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EcoCELL


Shopping & Food

Introduction

Shopping is now part of our culture. The way we shop, and what we buy, has changed dramatically in the past thirty years. We are encouraged to keep on shopping to keep the economy afloat but in so doing are we drowning the planet in waste and pollution? This module follows on from where Module 2 on Waste left off and will helps us make sound choices when we spend our money.
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See - Understanding the problem

We cannot live without food but in the past forty years or so food has become something that comes out of a factory and is sold in a supermarket. Today, in many areas, the sole source of food supply is the nearest supermarket.

We are told constantly that the British public demands cheap food, which is why the major supermarket companies have to force down the price they pay to the producers. This is in fact a myth created by the large companies themselves to justify their constant battle to squeeze extra profit to pay their directors even higher salaries and their shareholders even bigger dividends and still remain competitive.

Supermarket retailing is a recent phenomenon imported from the USA. Supermarkets, as we know them today, did not exist in the UK before 1962 when Safeway opened their first “all signing all dancing” supermarket in London, as a franchise operation from its American owners
. Prior to that there were a number of small self-service grocery shops, where canned and packeted goods could be selected by the customer and un-packaged goods such as cheese and cooked meats were served in the conventional way and purchases were taken to a central till for payment. Post-1962 and supermarkets took off – the long established family firm of J. Sainsbury, for example, suddenly started a programme of building 26 brand new supermarkets a year.
 Other companies followed suit but many of the now familiar supermarket names did not exist at this time or were still in their infancy.

Since that time the industry has undergone a complete metamorphosis and bears no relation to those early shops. For a full background to the story you are advised to read Joanna Blythman's excellent book “Shopped, the shocking power of British supermarkets”.

Food itself has been changed out of all recognition and Felicity Lawrence's book “Not on the Label” gives the full story to this aspect of our problem.

Cooking, nutrition, and looking after the home are no longer taught at school. Many parents have not been taught themselves and are therefore unable to pass on such skills to their children. The result is that for a large percentage of the population the ready meal quickly heated in a microwave oven is how food is defined. Sadly, many do not possess the skills to create a nutritious, tasty meal from a few simple raw ingredients at a fraction of the cost of a ready meal. The average spend on food in 2006 was £23.65 per person. Less than 17% of that was vegetables (packaged, frozen and fresh) and less than 8% was fruit.

In 1995 we were producing over 70% of our own food. In 2006 44% of it was imported.
 This latter figure is likely to increase as competition for “global” markets increases and farmers in the UK are forced to give up because they are unable to compete.

The supermarket method of trading is all about persuading us to buy as much as possible, whether we actually need it or not – special offers, buy one get one free, extra points on your loyalty card. The result is that 23% of all food purchased is in fact thrown away. 17% of the average household waste is from from food.
 If everything that could and should be recycled is removed, 63% of what is left is food waste. In a world where a high percentage of the population is starving or on a very poor diet this is a scandal and we should be ashamed to admit to such figures. Even worse, the whole method of supermarket trading creates waste and nearly one third of all food produced is thrown away before the customer even gets it - because it does match up to the strict “standards” of size and appearance imposed by the supermarkets, because it is damaged as a result of handling or because it has passed its “sell by date”.

Of course waste food is not the only thing supermarket shopping causes us to throw away. Over 90% of all packaging materials that we have to dispose of comes from food, much of it not recyclable.

How and where we buy our food is only one side of the coin. What we buy can also make a difference to our personal carbon footprint and also to other peoples lives.

Choices over whether to be vegetarian/vegan, or not, are a personal matter for the individual.

Eat anything sold in the meat market with a clear conscience, for the earth is the Lord's and everything in it.

1Corinthians 10:25-26

1 Timothy 4, verses 1-5 are even clearer. People who advocate avoiding meat are false prophets who should be ignored. Meat is provided by God for all mankind to eat.

However, much of the meat available in our supermarkets is the result of intensive farming, tantamount to factory production. Such food is from man, the result of greed for profit, which is strictly against God's wishes. Animals reared in these conditions are filled with a variety of chemicals to make them grow faster, heavier and leaner and to combat the diseases which result from keeping animals in intensive conditions. Such additives to our food must considered as a contributory factor to many of the medical problems that exist within our society today, that did not cause problems in previous generations when they were not used. The question also arises over the treatment of animals. Is it ethical to keep animals in such intensive conditions and fill them alien chemicals in the pursuit of profit?

Equally with genetically modified crops. One has to ask the question “Who is the main benefactor from such practices?” The answer, every time, comes back to the producer of the seed and of the chemicals necessary to make those plants grow. Once again putting profit first.

Even 'conventional' farming in today's world is dominated and virtually controlled by the chemical industry and it is the giant chemical companies that are among those with the highest profit ratios in the commercial world.

