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Fair and Square 
 

Local, Seasonal 
Eating 
 

 

Act iv i ty  k i t  for  Co -operat ive  
members  meet ings and events  

 

Increasing amounts of food in the UK are being produced overseas. This has led to concern 

regarding ófood milesô: the amount of CO2 emitted during transportation of food. Returning 

to more localised, seasonal food is often presented as one of the best ways to reduce 

carbon emissions. Through a series of interactive activities, this kit explores what is meant 

by local and seasonal food and examines some of the claims that are made about their 

benefits, challenging a number of assumptions.  

 

Structure of the session 

The session is highly interactive and should get everyone talking and contributing to the 

discussion. If the group is not too big then it will help to get everyone to introduce 

themselves at the start. 

There are four main activities. The first is fairly quick and is intended to get people thinking 

about how our food supply chains have shifted away from the UK. It should take about 15 

minutes. The second activity, óidentifying seasonal produceô, builds on the first (although it 

could run as a stand-alone activity) and tests participantsô knowledge of local, seasonal 

food. The third challenges some assumptions about the benefits of local, seasonal produce. 

The final session sets the group the task of creating a seasonal menu. 

Each activity is concluded with about five minutes of closing remarks from the facilitator, to 

round up the discussion and encourage people to express their views. 

Numbers 

The activities will work best with groups of up to 25 participants, as they will break-out to 

work in small groups of about 4 people as well as participate in whole group discussions. If 



 

2 

 

your event has more participants than this then you could run the same activity 

simultaneously in suitably sized groups. If participants are rotating though a series of 

activities that include these they should ideally undertake activity 1 before activity 3. 

Resources 

For activity 3 you could select some of the facilitatorôs notes and put them onto PowerPoint 

slide, to extend the background information given in your introduction or your closing 

remarks. Again, this has not been built into the activities, so as to keep the running time to 2 

hours, but you could extend the running time and do this if you wish. 

A calendar for seasonal food is included with this kit. 

Activity 1 ï Changing British Produce Quiz. 

To run this activity you will need the quiz on British produce from this kit, pens and paper for 

participants to write answers on. This activity can either be run as a whole group, in small 

groups or by asking participants to work individually.   

Activity 2 ï Identifying seasonal produce. 

To run this group activity you will need the following: 

 Either four pieces of flip chart paper with each season written at the top, or twelve 

with one month on each ï seasons will work better with smaller groups, months with 

larger. 

 Print outs of the images of produce included with this pack and either four (seasons) 

or twelve (months) envelopes to divide them into. 

 Blue tack 

Activity 3 - Discussion 

You will need the óagree/disagreeô questions in this pack and enough space for participants 

to be able to move around the room. Depending on how long you want the session to run, 

you will also need: the facilitatorôs notes, developed into a powerpoint presentation if 

required ï key points are highlighted in the notes to facilitate this; a laptop or computer; a 

projector and a screen or plain white wall. 

To extend the session, you could source a short film as a prompt for a discussion about 

seasonal food. You could also use the questions included in this pack to get people 

thinking. 

Some good places to look for resources include: 

 www.bbc.co.uk ï try searching óseasonal foodô; BBC 2 have run a couple of series on 

food sustainability including óFuture of Foodô, which raises a range of issues, and  

óWhat to Eat Nowô, a cookery programme using seasonal food. You may need 

permission to use these programmes.  

 http://eatseasonably.co.uk lots of information on seasonal food, including  ñNinjin ï 

The Way of the Vegetable Assassinò (5 minute film) and an interactive food calendar. 

 www.rivercottage.net 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/
http://eatseasonably.co.uk/
http://www.rivercottage.net/
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 http://endoftheline.com/ The End of the Line ï documentary and other information 

about the overfishing of the oceans. 

Activity 4 

To run activity 4, óSeasonal Ready, Steady, Cookô, you will need the following: 

 Copies of the food calendar included with this pack; 

 Paper and pens for the groups; 

 Either four or twelve envelopes with the images of produce from this pack, labelled 
according to season or month. 

