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Sticky sticker situation: Food miles, carbon labelling and development

Caitlin Zaino

 Climate-conscious consumers want to cut their carbon footprints. Retailers have responded, initially, labelling air freighted produce with an airplane. But this simplistic strategy hit developing country producers in an unfair way, and today schemes to consider the full carbon lifecycle of goods are underway.

Local food movements, which encourage consumers to buy food produced in their communities in order to support local farmers, and to eat fresh, in-season food are proliferating. Partially overlapping with this movement is an increasing awareness among consumers that what they buy affects the global climate. Supermarkets throughout the world have responded to the escalating trend by labelling products with a “food miles” sticker to indicate their immigrant status. Yet, scaling back on fresh fruits from abroad to reduce food miles is not necessarily the most efficient or development-oriented solution to minimising carbon emissions. When it comes to local versus global foods, social, economic and environmental issues abound.

Simply put, food miles are the distance that food travels from the field where it was grown to the plate where it is consumed. The objective in measuring these distances is to determine the environmental impact based on the carbon emitted during transport, whether by air, sea, lorry or car. Most bulk products are shipped by sea; fresh produce, however, needs to reach the consumer quickly and airfreight is the only option. The carbon emissions associated with air freighted products are high - 177 times greater than for products being shipped by sea. This means that mangos from Brazil, strawberries from Kenya, and asparagus from Mexico being sent to European supermarkets have a significant environmental impact based on the miles they have travelled to reach their final destination. Among all food products transported internationally, the most miles are clocked by these out-of-season fruits and vegetables arriving from distant countries.

For many governments, supermarkets, and even some environmental advocates the simple solution to reducing the carbon miles generated by food travel is to buy locally. In supermarkets throughout Europe, fresh produce from abroad is being labelled with a sticker depicting an airplane to alert consumers that it was imported via air freight. The policy behind this labelling is to encourage consumers to purchase local products and also to provide incentives to the company itself to source as much food locally as possible, to grow local supply networks, and to offset carbon emissions from air freighted products. Labelling pineapples with stickers or buying only local, in-season produce isn’t necessarily the appropriate solution for lessening carbon footprints, however.

Food miles capture only part of the picture
In most countries, even food produced nationally travels extensively before getting to retailers. While these trips are made by lorry as opposed to airplane, the carbon emitted during cross-country tours is not negligible. Add in the cars used by most consumers to get from their homes to the market, and the carbon footprint is on par with that of air freighted products.

Another major challenge with buying local is that transport is only part of the equation. Agricultural methods used in producing food, the types of processing manufacturers use and storage methods also play an important role. Studies have shown, for instance, that lamb grown in the UK and sold locally has a greater carbon footprint than lamb grown in New Zealand, 11,000 miles away. This is because New Zealand uses more energy efficient and environmentally-friendly methods for raising its lamb than the UK does.

Beyond the environmental aspects of food miles, there are social implications to be considered. Development advocates say it does not make sense to halt air freighted products and encourage local food production, as this would hurt the poorest suppliers in least-developed and developing countries that rely heavily on revenue from exported products. Growing fresh produce provides a crucial source of income for the poorest of the poor in these already vulnerable countries and countless livelihoods would be at stake. The fresh fruit and vegetable trade with the UK, for instance, generates 400 million USD that supports one million people living in Africa. If developed countries were to buy only locally, the development implications would be significant.

Furthermore, when governments and companies shift their policies to increase locally sourced foods, they are also dangerously close to challenging WTO antiprotectionism rules, particularly the most-favoured nation status (MFN) that prohibits nations from discriminating between their trading partners. Some say that MFN rules could be violated if an importing nation discriminates against another country based solely on the distance the exports need to travel.

Development advocates argue that emissions related to food imports from poor nations are manageable and not necessarily larger than those of locally grown foods. According to the UK department for International Development (DfID), “emissions produced by growing flowers in Kenya and flying them to the UK can be less than a fifth of those grown in heated and lighted greenhouses in Holland.”

