
Food poverty and hunger in 
the UK: lessons

Race to the bottom



Reality check
• So what’s the problem the 

supermarket shelves are full

• The discounters are growing

• There is a supermarket price war 
with prices returning to 2007 levels

• But the pressure on supermarkets 
results in job losses and farmers 
absorbing costs estimate 4000 jobs 
lost in retail in the last 3 months



Starting position 

• In the same vein we must seriously examine the role of food 
banking, which requires that we no longer praise its growth as a 
sign of our generosity and charity, but instead recognize it as a 
symbol of our society’s failure to hold government accountable 
for hunger, food insecurity and poverty (Winne, 2009). 

• Winne, M. (2009). Closing the food gap: Resetting the table in the land of plenty. Boston: Beacon 
Press.



• It’s time that poverty should bolt the door…. (p10)

• If we knew how to find deserving poor

•We’d do our share…

•We know the evils of mere charity (p13)



UK food poverty
• One in five families live below the poverty line putting them at risk 

of food poverty; 14 million individuals and within this over 4 
million children are at risk and 4 million suffer from serious 
nutrient related health problems

• Food benefits free school meals and Healthy Start + free fruit and 
veg, but under threat in the guise of reform.

• People go hungry and are overweight- the same groups.

• The link is greatest between poverty and outcomes such as 
obesity



Food prices and changes

• Between 2007 and 2012 food prices rose 25%. 

• Between 1998 and 2009 household income for low income households 
rose 22% to £208/week before housing costs but food prices rose by 
33%. 

• We estimated that a low income family would be disproportionally 
effected by a 5% increase by about 40%



• Households saved an average of 4% between 2007 and 2010 by trading 
down to cheaper products. 

• While trading down to cheaper products has helped many people offset 
some of the food price rises, low income households have not managed to 
trade down, possibly as they were already buying cheaper products. The 
lowest income decile (bottom 10%) on average bought less food rather 
than trading down. Energy content of their household food fell 8.7% 
between 2007 and 2010, as they cut back on bread, cereals, biscuits, cake, 
beef, fruit and vegetables. 

• Falling income and static welfare benefits  (after housing costs) and rising 
food prices produced a double effect, reducing food affordability by over 
20% for lowest income decile households.

• Low-income households bought more alcoholic drinks despite food price 
rises, possibly because prices for alcoholic drinks rose less than prices of 
food.

• Now trading down means…..???







• About 8 out of 10 living in food 
poverty don’t use a food bank or 
charity provision, they rely on 
family networks and credit/savings 
/borrowing. The Working Poor

• Charity does not deal with food 
poverty it at  best tackles some 
issues of immediate want.

• It is not dignified and we still have a 
welfare state and a right to food 
under international law. 









So what’s been happening 

• Food bank plus models 

• More lobbying –missed opportunity the focus has been on 
member/volunteers

• Alternative modes of provision eg social supermarkets 

• Attacks on welfare and local discretionary funds loss of FSMs and £10 
billion removed from the budget by 2020 by changing entitlement

• Demonisation of the poor, stories about waste and fraud –eg benefit 
street



The social cost of poverty –paint the picture

• The cost of a food bank emergency food 
parcel (extrapolated for seven days) is much 
reduced from that of a consensually agreed, 
nutritionally adequate diet. 

• In comparing the cost of a pensioner living 
alone (£57.05) to a food bank’s lowest-
priced one week food list (£17.66) it is 
appreciable that a nutritious diet is three 
times more expensive than the emergency 
food parcels distributed by foodbanks. 

• Similarly, comparing the average UK 
household’s food expenditure (£56.80) to 
the cost of a food bank diet (£17.66) 
illustrates well the shortfall in the standard 
of living between the two dietary 
experiences. 





Now an irony





• Defence of welfare and its role in creating a healthy and equitable 
society

• Reality of a cost of a consensual socially acceptable food basket
• Minimum income and right to an adequate income can be reframed as 

a right to goods and services!

• Social supermarkets on the continent – different model 1200 in 
France/Belgium

• Local food and closed networks  ala the Scottish Community Diet 
project, eg NI and Sustainable Cities 

• Lobbying 



Coherent narrative missing 



The power of the lobby

• Freedom 90, Ontario's ‘union’ *of food bank and emergency meal 
program volunteers made three demands (see the detail on 
http://www.freedom90.ca/demands.html) 

• 1. Lay us off!
• The Government of Ontario must ensure that social assistance and 

minimum wage levels are sufficient for everyone to have adequate 
housing and to buy their own food.

• 2. Mandatory retirement by the age of 90!
• Many of us have been volunteering for twenty years and there is no 

end in sight. The Freedom 90 Union demands the Government of 
Ontario take urgent action to end poverty and make food banks and 
emergency meal programs unnecessary.

• 3. Freeze our wages! Or double them!
• * This is not a formal trade union but a union or joining together of volunteers working in food banks. 

http://www.freedom90.ca/demands.html




Le Gross Clark and 
Titmuss -1939 

• Reconfigure ‘what we know’ to be 
radical and inclusive. 

• There are only two further ways of 
making food more available. The first 
is to lower the prices of foodstuffs 
upon the retail market; the second is 
to provide food to certain sections of 
the community through the medium 
of the social services. There is no 
reason, of course, why these 
methods should be mutually 
exclusive … page 166 

• The basis of the welfare state, food 
as a right - post WWII



Suggestions for a food security alliance?

• Respond to the crisis not the symptoms

• Develop short term solutions with long term benefits

• Develop a city strategy with a strong advocacy element

• Reconfigure ‘what we know’ to be radical and inclusive. 

• There are only two further ways of making food more available. The first is to lower the 
prices of foodstuffs upon the retail market; the second is to provide food to certain sections 
of the community through the medium of the social services. There is no reason, of course, 
why these methods should be mutually exclusive … page 166

The basis of the welfare state, food as a right - post WWII



Things fall apart the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 

The blood-dimed tide is loosed, and 

everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity  





Why should not Old Men be Mad?

Why should not old men be mad?

………………………….

And when they know what old books tell

And that no better can be had, 

Know why an old man should be mad