 Pieces of paper with either the months or seasons on, in a separate envelope. 

 Blue tack 

Set up 

Activity 1 

Set up tables and chairs so that the whole group can sit in a semi circle facing the 

presenter.  

Activity 2 

Set up tables and chairs as for activity 1, facing a wall with the flipcharts hung on them. Put 

all of the different images of produce from this kit into an envelope. Make sure blue tack is 

available to attach the images to the flip chart paper. 

Activity 3 

Tables and chairs can be set up as above, however participants will need to be able to 

move around the room, so you will need to move the chairs if you are using a small space.  

Activity 4 

Set up tables for smaller groups, up to twelve groups with 2-4 people in each group. Ensure 
each group has paper and pens. Divide the produce images into envelopes according to 
either seasons or months. Ensure each group has a copy of the food calendar. 

http://endoftheline.com/
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Activity plan 

Activity Details Time needed 

Overall introduction Facilitator introduces the event and gets the group 

to introduce themselves if not too many people. 

10 mins 

Activity 1: Changing 

British produce 

Warm up quiz on the changing availability of 

British produce. 

15 mins 

Activity 2: 

Identifying Seasonal 

Produce 

Group activity 15 mins. (As soon as people 

come in.)  

Whole group discussion  10 mins 

Activity 3: 

Discussion 

Whole group activity and discussion 

Introduction 

 

5 mins 

Agree/ Disagree activity 15 mins 

Show films (Optional) Between 7 and 30 minutes, 

depending on what is shown. 

Whole group discussion 20 minutes 

Activity 4:  

A Seasonal Menu 

Small group activity  

Introduction 

 

5 mins.  

Main activity: Small group work 20 mins 

Feedback in whole group discussion 20 mins  

Overall concluding remarks for the session 5 mins 

Total time  2hrs 20mins total 

Add time for film clips if using. 

 

How to run the workshop 

Pre workshop preparation 

Reading through all the background information in this kit is not essential but will make you 

better equipped to offer information to participants and help stimulate discussion. 

Youôll need to: 
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 Print out two copies of the produce images included with this kit. You may want to stick 
them to some card or laminate them if you are likely to use them more than once. Put 
one copy of the images in one envelope and the second in either four or twelve 
envelopes, depending on whether you want to focus on seasons or months. 

 Write or print out the months or seasons onto individual pieces of paper and put them 
into another envelope. 

 Depending on the size of the group, decide whether you will need four or twelve pieces 
of flip chart paper, clearly label them with the season or month and stick them to the 
wall. 

 Prepare the powerpoint presentation if you are using it. 
 

Running the activities 

Activity 1: Changing British Produce Quiz 

Make sure everyone has a piece of paper, a pen and something to rest on (clip board). You 

can either read out the questions and ask people to write down the answers, or print out the 

list of questions with space for people to write answers.  

Following this activity, read out the following introductory information, to give a context to 

the workshop: 

(Answers to the quiz questions are included in the following paragraph) 

The National Consumer Council report that the area of land planted for fruit and vegetables 

in the UK declined by 20 per cent between 1990 and 2005 (Que 1). UK apple production 

almost halved between 1989 and 2003 (answer to question 2 is 50%). Kent saw 85 per cent 

of its apple orchards and 95 per cent of its cherry orchards disappear between 1950 and 

2000 (Que 3). In 1995, 56% of our fruit and 14% of our vegetables were grown overseas 

(Ques 4 &6). 90 per cent of the fruit and 40 per cent of the vegetables we eat are now 

grown overseas (Ques 5 & 7). 

Between 1995 and 2005 fruit imports grew by 38 per cent and vegetable imports by 65 per 

cent. Even during their natural season, UK produce like apples are being displaced by 

imports. Over 84 per cent of fruit like apples, pears and plums that can be grown 

domestically are now imported.  

Many people in the UK do not know when UK food seasons are: the National Consumer 

Council found that 75 per cent of young people aged 18-24 did not know the seasons for 

classic British fruit and vegetables.  

