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Commodity Chains and the Politics of Food

Abstract

Focusing on commodity chains within the British food industry, this paper analyses the current widespread usage of the ‘commodity chain’ concept in both academic and policy-orientated work.  Despite recent criticisms, the concept has retained its popularity alongside competing metaphors such as networks, circuits and assemblages.  Examining the concept in more detail demonstrates a range of diverse and inconsistent definitions such that ‘commodity chains’ are in danger of becoming, in Andrew Sayer’s terminology, a chaotic conception.  The paper pursues Sayer’s suggestion of making such conceptions the object of academic study where the proliferation of diverse uses may throw light on the political interests of those who mobilise the term.  The argument is illustrated with four case-study examples of the use of the idea of the ‘food chain’ from the UK’s Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, the Institute of Grocery Distribution, the Countryside Agency and Sustain.  The paper concludes that commodity chains remain a valuable analytical device, provided that the different ways the concept is mobilised are situated within the political context of its use.
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Commodity chains and chaotic conceptions

There has been an explosion of interest in food across the social sciences in recent years, one result of which has been the creative coming together of scholars from different disciplinary and sub-disciplinary traditions.  The field of agri-food studies, for example, has brought together geographers and sociologists working in critical political economy in Europe, North America and elsewhere (Bonanno et al., 1994; Goodman & Watts, 1997).  Interest in consumption has brought together political economists, political scientists and sociologists to study the politics, sociology and spatiality of food consumption (Fine & Leopold, 1993; Marsden et al., 2000) as well as spawning a ‘new cultural geography of food’ (Bell & Valentine, 1997; Valentine, 1999; Freidberg, 2003).  In recent years, attention in ‘western’ rural sociology has focused on rethinking and integrating food production and consumption perspectives (Goodman, 2002; Goodman & DuPuis, 2002; Lockie, 2002), and there has been increasing interest in alternative food initiatives both in Europe (Renting et al., 2003) and North America (Allen et al., 2003) and in ‘localising’ food systems (Winter, 2003a, 2003b; Hinrichs, 2003).  These burgeoning literatures are replete with a rich array of metaphors for capturing the interconnections between different elements of the systems of food production and consumption.  Almost 20 years ago, food campaigners Tim Lang and Patrick Wiggins wrote:

The dynamics of the food system … cast doubt upon the value of describing the catering and food distribution sectors as service industries.  It is more valuable to see them as links in a chain which goes from production to consumption.  In doing so, it is possible to highlight how capital intervenes at as many points as possible between production and consumption in order to maximise opportunities for profit and control (1985, p.53).

They were writing at a time when the commodity systems (or commodity chains) approach was being increasingly adopted in social science analyses of the dynamics of change in agriculture and the food industry internationally (Friedland et al., 1981; Friedland, 1984).  This form of analysis took the food commodity as the starting point, and traced production from the inputs to agriculture, through the farm production process to food processors, distributors, retailers and consumers.  In doing so, it marked a break with previous approaches which had tended to focus on individual sectors (such as agriculture or food processing) as the objects of analysis.

Ideas about food systems, chains and webs have been joined (and often challenged) by new terminologies around food networks (Arce & Marsden, 1993), agro-food networks (Goodman & Watts, 1997) and alternative food networks (Goodman, 2004).  The recent rate of scholarly output can make it difficult to give shape to the emerging debates and conceptual fault-lines.  Nevertheless, we might tentatively identify the following three trends.  First is the ‘consumption turn’, where what Goodman (2002, p.271) terms the “filière-commodity systems-agroindustrial approach of the 1980s” has been drawn upon and developed to accommodate a greater interest in consumption, most notably through concepts such as ‘systems of provision’ (Fine & Leopold, 1993; Fine, 1994).  A second, and related, trend is a ‘cultural turn’ associated with increasing interest in the production and consumption of meanings and narratives around food, nicely captured by Susanne Freidberg’s point that, especially in the global North, “most food is sold with a story” (2003, p.4).  Third has been a ‘quality turn’, particularly associated with the development of alternative agro-food networks, the rise of quality assurance schemes, and strategies to valorise local and regional food products (see Murdoch et al., 2000; Goodman, 2004).  

Weaving its way through all these trends is the notion of the food commodity chain.  While the terminology may vary, the basic precepts of a commodity chain analysis have remained remarkably persistent.  Calls for re-conceptualisation associated with the turns to consumption, culture and quality tend to represent a refinement of the commodity chain perspective, rather than a radical departure.  This paper draws on the preliminary findings of a current research project on commodity chains within the British food industry.
  The context for the research includes the recent ‘food scares’ associated with BSE and Foot and Mouth Disease, current debates about the safety of GM foods and the on-going ‘crisis’ of British agriculture, including the protracted process of reform of the Common Agricultural Policy.  There have also been growing concerns about the competitiveness of British food retailing, with the Competition Commission (2000) reaching ambivalent conclusions in its inquiry into the monopolistic power of British supermarkets.   The paper takes commodity chains within Britain (i.e. that either employ people in production processes within Britain, or that result in food products sold in Britain) as its focus because of a particular interest in the project in the manufacturing of meanings along different food commodity chains, and the role of national and local identities in this process, but this is not, of course, to negate the fact that chains often extend far beyond national boundaries (see, for example, recent work by Cook & Harrison, 2003).

