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SUSTAINABLE FOOD AND DRINK GROUP  

FRUIT AND VEG; VEGANUARY; SOIL FERTILITY AND CARBON 

For best environmental outcomes, dietary exclusions may not be the answer. 

     Fruit and vegetables are an important part of a healthy dietary intake. How our plant-based foods are produced and 

where they come from are as important to consider as with any other food group and now is the time to plan your 

growing. 

 

     We are now in Veganuary, which last year led to a significant increase in imports, as reported by the BBC 

programme ‘What Britain Buys and Sells in a Day’. At present there is no satisfactory green fuel on the near horizon to 

replace the fossil fuels used for air transport, shipping and heavy goods vehicles. Most of our fruit and vegetables are 

imported and have environmental impacts abroad on land and water use, often in regions of water stress, and may also 

displace forest, people and wildlife. It is noticeable that many vegan recipes rely heavily on foods that cannot be 

produced in the UK. 

 

     Most of the major reports on eating more sustainably highlight that we need to be eating more of the food that grows 

well close to home and is in season. For some vegans this is a priority, but is likely to be much more challenging when 

it comes to adequate and sufficiently diverse forms of plant proteins, fats and oils; and many of the diverse grains 

commonly used in recipes, cannot be produced in the UK. Much of the plant food available to us through the major 

retail outlets will have been produced in intensive, agrichemical systems; and frequently in continuous arable cropping 

systems. These are particularly associated with low soil biological levels, decreased soil carbon and land which becomes 

vulnerable to loss of topsoils and erosion – now a serious worldwide problem. 

     Hydroponics is a system which is used to grow large quantities of the fruit and vegetables in our shops these days, 

particularly soft fruits and salad vegetables. This involves the plants being grown with their roots in mineral nutrient 

solutions in a water solvent, without contact with the soil, or the roots may be in an inert medium, such as perlite or 

gravel. The nutrients may be of inorganic origin or organic such as fish waste or duck manure. For more information on 

this look up 'hydroponics' on Wikipedia. The greenhouses/ polytunnels used for hydroponic production often cover 

many acres of farmland, without using the soil, and could perhaps be preferably situated on brown field sites. 

     At the Bath University IPR debate, on 19th November, on the Future of UK Farming and Food Production, Jack 

Farmer of LettUs Grow highlighted that major climatic events affecting harvests are thirty times more likely than in the 

1920’s, according to the Met Office (2018). Indoor farming “markets” are now growing rapidly: vertical farms and 

greenhouse farms. 94% of UK produced tomatoes now come from these systems. However, much is still imported, 

particularly from Holland, which is the biggest global exporter of food by dollar value after the USA (for example, 

992,080 tonnes of tomatoes/annum from 7sq miles). There is now an impetus to rapidly scale up UK food production 

using hydroponics, or aeroponics (which uses mist nutrient transfer and can require 95% less water), over the next 10 

years. Water, temperature control and land use are more of a challenge for horizontal indoor farms than vertical farms, 

which however use more electricity. You may have seen film footage of these completely sterile vertical aeroponic 

farms on BBC’s The One Show. All who entered were dressed in sterile clothing, like surgeons, and air washed, to 

remove any remaining bacteria, before entering the high rise ‘farm’. One Show guest, Monty Don, was pressed for 

comment and he questioned whether foods produced in sterile conditions, without their roots in the soil, can produce 

the organic complexity that we need: such as the diverse bacterial gut flora now increasingly recognised as essential for 

health.  

     Patrick Holden, of the Sustainable Food Trust, at the Bath University debate also questioned the future direction of 

food production with these intensive, sterile systems of indoor crop farming (See Ref 1-2). Food produced in this way 

is not eligible for organic registration in the UK.  

     In George Monbiot’s programme on Channel 4, ‘Apocalypse cow: How meat killed the planet’, he strongly 

supported vertical aeroponics for some vegetable and for cereal production; and also lab meat (even though highly 

processed foods do not have a great track record for human health, which surely makes the role of science in creating 

safe alternatives to natural foods fall into question?). It is  interesting to note that Channel 4 has recently agreed a “seven-

figure equity deal with Yorkshire-based company, Meatless Farm Co, which sells meat-free products”, which has 

according to the farming press “raised eyebrows” in view of the “string of anti-meat documentaries being commissioned 

by the broadcaster”. Monbiot would like the majority of land to be rewilded. Although a vegan, he supports the culling 

of 90% of the wild, red deer on an estate in Scotland to allow tree regrowth. There was no mention of the fact that 



Wildlife Trusts see well-managed mixed grazing, with cattle, sheep and ponies, as beneficial, and indeed, essential to 

conservation of our plant and wildlife biodiversity. Jo Lewes, Head of Policy at the Soil Association, at the Bath Uni 

debate said with regard to rewilding that nature needs to be brought back on to farms; and forestry should not be set 

against farming in a negative narrative (and one which potentially leads to increased reliance on land abroad for our 

production of our key nutrients); there is great potential for agroforestry.  

     Use of agrichemicals, separation of livestock production from crop production, reduced organic matter returns to the 

soil and intensification are key factors in the reductions in the biological life in soils. This is associated with loss of 

other wildlife, higher up the food chain, and is most marked in the specialised arable/ horticultural south east of England, 

where there is least access to farmyard manure, according to mapping.  

     Joe Stanley, farmer and columnist in the Countryside magazine (Feb 2020 issue), says that organic livestock 

manure is absolutely vital to the long-term health and fertility of our arable and horticultural soils whether 

deposited as dung during rotational grazing or spread as manure. This is consistent with government documents which 

indicate that farmyard manure has advantages for fertility and increasing levels of Soil Organic Carbon stocks in 

croplands, which is not fully replicated or compensated for by alternatives, such as zero or minimal tilling systems, 

green manures and return of crop residues. There are both potential benefits and risks in the application of digestates 

from anaerobic digesters to farmland and from biosolids (treated sewage sludge).  (Ref 3)  

      The IAASTD, a major report for the World Bank and UN by 400 scientists from across the world, in 2008, and the 

IDDRI report on Europe (2019) both attribute a crucial role to agroecology in shaping the future of sustainable 

agriculture. They conclude that this approach to food production can feed well the projected 2050 population, whilst 

avoiding harmful industrial agriculture and enhancing biodiversity. Whilst people are free to choose to eat what they 

wish, neither the UN or UK government, NHS or any of major reports on environmental sustainability recommend a 

plant-only diet. The issues are complex and different people will make different choices, which is perhaps all to the 

good. The health of the soil and biodiversity in our food production systems are, however, being seen as a much greater 

priority now.  

     It is much easier to maintain good levels of organic returns to the soil on a garden or allotment scale. Now is the 

time to be doing some crop plans for this year’s fruit and veg production and ordering seeds. For allotments enquire at 

the Town Council https://bradfordonavontowncouncil.gov.uk/allotments-available-at-sladesbrook-bancroft/, or one of 

the private allotment providers. 

     We are fortunate to have three wonderful, local agroecological vegetable and fruit producers:  

• Jonathan Francis at Avonleigh Orchards. Contact at veggrower@yahoo.co.uk to be added to weekly circulation 

list for seasonal produce available. 

• Kate Collyns of Grown Green is the grower at Hartley farm. Look for her produce at the farm shop. 

https://growngreen.wordpress.com/  

• Woolley Grange Walled Garden Basket scheme https://www.woolleygrangehotel.co.uk/woolley-grange-

hotel/garden-baskets 

Happy growing. Happy munching! 

Ros Edwards  Jan 2020 
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