
	  

On the 10th April 2014, 
around 100 people came 
together in Tranmere 
Football Club, West 
Birkenhead, to mark the 
start of an important food 
movement in the Wirral, by 
asking the question: how 
can we change the local food 
system for a happier, fairer 
and healthier Wirral?

“Food is the problem,  
food is the solution.” 
Ron Finley, guerilla gardener

Food is at the intersection of many aspects of our society, 
including our economy, our social lives, our health, our 
environment, our culture and our education. As a result, 
food is at the heart of many social challenges: health 
inequalities, food poverty, carbon emissions, national 
security - all of which have a direct or indirect negative 
impact on our wellbeing and on the sustainability of the 
places we live in. 

But precisely because food is core to so many dimensions 
of our lives, our local food system could also be seen as a 
bed of opportunities to address those issues. For example, 
could we harness the social aspect of food to bring 
communities together and tackle social isolation? Could 
we encourage the growth of locally-minded retailers and 
producers, and tackle unemployment in the most deprived 
areas at the same time?

These questions, alongside many others, were raised during 
the launch of Better Food Wirral. The event brought together 
residents, food business owners, community organisations, 
local government and health institutions to think about how, 
by making new connections accross the food system, we 
could achieve great outcomes locally, like reducing food 
poverty, strengthening communities, and boosting local 
economies accross the borough. 

Launch event report

The event built on research conducted by Wirral Council 
staff and community researchers, in partnership with the 
Innovation Unit and Postcode Films, with 25 local residents, 
community activists and business owners. We learned 
about the challenges they face, and explored opportunities 
to build a better local food system. Together, we built a 
vision, and defined priorities for action. This is a report 
about what happened on the day, and a summary of the big 
messages voiced by participants. 

For more information about the research itself, or to get a 
copy of the appendices, please contact Rebecca Lewis: 
0151 666 5192 - rebeccalewis@wirral.gov.uk
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WHY ARE WE 
DOING THIS?

Over 4 months the use 
of Birkenhead-based 
food banks increased 
by 47% from 9000 to 
over 13,000.

Treating diet-related 
illnesses cost the NHS 
£2Billion per year.

Nationally, restaurant 
and catering grew by 
13% against 4% for the 
rest of the economy.

RISING LEVELS 
OF FOOD POVERTY 

POOR HEALTH 
& WELLBEING 
OUTCOMES

AN ECONOMIC 
OPPORTUNITY
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WHAT DO WE MEAN BY 
BETTER FOOD SYSTEM?
Everyone can access and afford 
fresh and healthy food

There are fewer diet-related illnesses 

Community cohesion is strengthened

People feel a sense of empowerment  
over food production and distribution system

Resources are not wasted 

New economic opportunities are created  
for individuals and local businesses
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What did 
we do on 
the day?
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LISTENING 
TO STORIES
We listened to the stories of 25 local people, 
businesses and community activists, raising their 
concerns and hopes for the local food system. We 
focused on the 3 themes below:

ACCESS What prevents and  
enables acces to good food?

RELATIONSHIPS TO FOOD
What values do people place on food and  
how does that impact on their food routine?

THE LOCAL FOOD MARKET
What are the drivers and challenges in  
engaging local businesses to do ‘good’?

See appendices:  
> Research Summary 
> Stories

Watch the film: 
> vimeo.com/91408942

UNDERSTANDING 
THE BIG PICTURE
We listened to Julie Webster, Head of Public 
Health, Wirral Council, introducing the ambitions 
of Better Food Wirral. We also explored how food 
is a multi-faceted issue, and how local food issues 
are linked to global issues, including health issues, 
environmental impacts, economic performance, 
injustice and cultural erosion. 

See appendix:  
> Data Maps
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LOCAL FOOD MARKET
What are the drivers and
challenges to engage local 
businesses in doing good?

0.1% of people employed in the Wirral work in 
agriculture, compared to 0.8% nationally. The sector 
is too small for more detailed data to be available. 

WirralUK

Food and Agriculture only 
make up a small fractiaon 
of the local economy and 
workforce:

4.8% of people employed in the 
Wirral work in the food industries. 
The national average is 5.6%

5.6%4.8%

Wirral UK

Role of planning

A study of two large comprehensive schools in 
London found that 80% of secondary school 
pupils buy food from local shops and 41% never 
go to the school canteen. 3/10 purchases were 
in takeaways buying hot food such as chips, 
chicken and chips or pizza. 