The paper takes as it focus the concept of food commodity chains, not because this is a new social science idea – it is not – but because the notion of a commodity chain has proved a popular and persistent way of making sense of the food industry in both academic and policy circles.  While other terms have also been developed in the academic literature – including circuits, networks and assemblages – the commodity chain concept has continued to be widely used, being mobilised from various different, sometimes conflicting, perspectives (see Jackson (2002) for a review).  In this paper, we ask whether the concept’s flexibility is a strength, or whether the proliferation of diverse uses has now made the term a ‘chaotic conception’ of little or no analytical value.

In his influential book Method in social science (1992), Andrew Sayer draws a distinction between rational abstractions and chaotic conceptions.  According to Sayer:

A rational abstraction is one which isolates a significant element of the world which has some unity and autonomous force …  A bad abstraction [or chaotic conception] arbitrarily divides the indivisible and/or lumps together the unrelated and the inessential (ibid., p.138).

Chaotic conceptions, Sayer continues, can be used unproblematically in everyday life or scientific practice for descriptive purposes but they become problematic when any explanatory weight is placed upon them.  In what follows we first demonstrate how ‘commodity chains’ can be deployed in diverse and often conflicting ways.  But, like Sayer, we conclude that abstractions — whether good or bad, rational or chaotic — can become useful objects of study in their own right.  By examining the way that very similar terms have been mobilised by different interest groups, with very different political and economic objectives, we hope to begin to make sense of the seeming chaos surrounding current conflicting uses of the term.  We start, though, with a genealogy of the term, demonstrating its shifting meanings and flexible usage in the social science literature.

A genealogy of food commodity chains 

The commodity chain concept has a relatively long history and has been used in relation to a wide range of industries and commodities — see Dicken (1998) for a review.  Leslie and Reimer (1999) identify three distinct strands of work centring on global commodity chains, systems of provision, and commodity circuits.  However, these strands extend back little further than the 1990s.  Taking a longer historical perspective suggests that the current usage of the commodity chain idea in agro-food studies, and in economic geography more widely, can instead be traced back to two sources in the 1970s.   These sources are distinct, although are sometimes wrongly conflated, and were developed for quite different purposes.  The first is Wallerstein’s (1974) world systems theory, further developed by Hopkins and Wallerstein (1986, 1994).  Here a commodity chain is understood as “a network of labour and production processes whose end result is a finished commodity” (1986, p. 159).  Hopkins and Wallerstein looked at ships and wheat flour in order to address the question of “whether or not there are substantial historical/empirical grounds for the claim that by the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries world-economic forces were organising production over a growing proportion of the ‘world’ delimited by the scope of their operations” (p.158) — in other words, “whether and to what extent a capitalist world-economy was an organising force and structural reality” (p.159) during these centuries.  In 1994, they set out their research agenda as being:  “To depict the changes in the form of the commodity chains and … to see whether and to what extent the structures of [specific component production processes] change in accord with the cyclical rhythms of the world-economy” (1994, p.20).  Thus this perspective is set within a tradition of seeing economic development and international economic change as influenced by the expansion and contraction of 70-year Kondratieff Cycles.

With heightened interest in processes of economic globalisation in the 1990s, Hopkins and Wallerstein’s work was taken up by international political economists interested in tracing the development of global commodity chains.  An edited collection in 1994 in the series Studies in the Political Economy of the World System, for which Wallestein was series advisor, helped establish global commodity chain (GCC) analysis as a relatively coherent paradigm (Gereffi & Korzeniewicz, 1994; see also Raikes et al., 2000).  It argued that “in today’s global factory, the production of a single commodity often spans many countries, with each nation performing tasks in which it has a cost advantage” (Gereffi et al., 1994, p.1), yet the key concepts in comparative sociology were poorly equipped to understand these newly emerging patterns of social and economic organisation.  The GCC approach was developed in the volume to promote “a nuanced analysis of world-economic spatial inequalities in terms of differential access to markets and resources” (p.2).  Gereffi and Korzeniewicz (1994) drew a valuable distinction between producer-led chains, such as automobiles and computers, and buyer-led chains, such as clothing, toys and trainers (see also Dicken, 1998, pp.7-10).  The analytical paradigm that GCCs embody, it was argued, “is a network-centred and historical approach that probes above and below the level of the nation state to better analyse structure and change in the world-economy” (p.2).  Such GCC studies have looked at tourism (Clancy, 1998), cocaine (Wilson & Zambrano, 1994), footwear (Schmitz, 1999) and electronics (Kenny & Florida, 1994).

A second source for the commodity chains idea can be traced back to some of the earliest work in the 1970s on the ‘new political economy’ of food and agriculture, including Friedland et al.’s landmark study of capital, labour and technology in the US lettuce industry: Manufacturing green gold (1981)
.  Friedland’s work was aimed at two main fields of inquiry: the sociology of agriculture and the comparative analysis of production systems. It set out to build an explanatory model of technological change in agriculture, examining the exploitation of agricultural workers and demonstrating how farm labourers had become victims of technological change.  The analysis extended beyond the farm into a wider exploration of corporate power and agricultural production systems — or what would henceforth be called the ‘food commodity chain’.