Eating food that is not local or is out of season can mean increased greenhouse gas 

emissions. Around 20% of the UK's total greenhouse gas emissions come from food 

production and processing, compared to 26% from road transport.  

The food we eat is being transported further than ever and there is increasing demand for a 
wide range of exotic out-of-season produce. The UKôs favourite fruit is the banana (Que 8) 
and the National Consumer Council report that air freight of non-EU produce like winter soft 
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fruit accounts for around half of all emissions associated with fruit and vegetable transport, 
and is growing at 6 per cent a year.  

Many argue that these trends are associated with a number of other problems, such as: 

 Loss of food security. The UK imports a large amount of its food and some fear that this 
makes us less resilient to major changes, such as surges in oil prices, extreme weather 
(such as floods or droughts) or competition from other crops such as biofuels, all of which 
can lead to food shortages and increases in food prices.   

 Loss of food culture. Many argue that distinctive varieties of fruit and vegetables and 
native breeds of meat are integral to our culture and landscape. Long-distance food 
erodes seasonal and local distinctiveness in favour of increasing uniformity.   

Eating food out of season can also have an impact on the sustainability of food supplies. 
For example, there is a great deal of concern about the future of fish stocks. Overfishing 
and the use of techniques like rod trawling ï where nets drag heavy metal bars across the 
seabed, destroying habitats ï are huge issues year-round. However many of us also eat 
seafood out of season, when they are spawning. This means that stocks cannot be 
replenished - there has been particular concern about diminishing stocks of cod, haddock 
and blue fin tuna, amongst others, and organisations like the Marine Stewardship Council 
recommend consumers avoid these species. 

Activity 2: Identifying Seasonal Produce 

Ask the participants to do this before they look at the food calendar or the produce in the 

envelope.  

Use the envelope with all the produce in. Go around the group and ask each participant to 

pull an item from the envelope. Ask participants to attach their item to the correct flipchart 

for the itemôs growing season or month.  

Allow ten minutes for any discussion that is prompted but donôt go into too much detail at 
this stage. Leave the flipcharts up so that you can refer back to them if you need to. 

Activity 3: óAgree/ Disagreeô and discussion 

Ask people to stand up and tell them that they will need to move to one of two different 

areas depending on whether they agree or disagree with the statements that you are about 

to read out. Make it clear where they will need to stand ï e.g. to your left if they agree, to 

your right if they disagree. Read out each of the óagree/disagreeô statements, provided 

below, in turn and ask people to choose where to stand. Ask people to explain why they 

have chosen to agree or disagree, then read out the information that accompanies the 

statements. 

Depending on how long you want the session to be, use the facilitatorôs notes and 

powerpoint presentation to expand on the issues. You could also give participants the notes 

as a hand out to take away. 

Activity 4: A Seasonal Menu 

Ask the group to split into no more than 12 small groups. Ask each group to pick a month or 

season out of the envelope, without looking. Then ask them to pick five food items out of the 
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envelope that matches their month or season. The teams have 20 minutes to devise a 

seasonal menu using the ingredients. They are allowed to use some basic store-cupboard 

ingredients like butter, flour and sugar. Ask each group to feed back their ideas to the whole 

group, then ask them to reflect on: 

- Whether they think it was difficult to devise a seasonal meal; 

- Whether they think co-operatives should encourage people to shop seasonally; 

- Have they changed their minds about this since the beginning of the session? 

- Would they be more or less likely to shop seasonally now? 

 

Facilitatorôs notes: 

Buying local, seasonal food is often argued to be ñthe answerò to the problem of sustainable 

food production. This session aims to explore this assumption. The following notes give 

some more in-depth information on key topics. 

What is local, seasonal food? 

Sustain (the alliance for better food and farming) define local, seasonal food as produce that 

has been minimally stored, refrigerated or post-harvest treated, and grown or produced 

using no unnecessary energy inputs such as heated greenhouses. According to them, it 

should be used only to describe food grown and sold: 

 Within a defined distance of the point of sale, usually 30-50 miles. 

