

e
a

s
o

n
s
 to

 c
o

m
e    Organise an event to share your journey w

ith 
others. Go and m

eet a farm
er you respect; follow

 the inspiration.

Creating a m
eaningful, sustainable and viable livelihood from

 sm
all-scale food 

production is not easy but it can be done. H
ere are tw

o short case studies to inspire 
you to m

ake the leap. 

C
A

S
E

 S
T

U
D

Y

Sarah Bentley’s Story 
As a teenager grow

ing up in a sleepy Lincolnshire m
arket tow

n I idealised 
w

orking in fashion and m
edia, w

hich I did for ten years after arriving in London 
aged 18.
M

y w
ork took m

e to places like Jam
aica, Puerto Rico, Cuba, N

igeria and 
M

ozam
bique. On these travels m

y eyes w
ere opened to the im

pact of 
globalisation, clim

ate change, colonialism
, dodgy W

orld Bank interventions, 
food speculation and the im

pact of m
aterialism

 gone m
ad. Closer to hom

e  
I started to notice the appalling ill health people in the U

K suffered due to  
a crap diet, som

ething that as a veggie since age nine had bypassed m
e! 

I got serious and started w
orking for the Ecologist, BBC W

orld Service and 
w

riting issues-led pieces for ARISE. But m
y m

edia w
ork didn’t feel like it w

as 
m

aking an im
pact. I did a heap of searching. I volunteered at 38 Degrees,  

took Direct Action training (a bit scary!), w
atched docum

entaries, stayed in  
eco-com

m
unities, taught m

yself to grow
 organic food and started volunteering 

at Grow
ing Com

m
unities. 

I realised grow
ing your ow

n organic food in the 
city – and encouraging other people to do so – w

as 
a brilliant way to stick two fingers up to the m

an, 
reduce your carbon footprint, help global food 
security, get in touch w

ith nature and boost your 
health. Arm

ed w
ith these revelations I phased out 

m
edia w

ork and today I divide m
y w

eek as a Grow
ing 

Com
m

unities Patchw
ork Farm

er, a food grow
ing 

teacher at The Garden Classroom
 for kids w

ith 
special needs, and I run the M

ade in H
ackney  

Local Food Kitchen (M
IH

), w
hich I founded in 

October 2012. 
Unlike m

y m
edia work I see the benefits  

of these projects every day. From
 

seeing ill-looking people w
ho 

say they hate cooking veg but eat it w
ith gusto; to w

atching the penny drop as 
som

eone realises w
hat ‘organic’ really m

eans and w
hy it’s im

portant; to the 
am

azed look on kids’ (and adults’) faces as they pull carrots out of the soil for 
the first tim

e.  
I know

 the local food scene alone w
on’t bring about the changes I hope to see 

in the w
orld. But in the m

ix of urgent 21st century m
issions – transitioning to 

renew
able energy system

s, reform
ing the banks, re-shaping capitalism

, ending 
slavery conditions for the global w

orkforce w
ho m

ake our stuff – it’s a pivotal 
m

ovem
ent w

ith ripple effects that go w
ay beyond the end of our forks.

 C
A

S
E

 S
T

U
D

Y

Sarah Green’s Organics
I am

 the third generation of m
y 

fam
ily to farm

 on our fam
ily farm

 in 
Tillingham

; I farm
 in partnership w

ith 
m

y parents Steven and Sally.  
I w

as very fortunate to have grow
n up 

on a farm
. Despite being surrounded 

by agriculture and having a very 
outdoors childhood it w

asn’t until  
m

y m
id-teens that I took an interest 

in farm
ing. 

I joined m
y local young farm

ers club w
hen I w

as 16 and it w
as a revelation to 

m
eet other young people, m

y age, that w
ere interested in agriculture and w

ho 
w

orked w
ithin the industry. At school w

e read Far From
 the M

adding Crowd  
and I rem

em
ber thinking how

 lovely it w
ould be to w

ork w
ith the seasons.  

I also got som
e experience helping w

ith the lam
bing on a couple of local farm

s, 
w

hich I loved. 
After only a few

 w
eeks aw

ay on m
y gap year, aw

ay from
 m

y school peers,  
I realised that I w

anted to farm
. I enrolled at W

rittle College to study 
agriculture the follow

ing Septem
ber. On m

y college placem
ent year I w

orked 
on a large farm

 in Kent grow
ing iceberg lettuces for the superm

arkets. 
During m

y placem
ent year I quickly learnt that I didn’t w

ant to w
ork w

ith the 
superm

arkets. I w
anted to w

ork w
here food w

asn’t w
asted because it w

as  
the w

rong size and to be in a situation w
here the farm

er got paid a fair price.  
I also realised that if I had to w

ork that hard I w
anted to w

ork for m
y fam

ily. 
In m

y final year at W
rittle College m

y parents put 25 acres of land into organic 
conversion w

ith the Soil Association and that’s w
here ‘Sarah Green’s Organics’ 

started.
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This booklet is dedicated to Katy Andrew
s, w

ho supported OrganicLea  
in the early years and w

hose dedication to ‘being the change’  
in W

altham
 Forest has touched m

any lives. A kind donation in her m
em

ory 
from

 fam
ily and friends has helped m

ake this booklet a reality.

OrganicLea is a w
orkers’ co-operative based on London’s edge  

in the Lea V
alley. W

e grow
 organic food on our 12-acre site, distribute  

food and plants locally, and inspire and support others to grow
 food too.

W
e are part of the Com

m
unity Food Grow

ers N
etw

ork: www.cfgn.org.uk
The Landw

orkers’ Alliance: www.landworkersalliance.org.uk  
La V

ia Cam
pesina: www.viacam

pesina.org
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