In parallel with the rise of the GCC approach set out above, Friedland et al.’s ‘commodity systems approach’ was taken up and developed by those wanting to trace the internationalisation and globalisation of food chains during the 1980s and 1990s (see Sanderson, 1986; Friedmann and McMichael, 1989; Heffernan and Constance, 1994).  It has since provided the conceptual starting point for a large number of studies on the development of the ‘international food system’ (see, for example, Bonnano et al., 1994; Goodman & Watts, 1997 for reviews).  It is worth noting that Friedland et al.’s key work (1981) make no reference to Wallerstein, and vice-versa.  These are distinctly different traditions in their conceptual drivers, objects of study and modes of analysis.

Recent engagements with the commodity chains literature have produced new concepts of food networks, systems of provision and commodity circuits.  Arce and Marsden (1993, p.296) complained that “the application of a systems approach effectively suppresses the significance of contextualised human agency” and argued that we must “disentangle the notion of the increasing interconnectivity of firms and people … from the deterministic and functional assumptions this may all too easily suggest” (p.309).  They advance the concept of food networks as a way of showing how actors shape and are shaped by the political, cultural and social environment, and use the example of the international trade in bananas to highlight the importance of including non-human intermediaries as well as human relationships within commodity chains.  

At around the same time, Fine and Leopold developed the concept of systems of provision, described by Leslie and Reimer (1999, p.405) as ‘perhaps the most comprehensive elaboration of production-consumption relations’.  Their particular interest in bringing together analyses of production and consumption led Fine and Leopold to reject the conventional horizontal approach to consumption, where what are taken to be common features of consumption are applied across economy or society as a whole.  Instead, they argue for a vertical approach which sees different commodities, or groups of commodities, as ‘distinctly structured by the chain or system of provision that unites a particular pattern of production with a particular pattern of consumption’ (1993, p.4).  Fine (1994) has gone on to consider the significance of food’s organic properties, arguing that this renders food systems of provision as distinctive from those of other types of commodities.  Nevertheless, different systems of provision can be identified for different types of food commodities (chickens and eggs, for example).  However, his systems of provision framework was criticised from within agro-food studies, not least for its over-simplified separation of the biological and the social (Murdoch, 1994).

Finally, the concept of commodity circuits has been developed over recent years.  This was borne out of a concern, particularly amongst human geographers, that the concept of a chain is too linear, too mechanistic and too focused on the simple metric of length as opposed to other issues such as complexity or transparency.  Circuits have no beginning and no end, and analysis should recognise that origins are always constructed, it is argued.  The commodity circuits concept has been used to examine the ways that geographical knowledges of commodity systems are shaped and reshaped (see, for example, Cook & Crang, 1996), but has raised concerns about a ‘virtually endless “circuit of consumption”’ (Jackson & Thrift, 1995, p.205; see also Lesley & Reimer, 1999).  Leslie and Reimer, in their review of different conceptualisations of the commodity chain, concluded that the idea of systems of provision could be blended with insights from commodity circuits such that systems of provision can be ‘conceptualised as circulations: interconnected flows not only of materials, but also of knowledges and discourses’ (p.416).  They argued that a systems of provision approach ‘need not rest on a reification and fixing of connections into a unidirectional chain.  Rather commodity chain analysis can (and should) be employed to consider the complex and shifting power dynamics between sites’ (p.416).

This treatment of food systems as circuits resonates with wider currents in contemporary social science embodied in the work of Castells (1996) and Urry (2000), for example.  These have focussed on a shift from seeing society and spaces as sets of bounded institutions and places towards the study of mobilities and interconnectedness through notions of networks, flows and spatiality (see also Graham and Marvin, 2001).  This intellectual current has raised the prominence of linkages and spatial arrangements, highlighted socio-spatial complexities in these arrangements, and opened up whole new modes of analysis and new terminologies.  Although questions of commodity chains and the politics of food have not yet been widely addressed within this emerging literature, there is clear potential for food commodity chains to be re-analysed through this new social science of flows and mobilities.

For all the recent criticism, much of it favouring more complex ideas of circuits, networks and assemblages, commodity chains have retained their popularity.
  This is in part because of the political ‘edge’ they appear to offer in the critical analysis of contemporary production systems. 
  Indeed, over the past few years, and since the development of these critiques, commodity chains have continued to be examined for countless products in a wide variety of industries from Nike trainers to cut flowers, from diamonds to domestic furniture (Goldman & Papson, 1998; Hughes, 2000; Hartwick, 1998; Leslie & Reimer, 1999).

We want to argue that commodity chain analysis should pay greater attention to the material specificity of different commodities.  Food, for example, is significantly different from other commodities (such as sports shoes or motor cars) in terms of its organic properties and the associated risks to human health from its ingestion (Goodman and Redclift, 1991; Murdoch, 1994).  This affects the way the chain is deployed in quite literal terms (as measured in terms of length, for example) but also how the chain is imagined and the emotions it evokes.
  Issues of provenance and authenticity, for example, are central to the meanings that consumers attach to food, though the food industry has arguably paid far greater attention to questions of price, quality and convenience as measured in more purely economic terms.  A less mechanistic conception of commodity chains has much to recommend it and is the approach we have adopted (by undertaking life-history interviews at different points along the commodity chain) in our current research.