 During the traditional and natural growing and harvesting periods of the food. 

 For a limited period after harvest when produce has been stored in non-refrigerated 

or minimally refrigerated conditions, especially where energy for that refrigeration is 

provided from 100% renewable sources. 

 During limited periods when non-heated types of protection are used, such as 

glasshouses, polytunnels or fleece, with the possible exception of protected cropping 

heated by 100% renewable energy or carbon-efficient Combined Heat and Power. 

Arguments for a more local, seasonal diet 

Local, seasonal food has become increasingly high-profile. Imports from around the 

world mean that supermarkets are able to stock the same produce all year. Yet there is a 

growing lobby that suggests eating seasonal food is one of the best ways to ensure 

sustainable food production. Consumers are concerned about where their food is sourced, 

for health and environmental reasons. 

The assertion is often made that local, seasonal food is fresher, tastier and retains 

more of its nutritional value.  (For example by celebrity chefs like Hugh Fearnley-

Whittingstall and Gordon Ramsey). Seasonal, local food is less likely to have travelled long 

distances or been stored for long periods of time, and this means it loses less of its moisture 



 

8 

 

and vitamin C content. Many people are concerned about the impact on the nutritional value 

of techniques associated with transporting produce long-distances: a lot of produce is 

harvested before it is ripe and stored over long periods between production, packing and 

distribution, sometimes including post-harvest chemical treatments such as fungicides to 

increase shelf life. 

Out of season produce gives us a limited and uninspiring choice. There is a growing 
unease that increasing numbers of people in the UK do not know when produce is in 
season. Most large retailers source produce from all over the world and stock everything 
from bananas to grapefruit and mussels all year round , irrespective of UK seasons. This 
leads to a homogenous range that means shoppers always know what to expect and 
spending on food is predictable for the retailers. At first this may appear to offer more 
choice, but because the same products are offered all year round, other products or 
varieties are neglected. Long-distance fruit and vegetable varieties are chosen for their yield 
and keeping qualities, not for their flavour, diversity or nutritional value.  

Eating seasonally is less complicated. Many complain that shopping with the seasons is 

complicated because it requires knowledge of what is in season and how to cook it, instead 

of buying the same things every week. However eating seasonally also naturally reduces 

the range of produce available at any one time and so makes the question of what to cook 

for dinner less complicated. Some, like Hugh Fearnley Whittingstall, have been calling for 

retailers to make it easier for shoppers to choose seasonal produce through pricing, making 

more information available on what is in season, and promoting these products. Many 

advocates for seasonal eating say that it is entirely possible to eat seasonal British produce 

all year round. 

Eating food that is both local and seasonal reduces the energy and associated CO2 
emissions needed to store, grow and transport the food we eat. A study for the 
Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) found that buying food that is 
local but not in season produces higher carbon emissions than food transported from 
overseas: for example out-of-season British tomatoes emit three times the carbon dioxide 
emissions caused by growing tomatoes in Spain and trucking them to Britain.  

Seasonal produce requires fewer energy inputs for production and storage, such as 
refrigeration, heated greenhouses, heated soil or large amounts of fertiliser. To reduce 
emissions further, food needs to be organic, meaning that energy-intensive fertilisers and 
pesticides are not used. 

Buying local produce can reduce the distances we need to transport food by road, rail, ship 
or plane, which reduces the CO2 emissions associated with transporting food.  

Sounds convincing? This may not be the whole picture - difficulties with the 

seasonal food argument: 

Not all seasonal food necessarily has a low carbon footprint, or even a lower carbon 

footprint than food flown in from overseas. Research by the University of Lincoln in New 

Zealand has shown, for example, that, even taking into account emissions from air 
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transport, the UK produces four times as much CO2 in lamb production as New Zealand. 

There are a number of reasons for this: a much higher proportion of New Zealandôs 

electricity is produced using renewable sources such as wind and wave; the UK uses much 

more animal feed concentrate and nitrogen fertilisers, both of which are very energy 

intensive.  

