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What’s in the food

we’re eating today

With World Food Day just gone, are we witnessing the emergence
of a kind of ‘food politics’ in Ireland? DAVID RALPH investigates

HE Gavernment's -
el bailowt of Isish
hanks cost every Irish
citizen an estimabed
11,111, Bun as disillu-
ssomment with our political sys
tem spreads, more and  more

peeopde are fuming 1o an area of

life where they feel they can
repgain comtrol of their des-
timses: the food they cat,

Amrendance a1 food [esnvals
and memhership of “prow-it-
yoursell™ (GIY) associations
have both exploded in the st
year. Even Trevar Sargent, T
for Dublin Monh amd former
leader of the Green Pary, has
spieen. about hiz paszion for
fool grosvimg. “N's wvery con-
nected o what drives me in
palises” he iold TV3I's The
Mvming Shom.

Thiz fugion between Food
and poltics 15 a rare bMend
Irish  politcal  life.  Bat
Kargent’s time in the DMl os
Mimister of State for Foad and
Hortsculiare persuaded him see
the hroader links hetween our
poliics and what ends up on
our planes.

“It became very clear when
wou Jook at all ihe cosia thai
comé from bad eatimg,” he
sail. “So o encourage people
1o grow frwdt and vegetnhles is
AN inieral part of encouraging
people o eal fuil and vegels
hles™

And growing frain and veg is
somelhing pople have been
doing im hage numbers in
recent monthe, The GIY maove-
mwient — lounded by awibor and
Foodl activist Michael Kelly in
Waterford in 2061% — has path-
cred 6,050) members nation-
wile im the last year alone,
transfomming onee-idle win-
dowsills amd back gardens inie
prodictive patches  growing
tresh food.

GIY parron Dbarmwid Gavin
thisks that the popalanty of e
GIY phenomenen is in par
down 1o people’s  growing
cursity awver where, exactly,
thedr  food  comes  from
“Theres o lod of fear around
abour b our feod s pro-
disced.” lve 2ays. “There's been
muwvies amd books amd docw
meniaries  and we  wonder,
“What 1= fn the food we're eal-

imy’
Guarantesd Irtsh?

The Inwestgations inee the
food system that Gavie men-

tians refer mainly i American
agri-foodl  businesses. Fric
Schlosser s bestsellng 20000
ook Fast Foed Nerios and the
2008 Oear-nominaied  mavie
Feod dne both vividly docu-
mented the deplorable condi
tins in which animals are
raiged for alaughter on industri-
al-scale famms.

For a lomp time, such fam-
ing methods were not seen s
o haivg Irash Carnas. Bl m the
lagt twis decales the onging of
Irish food proglucts have come
tcreasingly wider the spol-
light.

In the 1980k, the outhreak of
BAE — more commonly kravam
as mad cow disease — high-
lighted 1o many the shocking
practice faking place on many
Irish farens of Teedmg livesiock
with the fesh of desd animals.
Throughoat the 1%90s  and
20, fond-borme E coli scares
ariginating in  contaminabed
supermarket meat hove further
undermined eonfidence in Irish
[arnung pracuices

As recently ns 20048, Ireland

Growing fruit and vegetables on allotments is beceming increasingly popular

suffered yet another food scan-
dal, a3 the presence of high ley-
els ol cancer-causing dioxing
fouml in Imsh pork resulied inoa
rassive recall of all pork prod-
wls,

All of this has served to
unravel the pastoral fantasy
apn of Freland s fanmers work-
ang i syee with the thytbms of
matarez, But i iz place s o0
growwing  understanding  of
where o Townd comtes noimn.

Changing attitudes
O arganizalin actively poo-
muoiting this greater understand
ing of our food sysiem is Slow
Foud Ireland - part of a world-
wide movement founded in
14959 in Rome in reaction o the
apening of &  MeDonald's
rslaurant on one of the lalan
capital’s most historic pinzeas
Speaking ot the recenmt
Waterford  Harvest  Food
Festival, Slow Food Ireland
president andd celebrity chef
Darina Allen described the
Crgandsatbon a5 an ikl w
the fas-food culure we've god

A g s

cowght up in™. Sunming up the
ita gthos, Allen argues that
shvw Food s Dood that s
“uoned, clean amd i

Some  evidence suppess
that,  despate the  downiurm
pinching many houschilds
fsul budgets, peeopls are stll
willimg 10 8 pay & premism 1o
efsune e presence of these
three elements in the fond they
eal

A200E Bond Bia survey 8o
consumers’ cabing  behaviour
foaung that almest all people are
iwow prepared 10 guestioi the

health-enhancing  qualitics of

their food. And a X9 Food
Safety Auwthority of Ineland
(FEAly  =mady  imte  Food
lahelling indicabes that con-
sumer sophisticalim s msing
i b of the type of mionms-
tion they wanl 1o see on prod
ucts when deciding what o
L.

The changing oonsumer
mdivatioms pinpointed in these
studin reflect what the award-
winning American journaliso
nndd foaoudl campaigner Michoel
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Pollan hos heen poanting ot
for years, Recwiving an award
in San Francises for his book
The COmnivore’s Dilemma,
Pollan said; “The food system
i# unsstainalle becawse it
depends on ignorance. And
whien people know how that
was produced, they lose their
appitile Gor "

RITICS OF those pro-

maiitg o diflerent, sus-

tainable approach 1o

fooed inssiat that thee ethi-

Glly sourced, ongang
and local foodstulls on offer at
farmers” markets and food fes-
tivals are only affordable for
midille- and high-meome eam
TR

For people out of wark a8 an
low imcines, paying more fos
food when hudgets are already
arreiched in their limits makes
Il semse.

And those telling them o
alier their eating hobits can
appear pretentiogs and elinisl,
completely our of wech with
the day-to-day scrimping that

getting by om litths  money
necesslaliE,

Bui a startling fact should he
highliphied: real food prices
hawe b Falling for decades.
In the 1970s the average Irish
family spend around 32 per cent
of thelr weekly imncome on
fond. Yet despite recent spikes
in focud prices, indny the aver-
ape Irish family spends rough-
Iy 15 per cent of their income
feeding themselwes,

Hiddden couts

Throughout this perod, low
fond prices meant gaod poli-
ties, Dravang down the cost of
foixd kept the electomee sated
anid silemt. Bt the hididen costs
of subaidizing our cheap food
biecome mone visible daily.

An epidemic of dist-related
illnesses s inundating  sn
alrecaly  overburdened health
systemy; the excessive use of
pesticides s causing irrepam-
ble emviromnmiental  damape
around the workl; and as a
numher of investigations have
shown, bargain supermarket
prices. depend  on labour
exploitation aml maltrealment
of workers in the food process-
itg andustry both ar home and
ahroad.

These issues around food
canmot  remain disconnecied
from  comventional  political
debate forever. While tradirion-
ally Irish peopls rarely discuss
e gastatory pleasures of fosd,
we have long used boyoots of
products from countries whoss
privlicies we abject weas a palil-
ical weapen.

The crossfire of woices 1hat
can mow be heard about feod
and the connections with
hroader pislitical isswes suzpest
that thiese twi separate comver-
satboits will soon bBeconw a
lively dialogee. Michas] Kelly,
referring et GIY's objectives
for the coming year, weles:
“Make it mainsiream rather
than niche. That’s what we're
all absoud.”
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