Our research aims to understand how recent transformations in food production systems have been experienced by people at different points along the supply chain.  It therefore seeks to ‘humanise’ our understanding of commodity chains, by recording people’s experiences and setting their accounts in a wider social context.  The project focuses on chains of various length and complexity, ranging from small-scale family-based producers (selling directly from the farm or through farmers’ markets) to high street multiples with transnational supply networks and global markets.
 

We also want to broaden the debate beyond the relatively esoteric confines of economic and cultural geography to examine how chains are popularly and politically constructed beyond the realms of academic social science.
  Furthermore, to understand the various ways in which the food commodity chain concept has been deployed in recent years in Britain by different agencies, including government departments, lobby groups and within the food industry requires an understanding of the politics of the British food industry (Barling & Lang, 2003a).  Specifically, we argue, the food industry has been politicised as a result of a series of events and processes, from the globalisation of production systems to the outbreak of BSE, e.coli and Food and Mouth Disease (Lang, 2004).  As a result, various actors within the food system have expressed an interest in ‘reconnecting’ consumers and producers via some conception of the commodity or supply chain, even if they approach the issue from very different perspectives.  Indeed, ‘reconnection’ has become a buzzword in public policy debates about the future of food and farming in Britain (see Policy Commission on the Future of Food and Farming, 2002; Winter, 2003a).  In the remainder of this paper, we take four examples of recent mobilisations of the idea of the food chain and subject their rhetorical politics to closer scrutiny.

The case studies

(a)
The Food Chain Group

In 1999 the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA)’s predecessor, the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) established the Food Chain Group.  The Group included senior representatives from the National Farmers’ Union (NFU), the Food and Drink Federation, the British Retail Consortium and the Institute of Grocery Distribution (IGD).
  They issued a report entitled Working together for the food chain (MAFF, 1999), arguing that an integrated approach was needed in order to increase understanding among the different players in the food chain and between the food industry and consumers.  From the industry’s perspective a food chain approach was useful in improving understanding of the cost-structures at each stage of the chain and in order to help producers improve production and marketing structures.  From the consumer’s perspective, the Group argued, a food chain approach was useful for improving understanding of the economic and environmental realities of production, manufacturing and marketing and in developing strategies for communicating the concept of risk and understanding technological developments and their impact on food, environment and the countryside.  There was also some concern for improving labelling and consumer information and promoting a better understanding of consumer concerns regarding welfare and environmental issues.  From the Government’s perspective, the food chain approach was attractive in terms of its appeal to the idea of ‘joined up government’ (Performance and Innovation Unit, 2000), with clear and consistent messages to consumers and the business community.

Analysis of the politics of the initiative highlights the Government’s emphasis on improving the viability and competitiveness of the UK’s food and farming industry in a liberalising international economy.  As Barling and Lang (1993b) have argued, this economic imperative is not easy to reconcile with the public demand for food safety and food quality, to say nothing of the wider issues of environmental sustainability.  To a large extent, MAFF/DEFRA’s approach simply mirrors the industry’s emphasis on driving down costs and meeting the needs of retailers, manufacturers and caterers.  The Food Chain Group initiative could also be read as an attempt to reconcile the differences that were beginning to emerge between farmers, retailers and consumers including the mounting dissatisfaction of British farmers, many of whom were feeling squeezed by pressures emanating from opposite ends of the chain.  Confrontation had been rife.  In his forward to the report, the then Minister for Agriculture, Nick Brown, began by explaining:

One of my first concerns on becoming Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food was to try to lower the temperature, and raise the standard, of debate about the food chain.  It seemed to me that arguments setting one part of the food chain against another would get us nowhere.  The whole industry needed to recognise its common interest and work together in the interest of the consumer and the wider economy (MAFF, 1999, p.3).

Farming incomes had dropped dramatically during the late 1990s and new regulations, particularly in the aftermath of the BSE crisis, were imposing additional regulatory costs on farming businesses.  What the Food Chain Group called ‘serious and legitimate consumer concerns’ (MAFF, 1999, p.5) were affecting all sectors of the chain.  As a result of these pressures, the Group concluded that “there are unprecedented tensions at and between all levels of the chain”, with the effect that “the commercial climate in the UK food and agriculture business is tougher than it has ever been” (p.5).  