Supermarkets will continually remind us how much choice they offer. Few people may realise that we have in fact lost 97% of our food varieties in the UK since 1900.
 It is now an offence to sell any seed that is not on the severely restricted EU approved list
. As the Irish found to their cost in 1846
 reliance on just one or two varieties of seed can be disastrous if disease strikes. To attempt to avoid this we have increased our pesticide use by well over 200% since 1970.

The increase in demand for organic food reflects the level of public feeling against such intensive pesticide use but because of the cost and length of time taken to convert a farm to organic, only a small number of farms are producing organic food – insufficient to satisfy demand. As a result much of the organic food available in the UK is imported.

Many foodstuffs produced in third world countries eg coffee, tea, sugar are sold on an open market which always sinks to the lowest possible price. This frequently means that the producer, usual a small farmer, does not get a fair price for his labour. Once again money and profit is considered more important than the well-being of the producer. The Fairtrade Foundation was founded in 1992 to help overcome this. It is part of a world-wide organisation
 that guarantees a fair price to the producer, but also pays a premium which has to be spent to improve facilities for the whole community. Other trading schemes, such as Rainforest Alliance, do not make any guarantees on price or pay any premium.

The supermarket model of trading is now applied to a wide range of goods so that nearly everything we buy is available from outlets forming part of a large retailing group with a national distribution network, selling goods sourced from the cheapest producers in the world. Heavily advertised products are enticingly packaged and marketed to make us believe we are getting a “bargain” that we cannot do without. 

All the packaging has to be disposed of as waste and all too frequently the purchase itself becomes waste in a relatively short while, either because it has not lived up to expectations, was poorly designed or manufactured, or became superseded by the next generation of product which is “even better”.
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Grieve – What does God say?

I tell you the truth, it is hard for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God.

Matthew 19:23-24

“Wealth and possessions are the most common idols of us rich Westerners. We have become ensnared by unprecedented material luxury. Only by God's grace and with great effort can we escape the shower of luxuries which has almost suffocated our Christian compassion”

“Neither consumption nor shopping are wrong in themselves, but it is where consumerism functions as an ideology, or dominant world view, that we need to recognise it as one of the nation's primary idolatries... Like a river which has burst its banks, it needs to be put back into its proper boundaries. Within them it can be a source of good; overflowing them it can cause great damage.”

Paul's instructions to Timothy:

Command them to do good, to be rich in good deeds, and to be generous  and willing to share. In this way they will lay up treasure for themselves as a firm foundation for the coming age, so that they may take hold of the life that is truly life.

1 Timothy 6:18-19

Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat; or about your body, what you will wear. Life is more than food, and the body more than clothes....For the pagan world runs after all such things, and your Father knows what you need. Seek His kingdom and these things will be given to you.

Luke 12:23 and 12:30-31

As goods increase so do those who consume them. And what benefit are they to the owner except to feast his eyes on them.

Ecclesiates 5:11

Give me neither poverty nor riches, but give me only my daily bread. Otherwise I may have too much and disown you and say “Who is the Lord?”

Proverbs 30:8-9

If anyone has material possessions and sees his brother in need but has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in him. Let us not love with words or tongue but with actions and in truth.

1 John 3:17

(Sheol and Abaddon) Death and Destruction are never satisfied, and neither are the eyes of man.

Proverbs 27:20

Hope – Understanding God's message

Reflect on 1 Corinthians – in particular 1 Corinthians 10:7-14 and 1 Corinthians 11:17-22. Then discuss in your group. The themes of idolatry and treatment of the poor are very relevant here. For idolatry substitute consumerism. For poverty think about who is affected by each of your purchases. 

It may help to focus on an item you have recently bought or on something (maybe a food item) you buy regularly. Is somebody impoverished by the production of this item – by taking land and water away from local residents to grow cash crops; by utilisation of enforced or slave labour; by the creation of pollution. Is the producer getting a fair price for his labours? 

Act - What we CAN do to change 

How can we measure shopping or food? This will be a challenge to you, but please be prepared to do it so that you know what you are buying. 

Type
Score

Fresh vegetables or fruit
1

Fresh, unprocessed meat or fish
3

Add to each of the above if not produced in the UK
3

Uncooked (dried) pulses, grains, pasta
1

Add to each of the 3 classes above if purchased already packaged
3

Canned goods, any type
3

Frozen food, any type
4

Ready meals
6

All other foods 
3

Add if shopping collected by car
5

Add if journey was more than 5 miles round trip, and just for shopping
5

Subtract if purchased totally from local traders 
5

When you return home with shopping – sit down with a cup of tea and relax! Once relaxed, spread your shopping out on the table. Identify each item and write down the score according to the table above. Add up all the scores and divide by the number of items you purchased.  You are aiming for a score as near to 1 as possible. You've earned another cup of tea!

In a month's time do it again, after you've made an effort to improve your score.

The important lesson here is to think before you buy.

When buying food always keep in mind the LOAF principle.

L – Local. Support your local shops or loose them.

O – Organic. Research has proved that organic food is generally more healthy
.