The study does also suggest that where energy-intensive inputs are minimal, such as for 

onions, UK produce sold in the UK has a far lower carbon footprint than produce from New 

Zealand. 

Locally grown produce can have a significant carbon footprint if it has been grown 

using oil-based fertilisers and pesticide, or transported long distances within the UK. 

Sainsburyôs used the story of a Welsh producer to market ólocal carrotsô, but the carrots had 

been transported 230 miles to East Anglia for processing and packing, then back to the 

store via a distribution centre. Seasonal, local food that is organic or uses low levels of 

energy-intensive or oil-based inputs will have lower CO2 emissions than food bought out of 

UK seasons, flown in from overseas, or that uses high levels of oil-based or energy-

intensive inputs.  

Produce from developing countries, especially when it is organic, will have lower 

overall CO2 emissions that energy-intensive local food. More CO2 is emitted during 

production of food than during transport, even when air freighting is taken into account. For 

example, Kenyan produce is more likely to be produced using minimal machinery, natural 

fertilisers and low-tech irrigation systems. In the UK, we are likely to use much more 

machinery, oil-based fertilisers and high-energy irrigation systems.  

According to the UK government Department for International Development, driving 6.5 

miles to buy your shopping (for example, from a farmersô market) emits more carbon than 

flying a pack of green beans to the UK. 

Fresh produce air freighted from Africa represents less than 0.1% of the UKôs total 

carbon emissions. The benefits from trade may outweigh the impact of associated CO2 

emissions, for example by bringing increased revenues to developing countries to pay for 

important public services. This is particularly the case where there are no strong local 

markets, so producers rely on income from exports for their livelihood, or where producers 

can access the added benefits of Fairtrade certification. 

Many argue that developing countries are in ócarbon creditô: per capita emissions from 

Sub Saharan Africa are minuscule compared to those of industrialised countries. They have 

used not only far less than industrialised countries historically, but also less than their ófair 

shareô, and should not be made to pay for the carbon excesses of industrialised countries 

by taking away trade that provides valuable income.  

Local food is not necessarily ófresherô ï it does not necessarily reach the shop 

shelves faster than food from overseas. Supermarkets often demand that produce such 

as baby vegetables from Kenya and Zambia is harvested and delivered to them in less than 

48 hours.  
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This picture is again complicated by the fact that this ójust in timeô method of sourcing 

produce has a negative impact on growers and workers in developing countries ï often 

contributing to uncertainty about orders, long hours and poor health and safety protection.  

It is not always possible or desirable to source products locally. There are a large 

number of products that cannot be grown locally, from sugar, tea and coffee to rice, 

bananas and grapefruit. Whilst some fear that the UK is no longer ófood secureô because it 

relies to such a great extent on imported food, others argue that it is no longer realistic to 

envisage a future where the UK is self-sufficient in food.  

There is some argument that large retailers have óhijackedô the seasonal/ local food 

agenda. Sustain found that Tesco finest óBritishô lamb shanks had in fact been reared in 

New Zealand; an Asda advertisement in April read óNow in season: puddles, wind, fresh 

plums and nectarines from Chileô; Waitrose suggests that óAs a stone fruit season ends in 

one country, it begins in another, which is why we follow the harvest around the worldô; The 

Co-operative Group has promoted óBritish new season asparagusô that had been 

encouraged to grow early using artificially heated soil to óstimulate a premature Springô. 

Sourcing truly local, seasonal produce requires us all to be vigilant! 

Concluding remarks 

There is evidence to suggest that lower carbon emissions from food can be achieved when 
food is: local, seasonal and organic; has not travelled long distances between field, 
distribution centre and shop or market and has been bought by consumers who have 
walked, cycled or taken public transport to get to the shops. However, as criteria taken on 
their own, neither local nor seasonal are sufficient to guarantee lower emissions, and in 
some cases produce from overseas has lower emissions overall, as well as having the 
added benefit of contributing to increased income for developing countries. 
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ACTIVITY 1 HANDOUT: BRITISH PRODUCE QUIZ  
 

1. By how much has the area of land planted for fruit and vegetables  in the UK 
decreased between 1995 and 2005:  

 

A 20%?  