During the 1990s, groups such as Farmers for Action were providing an alternative voice for growing numbers of farmers who were becoming increasingly disillusioned with their traditional representatives in the NFU and seeking more direct methods of political action.  These included protests against the growing power of conglomerates such as Unigate (upstream from the farmers) and protests against the supermarket chains (downstream) whose combined actions were squeezing prices at the farm-gate.  This was also a time when consumers were beginning to question the power of supermarkets, culminating in the Competition Commission (2000) report on the monopolistic powers of the supemarkets.  From this perspective, Working together for the food chain could be seen as trying to placate the farming community by calling for greater unity among farmers, retailers and consumers among whom growing rifts were beginning to appear.  The Food Chain Group emphasised the need, in particular, for greater understanding across the industry:

Each part of the food chain must make clear to the others what it requires of them through an ongoing, constructive dialogue. Each needs to understand the competitive pressures faced by others, the constraints they are working under and the impact decisions or actions in one part of the chain can have on another (p.7). 
It argued that the drive for lower prices among food processors and retailers could risk leading to sourcing from overseas, damaging the UK supply base and the British countryside.  The report reviewed existing initiatives to improve understanding within the chain and advocated further collaboration between farmers to achieve greater efficiencies and drive down costs: “Though there is a small place in a diversified farm sector for smaller businesses, most will have to find one way or another of accessing the scale and professional marketing required to meet the demands of modern retailing and catering” (ibid., p.7).  At the instigation of the NFU and IGD, the Food Chain Group launched its Walk the Food Chain project whose objective was to allow leaders of industry, farmers and politicians to learn more about the competitive pressures that the industry as a whole was under.  Among those to have ‘walked the chain’ are Nick Brown, former Minister of Agriculture and Lord Haskins, former director of Northern Foods and advisor to the Labour Government on farming and rural affairs.  
(b)
The Food Chain Centre

The Food Chain Centre was established in May 2002 as part of a national strategy to improve the competitiveness of UK food and farming following the 2001 Foot and Mouth Disease Crisis.
  In the aftermath of the crisis, which cost £8 billion to the economy and severely disrupted the farming and tourism industries for much of 2001, the Government established three inquiries (Ward et al., 2004).  One of these was the Policy Commission on the Future of Farming and Food (known as the Curry Commission after its Chairman, Sir Don Curry).  Curry, a livestock farmer and former Chair of the Meat and Livestock Commission, and other members of the Commission were drawn from the food industry (Unilever and Sainsbury’s), consumer and environmental organisations.  The Curry Commission Report envisages a future in which “Consumers are health-conscious and take a keen interest in what they eat.  They know where it has come from.  They know how it was produced” (Policy Commission on the Future of Farming and Food, 2002, p.10).  With respect to the food chain, the Commission argued:

A modern food supply chain is a remarkable feat of logistics.  Not only does it move large quantities of goods across the country and the world, but it does so often at tightly controlled temperatures in hygienic conditions.  But the chain is not always as efficient as it could be.  It is too long in some sectors, particularly red meat. It is sometimes poorly integrated …. Removing unnecessary costs could bring benefits for everyone in the chain (p.31).

It recommended the establishment of a permanent Food Chain Centre facilitated by the Institute of Grocery Distribution, part-funded by Government and with a broadly-based Steering Board that included consumer representatives.
  It recommended that the Centre should develop a number of supply chain analyses, starting in the red meat and fresh produce sectors, to identify potential efficiency savings, advocating rigorous systems of benchmarking and the development of best practice reports and recommendations.  Housed within the IGD, the Food Chain Centre was one of the first recommendations of the Curry Commission report to be acted upon.  It includes representatives of leading farming groups, manufacturers, retailers and caterers.

Given the industry-focused remit of the IGD, the relation between IGD and the Food Chain Centre is significant.  Formed over 100 years ago to provide training and education for small grocers and retailers, the IGD today is a research, education and information provider for the UK and international food and grocery business.  Members of the IGD include food industry retailers, manufacturers, farmers, caterers and wholesalers.  Although the IGD is a non-lobbying organisation it represents the interests of the food industry (in terms of promoting ideas about competitiveness, sustainability and best practice).  As such, it accords with more quasi-corporatist models of private interest regulation identified by Marsden et al. (2000).  This industry focus is replicated by the Food Chain Centre.  The Centre’s mission, as stated on its website, is to support the most efficient UK food chain with the most effective flow of information. 

As with the Food Chain Group, the emphasis for the Food Chain Centre is on making the UK food chain competitive, innovative and responsive to consumer needs.  The Centre has commenced its work mapping and measuring different supply chains with the aim to remove waste through enhanced efficiency (see, for example, Food Chain Centre, 2003).
 The Centre defines waste as inaccuracy of information, over-production, under-production, product defects and downgrades and bad data resulting from administrative errors.  On its website the Centre suggests that “when you study any supply chain from end to end, you find inefficiencies.” 

The Centre’s focus, therefore, is on a technical view of food chain logistics, based on the latest business and managerial innovations in food supply chain management (Bourlakis & Weightman, 2004).  In this sense, the chain is conceived as a mechanistic device for interrogating the movement of goods along the chain in order to identify surplus and reduce waste.
  The Centre’s argument is about uniting elements within the chain, including elements that might otherwise be seen to be in opposition to each other.  Although the food chain concept provides a vehicle for drawing together and analysing the seemingly disparate processes of a complete supply chain, the industry focus of the Centre and IGD precludes a more expansive notion of what might be included within the ‘chain.’  Their understanding does not, for instance, include the wider costs of animal welfare, social, environmental or health issues emphasised by some other groups (such as Sustain, see below).  The IGD is driven by the industry’s imperatives of increasing efficiency and profit.  It foregrounds some components of the chain and marginalises others. 

