n 2007, ‘food miles’ shot to the top of

the list of consumer concerns in the UK.

Buying goods that took the shortest
route from farm to table was widely seen as
a way of shrinking carbon footprints. Yet
looking at the bigger picture, fresh
produce, which necessarily involves
airfreight between Africa and the UK,
accounts for less than 0.1% of UK
emissions. Further, per capita emissions
from sub-Saharan Africa are minuscule
compared to those in industrialized coun-
tries. Against this background are the
million-plus African livelihoods supported
by growing the produce.

Within the grocery supply chain the
time is ripe for ‘fair miles'—a working idea
that puts development in the South on the
environmental agenda and allows UK
retailers a more balanced response on
behalf of their millions of customers.

The food miles concept uses distance as a
proxy for the environmental impact across food
production and supply chains. As a single
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produce. Over 100,000 rural people are
employed in the exported fresh produce sector
in sub-Saharan Africa to the UK.

At the start of 2007 UK fresh produce
retailers were jostling to establish their
environmental credentials by pledging on
eco-initiatives. Tesco and Marks and
Spencer announced that they would label
airfreighted products and stock more
locally-produced food.

Alliances between development NGOs
and the UK’s Department for International
Development called for a more balanced
view to be taken on these issues, for less
tokenism and more informed debate. The
term ‘fair miles’ was coined. The liveli-
hoods of so many Africans should not be
forgone for small environmental gains.

Recognition that the food miles
concept had limitations were cemented
when in March 2007, Tesco CEO Terry
Leahy spoke of the need to balance ‘fair
miles’ against ‘air miles’, admitting there
would be ‘hard choices’. “We could say,
‘Let’s scrap all imports by air.” Yet some of
the poorest people on earth get their goods
to market by aeroplane.” Tesco has
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committed to boost trade with Kenya,
dropping its ‘by air’ labelling scheme, and
in June, Marks and Spencer reassured
Kenyan agricultural suppliers that it would
not cut imports of fresh produce. Mean-
while Co-operative Retail committed to
reducing carbon, “but never at the expense
of the world’s poorest”.

The food miles debate is being incor-