3 London boroughs in have developed 
additional planning guidance to create 
exclusion zones for fast food outlets around 
schools where a large number already exist.

£5K
 A food 
entrepreneur can 
get their 
business started 
for less than £5K

Nationally, 
‘restaurant and 
catering’ grew by 
13% against 4% for 
the rest of the 
economy

In 2013 Wirral had 
164.7ha of vacant 
Brownfield land, 
which is 2.1% of all 
developed land in 
the borough

In 2011, the average 
vacancy rate of units in 
Wirral’s town centres (excl. 
Birkenhead) was 12%.

12%

There is great business and community-building potential in the food sector:

An Australian study 
recently showed that 
regular gardening activity 
can reduce the risk of 
dementia by 36%

Those who participate in 
community gardening have a 
significantly lower body mass index 
- as well as lower odds of being 
overweight or obese - than do their 
non-gardening neighbours.

Gardening and outdoor activity 
benefit body and mind:
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RELATIONSHIPS TO FOOD What value do people place on 
food and how does that impact 
their food routine?

The people of the North West get 38.8% of their energy from fat (the highest proportion of any region in England).

Around 73% of adults consume less than 5 
portions of fruit and veg per day in the Wirral

Treating diet-related illnesses cost the NHS £2Billion per year.

6.3% of adults in the Wirral have diabetes. This is worse than the England average.

Wirral UK

There is cause for concern at consumption 

patterns displayed in the Wirral... ... which is creating poor diet-related health outcomes.

In Wirral, 8% of 4-5 year olds, 19% of 10-11 year olds and 23% of adults, are obese.

Institutional food can deeply impact household consumption patterns.

An increase of 5% of primary school-age children reported eating 5 portions of fruit and veg a day after being involved in the the FOOD FOR LIFE programme. 
Also, 45% of parents said the family is eating more vegetables, with 43% switching to healthier and more sustainable choices in the shopping basket.

Only one school in the Wirral has achieved the Bronze award of the Food for Life Partnership - Woodchurch Church of England Primary School 
5%

People in the UK spend more than £10 billion a year on takeaways, which is five times more than the government spends on providing food for public institutions such as schools, hospitals and prisons.

Fast Food Spend Governement Food Spend

Cancer is the biggest cause of death in the Wirral. Poor diet is responsible for 33% of all cancer deaths

Morning  Understanding the challenges

GAVIN

£71.70

“I get the same sor
t of things 

on the same sort of
 days. It’s 

good to have a rout
ine. Also, 

it helps with keepi
ng things 

on budget, because 
I know how 

much stuffs cost.”

“I’m trying to put 
on weight. 

I’m skinny on the o
utside. But 

the thing is, I don
’t know if 

I’m fatty on the in
side. It 

would be good to fi
nd out.”

Gavin has family lo
cally, 

but they seldom see
 each 

other. Gavin spent 
Christmas 

at a “do” organised
 by the 

charity he voluntee
rs for, 

and did not allude 
to any 

family relationship
 that has 

a huge significance
 in his 

daily life. 

Despite spending mo
st of his days 

volunteering at a m
ental health 

charity, Gavin is s
ceptical about 

being productive.“I
 don’t know if I 

really support them
. I play chess, 

and listen to their
 stories.” 

There is a Tesco an
d a 

Cooperative superma
rket much 

closer to his home,
 but he says 

the price is “signi
ficantly 

higher - 59c more f
or a can of 

baked beans”

a week

On benefits:
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3.LEARNING FROM 
AROUND THE WORLD
We explored a set of 12 inspiring 
initiatives set up to change local 
food systems for the better.   
See appendices:  
> Research Summary 
> Case Studies

4.BUILDING 
A VISION
We used the lessons learned from 
the case studies to describe a 
collective vision for what the food 
system should look like in Wirral.  
See p7 for a summary of those visions

5.DEFINING PRIORITIES
Each group shared what they felt the 
priorities were. Fiona Johnstone, Head of 
Policy, Performance & Director of Public 
Health, Wirral Council, then closed the 
event by feeding back on what the main 
messages from the room were.
See p12 for a summary of the next steps  
you collectively defined

Afternoon  Envisioning solutions 6



	  

Your  
collective 
vision
You described what  

a good local food system 
should look like, and  

what impact this will have  
on people in Wirral.
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CONSUMERS FOOD 
BUSINESSES

COMMUNITY 
INITIATIVES

PRODUCERSPUBLIC 
SECTOR

Big Vision It’s 2020. The food system in the Wirral has been 
positively transformed. What does it look like?