(c)
The Countryside Agency’s ‘Eat the View’ Scheme 

Our third example is the Countryside Agency’s ‘Eat the View’ scheme, initiated in 2000 as part of their wider commitment to “assist consumers to understand the connections between the food they buy and the countryside they value, and to work with others to develop projects to achieve this aim”.
  ‘Eat the View’ is a five-year programme involving a range of partners across the eight English regions.  A subsidiary aim of the project is to improve the market for regional produce (such as Somerset cider and Staffordshire cheese).  The economic rationale for reconnecting farmers with their market and consumers with the sources of the food they eat is much less prominent than with the Food Chain Group or the Food Chain Centre.  In this case, the emphasis is on the countryside as a farmed landscape and on the impetus to reduce ‘food miles’ as a way of securing ‘the countryside we treasure’.

The political context for the ‘Eat the View’ project is framed by the series of crises that have afflicted British agriculture in recent years, from BSE to Food and Mouth Disease and by a set of institutional changes to food and rural policy since 1997.  One solution proffered by a network of groups and agencies, including the Countryside Agency, has been to move away from a sectoral (agricultural) approach towards a more territorial (or integrated) approach to developing rural areas.  The Countryside Agency has been in the vanguard of progressing a new ‘Integrated Rural Development’ agenda (Countryside Agency, 2003) that embeds initiatives to assist farmers within wider efforts to protect and enhance rural environmental (and cultural) distinctiveness and stimulate local socio-economic development.  It is through locally-tailored ‘Integrated Rural Development’ programmes and schemes, it is argued, that the diversity and distinctiveness of local rural areas can best be preserved and even developed as an economic asset.  Across Europe, this approach has been embodied in local LEADER rural development projects and in some schemes funded under the Rural Development Regulation, the new so-called ‘second pillar’ to the Common Agricultural Policy (Lowe et al., 2002).

The ‘Eat the View’ initiative was developed following the publication in January 2002 of the Curry Commission’s report (Policy Commission on the Future of Food and Farming, 2002).  As previously mentioned, the central theme of the report is ‘reconnection’: the reconnection of farming with its market; the reconnection of the food chain and the countryside; and the reconnection of consumers with what they eat and how it is produced.  The report’s recommendations tend to reinforce a (national and international) food chain-orientated perspective on the development of the agricultural sector, although there is also some recognition of the potential for the development of ‘local food’.  In their submission to the Policy Commission on the Future of Food and Farming, the Countryside Agency argued the need to help farmers capture more of the value contained in the food chain.  The growing length of food chains meant that farmers were sharing a larger proportion of their profits with manufacturers, distributors and retailers.  While their emphasis was on reducing the length of the chain, the Agency also recognised that the increasing complexity of the food chain created difficulties in moving a greater proportion of its value back within the farm gate.

The ‘Eat the View’ programme aims to create markets for products from more sustainable methods of land management, increasing their commercial viability and raising public awareness of the links between food products and the countryside.  The rationale for supporting locally and regionally distinctive products rests on the assumption that these products are more likely to be produced under more sustainable systems of land management than conventional products.  The scheme supports a range of activities, including consumer and social research, marketing assistance and innovation in local and regional food initiatives.  Under the scheme, the Agency has also encouraged the establishment of farmers’ markets to facilitate the marketing of food products, on the basis that ‘any initiative that shortens supply chains and increases the availability of a varied local supply of sustainably produced food and drink for the public needs to be encouraged’ (emphasis added).  The scheme is underpinned by a notion of ethical consumerism linked to ideas of ‘responsible rural development’.  By mobilising the forces of ethical consumerism, the scheme is able to support the Countryside Agency’s particular vision of the countryside.  Thus ‘quality countryside’ becomes a type of marketing brand for ‘locality foods’.  Despite their emphasis on a simple linear metric of distance, the Countryside Agency’s focus on the production and maintenance of landscape means that its conception of the ‘chain’ does include a wider array of social and environmental dimensions, unlike the more reductive approach of the Food Chain Group and the Food Chain Centre.

(d)
Sustain’s Sustainable Food Chains Project

Sustainable Food Chains is one of a number of projects and campaigns run by Sustain: the alliance for better food and farming.
  Sustain is a campaigning organisation who advocate food and agricultural policies that enhance the health and welfare of people and animals, and who aim to improve the working and living environment, promote equity and enrich society and culture.  The organisation was formed in 1999 by merging The National Food Alliance and the Sustainable Agriculture Food and Environment (SAFE) Alliance, both of which had been established for over 10 years. It represents over 100 national public interest organisations working at international, national, regional and local level and is overseen by a Council of Trustees, drawn from the membership organisations and chaired by Professor Tim Lang.  As might be expected, Sustain’s conception of the ‘chain’ encompasses the wider social and ecological costs of food production, including transportation, pollution, packaging, biodiversity and nutrition.  They have drawn attention to the lack of traceability in the food system and the declining sense of trust that consumers have in the system.  They also point to the crisis in British agriculture, with farmers squeezed by overseas competition and the oligopolistic power of the supermarkets.  They have sought to champion the small family farm against larger corporate interests because, it is argued, they are more likely to pursue sustainable production practices.  Their proposals highlight ‘pick your own’ schemes, box schemes, farm shops and farmers’ markets — all of which are designed to reduce ‘food miles’.   Sustain helped establish Food Links UK in 2002, a network of organisations active in supporting the local food sector in the UK, and lobbied the Food Standards Agency on its production of a report on local foods in 2003.

