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needed (plant pathology, 
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The issues

• Food price spikes in 2008 and 2011.
• Projected Population increase.
• The Nutrition Transition. 
• Increased production of biofuels and 

other demands on land.
• Pressures on key resources such as oil
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Figure 2. Numbers of sheep in the UK between 1945 and 2008, and the total 
weight of wool harvested in each year (source Defra and BWMB)
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Indicative British self‐sufficiency 
ratios over different periods

1750 – 1830s    ‐ around 90‐100%
1870s                 ‐ around 60%.
1914                   ‐ around 40%
1930s             ‐ 30 ‐ 40%
1950s                 ‐ 40 ‐ 50%

1750 – 1830s    ‐ around 90‐100%
1870s                 ‐ around 60%.
1914                   ‐ around 40%
1930s             ‐ 30 ‐ 40%
1950s                 ‐ 40 ‐ 50%950s 0 50%
1980s                 ‐ 60 – 70%
2000s                 ‐ 60%

Source: Defra (2006) Food Security and the UK: An Evidence 
and Analysis Paper
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A return to 'dig for victory' ?

• Compromised by other pressures on land 
use, notably energy; by thirty years of a 
'consumer countryside'; and by public 
concerns over biodiversity, climate change, 
and agro‐food sustainability.
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• In particular the agri‐environmental 
consensus forged in the 1980s and 90s 
may be under pressure but it is deep‐
rooted as seen in current CAP reform 
process.
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Question marks over a new 
productivism in the UK

• 'Obvious' technological solutions, such as 
genetic modification, remain contested. 

• Organic farming on the backfoot but 
deeply rooted in our agri‐politics. 
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Where now?

• ‘Sustainable intensification’ is the new 
mantra – dismissed by some as an 
oxymorn and embraced by others seeking 
‘smart solutions’.  
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• We won’t be going back to ‘Dig for Victory’ 
but we do need farmers and scientists to 
work together again in common cause to 
face the challenges. 
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