Everyone in Wirral would have 
equal access to local produce, 
to fresh, healthy and affordable 
food, and to the facilities to cook 
it, no matter where they live. 

People would share skills, 
knowledge and resources 
(ie: cooperative buying, 
community kitchens).

People would feel confident 
about their level of skills to 
grow their own, budget and 
shop for ingredients, or cook 
nutritious meals from scratch. 

The power of food to connect 
people would be harnessed 
and celebrated. 

People would feel connected 
to the local food system (e.g. 
understand seasonality), and 
would feel they have a stake in 
what they buy and eat. 

People would feel a sense of 
empowerement and ownership 
over the production and 
distribution of food.

There would be food hubs, and 
passionate food activists and 
educators in all communities.
The impact of the great work 
food banks currenly do would 
be multiplied through better 
donations (fresh ingredients) 
and holistic support (not just 
handing out food, but supporting 
people through the crisis they are 
experiencing).

Local food would be perceived 
as affordable and enjoyed by 
all, not just the most affluent. 
‘Healthy’ would become a 
desirable norm.

Food education would focus 
on all aspects of food, not just 
cooking. It would take a holistic 
approach, and consider people’s 
wider needs. It would also focus 
on fun and enjoyment!

Community initiatives and 
entrepreneurs using food to do 
good would be celebrated and 
supported to scale their impact.

They would also be networked 
with each other and support 
one another to work towards the 
same goal. 

Planning policy would incorporate 
health impact in its decision 
process (ie: being proactive 
about limiting fast food outlets 
or supermarkets, favouring local 
greengrocers).

Local food would be celebrated.  
A vibrant and diverse food 
economy would contribute to 
regional identity and pride.

Supermarkets would be seen as 
part of the solution (they have the 
reach and the logistics) and would 
form supportive partnerships 
with local producers and 
entrepreneurs.

The right incentives would 
be in place for businesses 
to provide healthy choices, 
favour local produce, and 
generate local employment.

Birkenhead Market would change 
their position on enforcing the 
Royal Charter and become a 
more collaborative part of the 
Wirral food system.

Food businesses that provide 
healthy and fresh produce would 
reach into more deprived areas 
by meeting people where they are 
at (ie: veg box schemes, mobile 
outlets).

Food grown and produced in 
Wirral would be consumed in 
Wirral. Local farmers would have 
a local profile. 

Food produced in Wirral would 
be made visible and ‘desirable’ 
through branding and marketing.
It would be commercially viable to 
grow and sell local foods. 
Local production would 
increase in volume, and would 
be everyone’s stake (schools, 
allotments, community gardens, 
edible bus stops, etc.)

The Council, and other public 
services would support local 
food entrepreneurs through 
procurement.

Food would be high on the 
educational agenda.

School meals, hospital food, 
or any food provided by public 
sector institutions would be seen 
as an opportunity to provide a 
social experience and to focus 
on food sustainability (local, 
seasonal, healthy).

ACCESS 

RELATIONSHIPS 
TO FOOD

THE LOCAL 
FOOD MARKET

The food sector, including 
farming, would be seen as an 
attractive sector to work in.

Farmers would take on new roles 
as food educators.
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ACCESS 
How can we increase 
access to good food? 

How can we address 
the wider issues 
in people’s lives, 

and make solutions 
relevant to their 

everyday contexts?

How can we make 
‘the discarded’ 
useful again?  

(e.g. reduce costs by 
reducing waste)

How can we  
meet people  

where they are at?  
(e.g. create hyper-

local food hubs  
and outlets) 

How can we 
facilitate group 
buying models? 