Specifically, the Sustainable Food Chain Project aims to address these issues by undertaking research and practical projects, providing information and networks for exchange, policy advocacy and public campaigns.  It is financially supported by the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, an independent grant-making foundation involved in education, environment and social development.  The current themes being developed under the Sustainable Food Chains project include Food Miles; Local Food Economies; and Public Procurement.  Publications include The Food Miles Report (Paxton, 1994), Food Miles: still on the road to ruin? (Hird, 1999) and Eating oil: food supply in a changing climate (Jones, 2001).  In these reports, the food chain and the associated concept of food miles are used to set the crisis of British agriculture in a global context, with the emphasis on sustainability at all geographic scales.  The recent Eating oil report, for example, argues that many of the social, environmental and health problems associated with the food industry can be traced back to the industry’s dependence on petroleum.  This includes the transport and pollution costs associated with lengthening food miles, the wastage associated with food packaging, and the growing reliance of consumers on out-of-town shopping, accessed most frequently by private car.  Their discussion of British food miles indicates an increase in the average distance travelled from 82km in 1978 to 125km in 1999, with an increase in volume from 287 million tonnes to 333 million tonnes over the same period.  The same report documents a 57% increase in the distance of car shopping trips between 1985-6 and 1996-8 and draws attention to a similar increase in the ‘misery miles’ involved in long-distance animal transportation.  The report argues that economic efficiency has been achieved at the cost of environmental efficiency and animal welfare.  

The proposed solutions emphasise local production, the introduction of environmental taxes (to force the industry to internalise the external costs of production) and other fiscal measures (such as subsidies for more sustainable food production systems).  These solutions are characterised by Sustain as a move from linear to circular food chains, designed to minimise the throughput of energy and matter.  They also advocate a reduction in the regional specialisation of agriculture as a further means of shortening the food chain.  Unlike the other case studies, Sustain have a much more expansive view of the food chain, including social and environmental factors as well as economic costs, and tracing the ‘food mile’ not just from farm to fork but beyond, including the associated costs of packaging and waste disposal.

Conclusion: making sense of the chaos?

Rather than simply highlighting the chaotic and inconsistent usage of the commodity chain concept in a range of different contexts, we have tried to argue that the concept can be a useful focus of academic analysis, as advocated by Sayer (1992) in his discussion of ‘chaotic concepts’.  Indeed, it could be argued that the commodity chain is not a chaotic concept at all, but a rational abstraction as defined in Sayer’s terms.
  From this perspective we can start to make sense out of the chaos, once we examine the way the concept is being mobilised in different political contexts.  We have attempted to show that agencies such as DEFRA and the IGD employ the concept in a relatively narrow sense, driven by the logic of improving economic efficiency and reducing waste.  These agencies are responding to the lengthening of food chains via a kind of ‘technological’ fix.
  Non-economic concerns are neglected and even the interests of consumers are sidelined relative to the needs of the food industry.  While DEFRA might be seen to be trying to ‘heal the rifts’ that have arisen within the British food industry as a result of recent environmental/health crises, IGD has sought to unite the various elements in the chain that are increasingly seen to be in opposition to each other.  These agencies both promote the national interest against the threat of foreign competition.  The Countryside Agency’s ‘Eat the View’ project uses the concept to emphasise the aesthetic value of sustainable production for the preservation of the British countryside, promoting local and regional distinctiveness through an emphasis on reducing food miles.  Finally, Sustain works at a local and regional scale but with a much wider aim of promoting sustainable agriculture on a global scale.

It is also clear that the different approaches to the food chain also contain different constructions of consumers.  The Food Chain Group and the Food Chain Centre are oriented more towards developing consumer value, whether it be through competitively priced food or improvements to food quality, marketing or supply chain logistics.  The projects by the Countryside Agency and Sustain are oriented more towards mobilising consumer values, particularly by bringing ethical consumerist pressures to bear upon the development of more localised food chains.

To understand how these different agencies mobilise the same or closely related concepts in often quite conflicting ways requires us to understand the increasing politicisation of the food industry and competing views of the consumer interest (Marsden et al., 2000).  Within the food industry and among its critics, the commodity chain concept can be mobilised in support of quite conflicting agendas: to reduce tensions within the industry by calling for greater communication between the various links along the chain; to deflect pressures within the UK industry by highlighting the need to remain competitive with food producers in other countries; to argue for more sustainable systems of production, reduced ‘food miles’ and support for local or regional produce.  Their use in support of such diverse agendas could be taken as further evidence that ‘commodity chains’ are now a totally redundant or chaotic conception.  We prefer to see such diversity as providing a methodological ‘handle’ on the different interest groups who mobilise the term.  While other terms, such as circuits, networks and assemblages, might now have greater intellectual credibility within conceptual debates in the social sciences, ‘commodity chains’ remain a legitimate focus of academic enquiry not least because of their continued salience among such a wide range of state, corporate and non-governmental agencies.  The many uses of the term may be chaotic in the sense that they lump together the unrelated and inessential but, as we hope to have demonstrated, it is still possible to make sense of the chaos by tracing the political contours of the term’s diverse uses.
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� 	A draft of this paper was presented at the Annual Conference of the Royal Geographical Society-Institute of British Geographers, London, 3-5 September 2003.  The paper draws on research funded by the Economic and Social Research Council and Arts and Humanities Research Board under the Cultures of Consumption programme (Award No. RES-143-25-0026) and conducted in collaboration with Dr Rob Perks (Curator of Oral History at the British Library).  We are grateful to the AHRB-ESRC for their financial support.  Thanks are also due to Andy Pratt, Moya Kneafsey, Frank Trentmann and Michael Redclift for their comments on an earlier draft of this paper.