From food miles to lifecycle analysis
The failure of the local food miles movements to account for social implications has caused many in the trade and development community to critique the concept. So too have some environmentalists that believe the idea is too simplistic in its focus on carbon emitted solely during transport. These critics are instead calling for a full life cycle carbon footprint analysis; that is, measuring the carbon emissions from the field to the plate by accounting for agricultural methods, processing, energy, soil, distribution and everything in between. The full life cycle is a kind of cradle-to-grave approach for determining the carbon impact of foodstuffs. As this calculation is based not only on miles travelled but on carbon emitted during the entire production process, it is less likely to discriminate against developing country exports the way food miles schemes have done.

In response to the demand for this more holistic measurement, some companies are implementing carbon labelling programmes. Labelling standards that ensure consistency and comparability among products carrying the tag are being created by the Carbon Trust, a private company established by the UK government to help Britain move towards a low carbon economy. The Carbon Trust is working to develop an agreed method to measure the embodied greenhouse gases among a wide range of products. Once calculated, the label will show the amount of carbon in grams much like the nutrition label provides the amount of sodium or fat in foods.

For companies in the food industry, carbon labelling makes financial sense over time. While applying the schemes can be exhaustive and expensive, the energy savings they encourage will ultimately lead to economic efficiency. Any carbon cutbacks are likely to save money in the long run. “More and more, businesses are looking for ways to reduce their impact on the environment,” said the UK’s environment minister, Ian Pearson. “To help them achieve that we need a reliable, consistent way to measure these impacts that businesses recognise, trust and understand.”

The standards and the labels are still in their trial stages. Once the standard is in place, manufacturers can voluntarily sign up to have their products carry the label. The process of certification and monitoring will be handled by independent companies to ensure that manufactures are adhering to the standards.

Arriving in a store close to you?
Carbon labelling has taken off in Europe, with initiatives in Sweden, France and the UK. In January 2007, Tesco — one of the UK’s largest supermarket chains — announced a plan to put a carbon label on 70,000 of its products. Together with Carbon Trust, Tesco is working to map carbon footprints. Launched in late April this year, the first 20 labelled goods include Tesco’s ownbrand products in four different categories: orange juice, potatoes, washing detergent and light bulbs. The standards applied by the company are based on those established by the Carbon Trust, the UK environment department and BSI British Standards. The supermarket giant said that it wants not only to revolutionise its business, but also seeks to lay the groundwork for carbon labelling schemes nationally and internationally. Tesco’s chief executive, Sir Terry Leahy, promised “a revolution in green consumption.” “I am not a scientist,” he said, “But I listen when the scientists say that if we fail to mitigate climate change, the environmental, social and economic consequences will be stark and severe.”

In spite of its self-proclaimed dedication, Tesco has encountered a number of daunting obstacles in applying the carbon labelling scheme. Difficult questions such as whether a carbon footprint continues to grow even after the product has hit the supermarket shelf have plagued the standard-setting work. Challenges related to the complexities of calculating an accurate carbon footprint for each product during its life cycle have also arisen. But the company insists it is devoted, despite scaling back its original commitment from 70,000 products to 20, at least in the short term. “I don’t deny it’s difficult. But that isn’t to deny that it is worth doing,” said Brenda Boardman, an academic at Oxford University who is helping to develop the project with Tesco.

Concluding remarks
Carbon labelling schemes, today at their very initial stages, raise complex and challenging questions in relation to trade and sustainable development. Focusing on just one aspect of the carbon footprint, the first experiments related to food miles lost the bigger picture and ended up hurting developing countries. The initial focus of labelling schemes on foods rather than manufactured goods also introduced a bias. The main reason for the food focus was that the lifecycles of manufactured and processed goods are longer and more complex than those of agricultural goods. In the future, this bias would have to be rectified. In addition, the carbon labelling schemes must reconcile the need for accurate and useful data with the need to be simple, transparent and involve sufficiently low transaction costs. Otherwise, small countries and players risk being left behind.

Caitlin Zaino is Assistant Editor, ICTSD Publications.
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