How can we raise 
awareness and use 
our local assets at 
a community level? 
(e.g. people, skills, 
spaces, networks)

Big Vision

How can we adapt and 
roll-out projects that 

have been successful 
in some areas to 

more deprived areas? 
How can we cross-

fertilise ideas between 
communities?
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How can we make 
healthy food the 
obvious choice?

How can we teach 
people about 

processes such as 
growing and buying 

food – not just 
cooking?

How can we bring 
producers, retailers and 
communities together 
to educate and inspire 
people about food and 

food production?

How can we 
make learning 

about food more 
experiential, 
celebratory, 

and fun?

How can we take a 
holistic approach to 

engaging with people 
about lifestyle, 

utilising their skills 
and interests?

How can we 
influence whole 

communities, not 
just individuals?

How can we link 
education about 

food to wider 
sustainability and 

equity issues? 

How can we  
make food a social 

experience, and 
tackle social isolation 

throughout the  
food system? 

(e.g. people learning 
from one another)

RELATIONSHIPS 
TO FOOD 

How can we support 
people to make good 

food choices?

Big Vision 10



	  

How can we enable 
change from the 

bottom up through 
shared consumption 

models?

How can we grow 
the alternative 
marketplace 

by connecting 
local supply with 

demand? 

How can we create 
platforms, systems 

and spaces that 
support and 

incentivise food 
entrepreneurs?

How can we 
rebrand ‘local’? 
(e.g. bust myths 
about the cost of 
local food, create 
alternative local 

currencies)

LOCAL FOOD 
MARKET 

How can the local 
food market be 

supported to thrive?

How can we use 
food as the route 

to employment and 
empowerment?

Big Vision
How can we improve 
collaboration through 
sharing best practice?

How can we connect 
and make visible 
everything that is 

going on across the 
whole of the Wirral?
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Where 
next?

You described what 
needs to happen to 
make this vision 
happen. Here is  
a summary of  
your ideas.
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In order to carry on the 
work started on the day of 
the event, there is a need 
to bring together leaders 
from all parts of the food 
system, to work together on 
defining priorities, and hold 
the strategic vision.

Better Food Wirral could become an 
independent partnership, led by a steering 
group representing different stakeholders, 
including:

•	 Wirral Council:  Public Health, planning, 
regeneration,   

•	 Public sector: including schools, the NHS, 
etc. 

•	 Community and voluntary sector: VCAW, 
Wirral Well, housing associations (Magenta 
Living), community builders, churches, 
Transition Town West Kirby, Incredible 
Edible West Kirby, community cafés 
(Community Food Centre Leasowe, Olive 
Branch and their graduates, etc.)

•	 Private sector: producers, supermarkets, 
small businesses.  

Continuing the work 13



	  

Create a 
movement

Stimulate 
innovation

Collect 
intelligence

The partnership would drive work 
around the following actions: 

There is a need to generate some momentum 
around Better Food Wirral, and to invite a wider 
and more diverse group of people to contribute 
to it. Ideas to support communication and 
engagement included: 

•	 Replicate Better Food Wirral events 
at a more local level, or with groups of 
stakeholders that were underepresented 
on the day (ie: businesses)

•	 Create an open platform to continue 
the conversation, and allow new people 
to join in (ie: set up a Facebook group to 
continue the conversation)

•	 Find local community leaders to drive 
the work at a constituency level

It is also really key that the partnership actually 
generates some concrete action, by nurturing 
leaders and ‘doers’ in local communities across 
the borough, including in the most deprived 
areas. This work should be guided by the 
following principles:

•	 Build on lessons learned from other 
innovative food projects and transfer 
those to the local context

•	 Test ideas at a small scale first 

•	 Build on what is already happening 
locally, by supporting existing innovators 
to scale and work together

•	 Facilitate ideas workshops in all 
neighbourhoods, and offer innovation 
support to those that have most potential

Finally, the research presented on the day 
was only a starting point. There is a need to 
further invest into understanding the needs and 
motivations of local people, as well as to map 
what the local food system really looks like.

•	 Identify, map and promote local good 
practice to enable better visibility and 
connections between food innovators

•	 Replicate the community research 
process at constituency level, to gain 
an even richer picture of people’s 
relationships to food

•	 Collect data on vacant land and unused 
high street units, to highlight opportunity 
spaces 

Continuing the work 14