� 	This tradition is not covered by Leslie and Reimer’s review, who begin their discussion of the food systems literature with Arce and Marsden’s (1993) paper in Economic Geography.


� 	The concept of assemblages is part of the language of actor-network theory (ANT), an approach which challenges conventional distinctions between nature, culture and technology.  In its radical re-appraisal of the links between human and non-human ‘actants’, ANT focuses on the socio-technical assemblages through which networks of association are made durable. (cf. Murdoch, 1997a, 1997b; Thrift, 1996).


� 	See, for example, the debate about ‘food miles’ in the work of Tim Lang and others (Raven et al., 1995; Paxton, 1994; Hird, 1999).


� 	Some of these ideas are developed in our earlier work on the transnational commodity cultures associated with the British food and fashion industries (Crang et al., 2003) and on the narrative constructions of multiculturalism, domesticity and authenticity associated with British culinary culture (Russell, 2003).


� 	Further details of the project and its methodology can be found at the Cultures of Consumption website: http://www.consume.bbk.ac.uk/ 


� 	At the interface of academic social science, business studies and food marketing is a burgeoning literature on food supply chain management, including business process and supply chain logistics (see Bourlakis & Weightman, 2004, for a review).


� The Group’s membership was Joanne Denney of the Institute for Grocery Distribution, Richard Macdonald of the National Farmers Union, Michael Mackenzie of the Food and Drink Federation, Nigel Matthews of the British retail Consortium, and Neil Thornton and Kate Timms of MAFF.


� 	Details of the Food Chain Centre can be found at: http://www.foodchaincentre.com


� 	The Food Chain Centre is chaired by Deirdre Hutton who also chairs the National Consumer Council.


� 	The Food Chain Centre Steering Group includes: Andy Lebrecht (a senior Defra civil servant), Clive Beddall (editor of The Grocer magazine), Colin Smith (a commercial director at Tescos), David Birrell (Birds Eye Walls), David Langmead (from the food processing and packaging industry), david Richardson (a farmer and agricultural columnists), Dierdre Hutton (chair of the National Consumer Council), Freida Stack (a consumer affairs consultant), Helen browning (an organic farmer), Ian Crawford (Director of Buying and Marketing for 3663, the U.K.’s second largest delivered foodservice distributor), Joanne Denney-Finch (Chief executive of IGD), Mark Tinsley (an arable farmer), Mike Goulthorpe (Co-Op), Peter Barr (Meat and Livestock Commission), Richard Macdonald (NFU), Rob Knight (and IGD Board Member) and Tim Bennett (a farmer and NFU representative).


�  	The Red Meat Industry Forum has a number of initiatives in common with the Food Chain Centre, focused on improving the operational efficiency of the chain from farm to end-user, taking costs out of the production and processing sectors and communicating consumer needs to producers (see: http://www.mlc.org.uk/forum).  They employ a particular methodology, called Value Chain Analysis, to highlight where costs can be cut and waste eliminated.  Examples include inaccurate forecasts of consumer demand, over- or under-production, excess stocks and inefficient transportation.


� 	In September 2003, the Food Chain Centre and the Red Meat Industries Forum claimed to have identified the potential for 10% cost savings in the red meat sector by proposing a range of measures including reducing product variability, better management of carcass balance, streamlined administration, reduced handling and movement, and improved staff productivity (Food Chain Centre press release, 16 September 2003).  In June 2004, a study identified the potential for 20% cost savings in the pork sausage supply chain (press release 8 June 2004).


� 	Details of the scheme can be found at: http://www.countryside.gov.uk/LivingLandscapes/eat_the_view/index.asp


� 	Other current campaigns include the Food Poverty project (working to improve access to healthy diets for people on low incomes), the Grab 5! project (encouraging children to eat more fruit and vegetables) and the Urban Agriculture project (promoting the benefits of growing your own food) (see http://www.sustainweb.org).


� 	We are grateful to Andy Pratt for his comments on this point.


�  	See, for example, the way the Government seized on the notion of Hazard Analysis and Critical Control Points (HACCP) following the Pennington Group’s report on food safety (1997), or the industry’s enthusiasm for techniques such as Efficient Consumer Response (ECR) and Collaborative Planning, Forecasting and Replenishment (CPFR), as discussed by Busch (1997).
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