
SUSTAINABLE FOOD 2:

FOOD MILES

INTRODUCTION

The food we eat has many environmental impacts. Making the way we produce and

consume our food sustainable is vital in order to feed an ever-growing world

population, whilst protecting our environment. As a set, this group of resources

covers the following important themes concerning food sustainability:

1. Farming and the environment

2. Food miles

3. Food packaging and recycling

4. Food waste

5. Fairtrade

FOOD MILES: KEY LEARNING OBJECTIVES

● Where does our food come from?

● What are the environmental impacts of transporting our food?

● What can we do to reduce these impacts?

NOTE TO TEACHERS

These notes are intended to provide key information and facts to support teachers

delivering the topic. They are accompanied by a PowerPoint presentation with plenty

of visuals to aid students’ learning (all slides are referred to in the notes). Please

feel free to modify the presentation by adding your own slides or deleting those you

don’t need.

You can find a host of other environmental teaching resources on our website:

ypte.org.uk/audiences/teachers
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FOOD MILES: KEY WORDS

Food miles - total distance food travels before it is sold.

Sustainable - able to last or continue for a long time.

Globalisation - the process by which the world is becoming increasingly

interconnected as a result of massively increased trade and cultural exchange.

Fossil fuels - a fuel (such as coal, oil, or natural gas) formed in the earth from

plant or animal remains. Fossil fuels are nonrenewable as they will run out one day.

Carbon emissions - since greenhouse gas emissions are often calculated as carbon

dioxide equivalents, they are often referred to as “carbon emissions” when

discussing global warming or the greenhouse effect.

Carbon footprint - a measure of how much carbon is used in the production and

transportation of a product. It is better for the environment to consume goods

with a low carbon footprint.

Personal carbon footprint - the total amount of carbon we produce from all our

activities and the choices we make in our daily lives.

Global warming - a gradual increase in the overall temperature of the earth's

atmosphere generally attributed to the greenhouse effect.

Greenhouse effect - The greenhouse effect is a warming of the Earth's surface

and the air above it. It is caused by gases in the air that trap energy from the sun.

These heat-trapping gases are called greenhouse gases. The most common

greenhouse gases are water vapour, carbon dioxide, and methane.

Pollution - when the environment is contaminated, or dirtied, by waste, chemicals,

and other harmful substances.

LEDC - Less economically developed country.

MEDC - More economically developed country.
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WHERE DOES OUR FOOD COME FROM?

Slide 4: It may be useful to start with a very simple outline of the different stages

of the journey food makes between the farm and our homes.

Slide 5: In the past the majority of working families’ meals were based around

staples like potatoes, bread, vegetables and meat, so there was a more simple journey

between the farm and the dinner table. But this is no longer the case and the eating

habits of British people today are very different. Food production has now become

globalised, meaning we can buy food out of season and from all over the world.

Slide 6: The food in our houses has probably come from many different countries.

This could be because the climate is different in these countries, allowing certain

crops to be grown plentifully. Or it could be because workers are paid less, so the

food is cheaper to produce. Transporting food from abroad enables supermarkets to

supply cheap produce all year round. Some food that is harvested in the UK is sent

abroad to be processed; this adds miles to the journey.

Slides 7-14: Using the banana as an example, follow the journey it takes from the

fields where they are grown to our supermarket shelves.

Slide 15: Some food items may be manufactured locally, but the ingredients sourced

from overseas. Ask the students to think about a chocolate bar. A typical

biscuit-containing chocolate bar they buy from a British shop has probably been

manufactured in a British factory. So does it have high or low food miles? The

ingredients will have come from all over the world, so food miles are very high.

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF TRANSPORTING FOOD

Slide 17: Before showing this slide, ask students to discuss the impacts of

transporting food. Record their ideas in a mindmap on the board.

Greenhouse Gas Emissions

Slide 18: Introduce the idea of food’s carbon footprint (or “foodprint”). Each stage

of the food transport and production process contributes to carbon emissions. We

cannot do anything about some of these, but we can all help to reduce food miles.

Slide 19: Food is transported by lorry, train, plane and ship - all burn fossil fuels in

their engines, releasing greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide into the atmosphere.

This contributes to global warming and climate change.
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For a full explanation of the greenhouse effect, please see this video on our website:
ypte.org.uk/videos/the-greenhouse-effect

Slide 20: Air Freight - the least environmentally friendly way of transporting food,

due to the huge amounts of greenhouse gases given off by aircraft. But it is now the

most quickly expanding method of food transportation - since 1992, the amount of

food flown by aeroplane has risen by approximately 140%.

Slide 21: Food is responsible for approximately 26% of global GHG emissions with

sea and rail producing 20% of the world's food transport emissions.

Slide 22: Road - the most common form of transporting food once it’s reached the

country of destination is by lorry, contributing significantly to carbon dioxide

emissions.

Air Pollution and Health

Slide 23: It is not only climate change that we need to worry about. Air pollution

also contributes to health problems, such as asthma. It is now thought that being

exposed long term to high levels of air pollution may actually cause asthma in both

children and adults.

HOW CAN WE REDUCE FOOD MILES?

Slide 25: To reduce food miles, try to buy local foods. Few products currently

contain information about their carbon footprint but most foods in supermarkets are

labelled with the country of origin or production.

Slide 26: The number of farmer’s markets is increasing in the UK. They sell

directly to you, encouraging people to buy fresh local food that has not travelled far.

Slide 27: It is not always simple though - locally produced food is not always better

for the environment. Some foods only grow in the UK at certain times of the year. To

keep British apples fresh they have to be kept in fridges to stop them going off.

This uses so much electricity that bringing them from abroad can actually cause less

pollution!

Slide 28: Some foods, such as tomatoes, do not grow easily in the UK and need

heated greenhouses. The fuel needed to heat and light these greenhouses releases

huge amounts of carbon dioxide. So buying tomatoes locally when out of season can

make a larger carbon footprint than growing them in a warmer climate and

transporting them to the UK.
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Slide 29: When shopping look out for British produce that is in season, to ensure

that greenhouses or refrigerators have not contributed to carbon emissions.

Slide 30: The best way to ensure the least possible food miles and carbon emissions

is to grow your own fruit and vegetables! As well as reducing your personal carbon

footprint, there are many other benefits - no chemicals, plenty of exercise, fresh air

and wellbeing. Many schools now have their own allotment areas where children can

grow produce.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES FOR FOOD MILES

How Far Has Your Food Travelled?

Ask students to write down either the contents of their lunch box, the food that has

made up one of their meals or to keep a food diary for the day. They should then

find out where each item was grown or reared. They will need to look for packet

labels or stickers on fresh produce that give the ‘county of origin’ or ‘produced in’.

For some items they will need to think about the different ingredients that were

used to make it - have they come from different countries? On a copy of the world

map, they could then shade and annotate where their food has come from.

Numeracy task: Can students calculate how many food miles each item has travelled

and work out the total food miles of a meal?

Food Miles Display

Ask students to collect empty food packets and labels e.g. rice, pasta, baked beans,

tuna fish, milk , cheese. Make a display around a world map, showing where our food

comes from.

Supermarket Survey

Look at the fruit and vegetable section of a supermarket. How many different

countries has the produce come from? How many are British?

Cook a Local Meal

Ask students to find out which months different foods are in season in the UK e.g.

pumpkins, carrots, cabbages, cherries, parsnips, tomatoes. Can they prepare a

seasonal meal, using only local and in season ingredients?
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We value your feedback!

Let us know what you thought of this lesson plan by completing this Google Form

https://forms.gle/cGAwi9AWXfSZgrYa9. Thank you!
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