A – Animal friendly. A vegetarian/vegan diet can be healthier and avoids animal cruelty in 
the production of food.

F – Fairtrade. Make sure that food producers are not exploited.

With every purchase always ask yourself if your are merely being tempted or if you really need  the item. 

Are you buying just because you have seen it advertised? it is the advertisers job to make you want this item. Has he succeeded?

If it's a non -food item, how often are you going to use it? Are there alternatives? 

Do you really need to buy two of something just because the store claims it is saving you money? Do you really need it just because it is at a reduced price? If you cannot use it within a reasonable time – eg before its expiry date – then you have wasted both money and valuable resources that could have been used by someone else.

Consider who has been affected by the manufacture or production of your purchase. Did the producer get a fair price? Was labour exploited to produce a cheap product?

Who will be affected by your purchase? A motor mower may save you a few minutes of valuable time and a little bit of energy, but if you live in a dense urban area, is it really fair to impose the noise on your neighbours? Unless you have a huge area of grass a hand mower
 might be cheaper, require far less maintenance, costs nothing to run, provides good  healthy exercise and is quieter and more sociable to your neighbours.

If you can exercise control, and always confine your purchases to actual needs, rather fuelling wants and desires you are halfway to cutting waste to a minimum.

Further reading, contacts etc

Books

Ten – Living the Commandments in the 21st Century by J. John published by Kingsway Communications Ltd 2000. Essential reading to help unravel the mess we have got ourselves into.

A Good Life – the guide to ethical living by Leo Hickman published by Eden Project Books 2005. Sound advice on all aspects of an ethical lifestyle and living with less.

Shopped by Joanna Blythman, published 2004, 4th Estate/Harper Collins

Bad food Britain by Joanna Blythman, published 2006, 4th Estate/Harper Collins

Not on the Label by Felicity Lawrence, published 2004, Penguin Books

Disciples and Citizens by Graham Cray, published 2007 by Inter-Varsity Press

Ethical Consumer, bi-monthly magazine, by subscription from ECRA Publishing, Manchester, M15 9EP. The acknowledged authority on what unethical products to avoid. Worth getting your church to subscribe so that the whole congregation can share it.

Internet

Friends of the Earth Real Food Campaign http://www.foe.org.uk/campaigns/real_food/
Vegetarian Society http://www.vegsoc.org/
Vegan Society http://www.vegansociety.com/
Soil Association - promoting sustainable, organic farming and championing human health. http://www.soilassociation.org/
Slow Food – the anti-fast food movement http://www.slowfood.com/
Ethical Junction – provides profiles on positively screened companies and organisations http://www.ethical-junction.org/
Ethical Consumer Research Association – information on who is, and who isn't, trading ethically - http://www.ethicalconsumer.org/
Tescopoly – an alliance of organisations concerned with the negative impacts of supermarket power  http://www.tescopoly.org/
Department of Environment, Farming and Rural Affairs (Defra) – http://www.defra.gov.uk
EU Agriculture and Rural Development – where to find the latest EU legislation http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/index_en.htm
If Everyone Did – a social networking site aimed at cutting the carbon footprint http://www.ifeveryonedid.com
Downshifting Path – An inspiring website. Anne Howe has ME , keeps a home going and runs a business. Her website is a blog of how she is managing to downshift her life and live with less. http://downshiftingpath.blogspot.com/
Spirituality and Ecological Hope – another inspiring blog page. Margaret Swedish is an American author who makes some very thought provoking observations on life. http://www.ecologicalhope.org/
European Christian Environmental Network http://www.ecen.org/
Christian Ecology Link http://www.christian-ecology.org.uk/
�	Shopped – Joanna Blythman, 2004, 4th Estate/Harper Collins


�	Wikipedia - http://en.wikipedia.org/


�	http://www.j-sainsbury.co.uk/


�	Shopped – Joanna Blythman, 2004, 4th Estate/Harper Collins


�	Not on the Label – Felicity Lawrence, 2004, Penguin Books


�	The Food Statistics Pocket Book – Defra – http://www.defra.gov.uk


�	Defra – http://www.defra.gov.uk


�	National Food Survey - Defra


�	Shopped – Joanna Blythman, 2004, 4th Estate/Harper Collins


�	Waste Recycling Action Project (WRAP) – http://www.wrap.org.uk


�	Garden Organic – formerly Henry Doubleday Research Association


�	The Seeds (National Lists of Varieties) Regulations 2001


�	the Irish Potato Famine 1845-46


�	Fairtrade Labelling Organisation International - FLO


�	from Rich Christians in an age of hunger – Ronald J Sider, 1977, Inter-varsity Press


�	from Disciples and Citizens – Graham Cray, 2007, Inter-Varsity Press


�	Study by Newcastle University - http://www.guardian.co.uk/science/2007/oct/29/organics.sciencenews


�	http://www.mowers-online.co.uk/itmidx17.htm
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