B 35%?  

C 47%?  

 
2. How much UK apple production  has been lost since 1989:  
 

A 30%?  

B 50%?  

C 65%?  

 
3. What percentage of cherry orchards  have been lost in Kent since 1950:  
 

A 70 %?  

B 83 %?  

C 95 %?  

 
4. What percentage of our fru it  was grown overseas in 1995:   
 

A 35%?  

B 56%?  

C 73%?  

 
5. What percentage of our fruit  is now grown overseas: 
                  

A 50%?  

B 75%?  

C 90%?  

 
6. What percentage of our vegetables  was grown overseas in 1995:  
 

A 14%?  

B 21%?  

C 32%?  

 
7. What percentage of our vegetables  is now grown overseas:  
 

A 15%?  

B 40%?  

C 55%?  

 
8. What is the most popular fruit  in Britain? éééééééééééééé...  
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Agree/disagree statements: 

1. It is possible to always eat seasonally in the UK. 

- Advocates for seasonal, local food argue that it is entirely possible to source 
seasonal UK food throughout the year. The seasonal food calendar shows what 
produce is available ï March and April are lean months for the UK! 

- The UK is currently 60% self-sufficient in agricultural produce. We import about 
£23 billion worth of food and drink each year. 

- The UK exports about £10 billion worth of food and drink each year ï more than 
half of which has had value added to it through processing by food manufacturers 
(e.g. making apples into chutney).  

2. Seasonal food is better for us. 

Some argue that local, seasonal food has not been stored for so long and is therefore 
fresher and retains more of its nutritional value. However some local food is in fact 
transported long distances ï from field to distribution centre, for example, and may be 
stored for long periods. And some imported produce, from as far afield as Kenya and 
Zambia, goes from the field to shop floor in under 48 hours. 

3. We should stop eating exotic food like pineapples and bananas. 

There are a number of drawbacks associated with transporting food long distances. 
Products are often treated with pesticides or fungicides to prolong their shelf life. Only 
particular varieties of produce can be transported long distances, so for example in the 
UK it is unusual to see any other variety of banana than the óCavendishô. Some fear this 
variety is on the verge of extinction as extensive monoculture has left it extremely 
vulnerable to disease. In the 1950s the óGros Michelô variety was all but wiped out by 
Panama disease; until then it had been the dominant commercial variety.  

However there are benefits to importing some products. For example, farmers in Africa 
may use less energy-intensive processes than in the UK. The overall CO2 emissions of 
their products, even when transport is taken into account, may be less than produce 
grown in the UK. It is not always possible to source produce locally: for example rice, 
tea, coffee and wheat. 

4. Local, seasonal food should be subsidised so that it is cheaper than imported food. 

Some people think it is important to support local producers, to preserve local farming 
traditions or ensure resilience in the face of increasing global food prices. However, 
farmers in developing countries may depend on exports for their livelihood and 
campaigners have fought for many years to try and ensure a level playing field for them 
to sell their products. European tariff barriers and subsidies to European farmers make it 
difficult for developing country farmers to sell to European countries, and there is a bias 
against óvalue-addedô goods ï goods that have been processed in some way.  

5. Seasonal food is more environmentally friendly. 
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Seasonal, local food that is organic or uses low levels of energy-intensive or oil-based 
inputs will have lower CO2 emissions than food bought out of UK seasons, flown in 
from overseas, or that uses high levels of oil-based or energy-intensive inputs.  

Whilst transporting food long distances appears to create a lot of unnecessary CO2 
emissions, the amount produced during transportation is often far outstripped by the 
amount emitted during production. For example lamb produced in New Zealand and 
shipped to the UK has a much lower carbon footprint than British lamb. This is because 
much of New Zealandôs electricity is generated from renewable sources; New Zealand 
uses less energy-intensive inputs like fertilisers and the UK relies on higher levels of 
imported feed like soya. 
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