Food Security: An Interdisciplinary Perspective
An Input to BBSRC’s Consultation from the Relu (Rural Economy and Land Use) Programme
The Need for an Interdisciplinary Perspective

· Food security is a multi-faceted concept, but is fundamentally about ensuring people have access to safe, nutritious food. It operates at the household, local, national and international levels. It is subject to technical specification and socio-cultural norms, and economic, legal and governmental institutions.  It therefore demands interdisciplinary research, analysis and prescriptions.
· Food security cannot be directly equated with national self-sufficiency in food or with increasing domestic food production. While new food production methods and systems are necessary for improved food security, they will not be sufficient on their own to deliver the needed improvements.   Issues of price, access, nutrition and distribution are also directly relevant.

· The issue of food security cannot be considered in isolation from other significant global concerns including sustainability, climate change, poverty, health, resource access and biodiversity.  While national and international policies for food security are of crucial importance, so also are policies on agriculture, development, trade, health, food standards and the environment.

· Ensuring food security is therefore a highly complex task and demands integrated insights from the social and natural sciences, to underpin technological and policy developments and improved practices in farming and food distribution, innovations in food systems and changes in food consumption patterns.
· Food security is a global concern that demands coordinated international action, but also locally, nationally and regionally specific responses that are in keeping with physical, natural and socio-economic conditions and constraints.  It is important that research is relevant to specific geographical contexts.  The issues facing UK food security are different from those facing, say, China or Sub-Saharan Africa.  In planning a strategically significant research programme it is vitally important to distinguish these different agendas, and to target it appropriately to address strategic priorities.

· Below we identify certain generic/international food security concerns and the research questions they raise, before turning to some specific UK-oriented concerns and questions.

Pursuing Generic International Food Security Concerns

· Improved output of food must be related to efficiency in the use of limited natural resources (including energy and water), ecological constraints and the need to mitigate and adapt to climate change.  Research and modelling exercises are required at different scales to identify critical trade-offs and limits to production potentials.

· Efforts to move towards a low-carbon economy – in response to peak oil and climate change – could have profound impacts for the configuration of the food system.  A crucial question must be how can climate change adaptation policies and strategies most effectively take on considerations of food security.

· Demographic change, migration and rapidly increasing urbanisation, especially in developing industrialising countries will have considerable impacts on food consumption and supply.  Research is needed to assess these impacts and to understand how they might be mitigated.

· The issue of food security reveals fundamental distributional inequalities that are the consequences not only of global and regional variation in natural resource capacity but also, and critically, in the human use, exploitation and commodification of those resources. The co-existence, at a global level, of increasing levels of obesity and significant over-consumption (with associated levels of food waste) in some regions, with persistent poverty, under-nourishment and starvation in others emphasises the need for research into the governance of international food production and distribution, and the global and sub-global networks that both promote and hinder a more equitable response to the needs of food security.
· The development of new food technologies are of vital importance but these bring with them associated issues and research needs related to their governance, availability, biosecurity implications, impacts upon biodiversity and the ethical questions they raise. 
· Food security has too often been equated with ensuring grain self sufficiency whereas the avoidance of malnutrition entails balanced diets, that avoid both under and over consumption.  Research has often overly focused on improving and promoting the main grain crops and ignored other products which traditionally balanced diets.  Assessment of trade-offs between traditional and modern food production systems and their relationship to optimal diets is required.

Pursuing Specific UK Domestic Food Security Concerns

· Food security needs to be considered in terms of the relationships and responsibilities the UK has with other countries. In particular rising resource inequalities, which may be compounded by climate change, pose complex questions for food security strategies in the UK. 
· The ‘Western’ diet is increasingly unsustainable not only in environmental, human health and livestock welfare terms but also in terms of its negative impact upon global agriculture and thereby the food security of supplier nations (e.g. the global impact of export oriented animal feed production on those nations who remain unable to ensure their own domestic nutritional needs). There is therefore a critical need for research on human behaviour and the drivers of choice with respect to food demand as well as on information systems and food actor strategies that impact upon such choice and demand.  

· Within the UK, medium and long term modifications to dietary choice and food consumption have the potential to impact considerably on global food security. While the promotion of grass-fed husbandry, for example, may lead to reduction in feed imports, and higher quality and healthier meat, this needs to be accompanied by a reduction in overall meat consumption, clearly identified as unsustainable at current levels. 

· Modern food supply chains are complex and geographically extended.  How resilient are they?  What role does the food retail sector play?  Do modern food chain logistics such as ‘just in time’ retailing make supply chains more vulnerable?  What are the major vulnerabilities of food storage systems?
· Government has primary responsibility for managing food security and responding to emergencies.  How can the Government's role be best integrated given the presence of autonomous agencies and devolved administrations.  How well prepared is the system for different possible emergencies?
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