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Today I want to talk to you about food standards, an area of concern that affects
us all: humans, non-human animals, and the environment we inhabit. The
current US trade talks threaten to degrade the quality of the food we produce
and eat in the UK. Three groups are at particular risk. Firstly British people, who
will face the consequences of lower standard food. Secondly, farmers in the UK
whose businesses would become unprofitable and undercut. And finally, the
animals in our farming industry whose welfare standards would plummet.

The threat of the UK abandoning European regulations to instead align itself with
US food standards is existential in this time of global and societal crises. The US
has made it clear that if the UK wants a trade deal, it must abandon EU
regulations regarding food safety, animal welfare and environmental protection.
The government promised that it had no intention to lower food quality, but this
does not stand up to scrutiny: amendments to the Agriculture Bill that would
have secured those standards in law were voted down.

This is a concern to British people who will see food standards worsening as part
of trade talks. Hormone treated beef and chlorine washed chicken are both
banned in the UK thanks to decades of progress on food safety, but this progress
could be traded away in a matter of days. The government will answer that food
consumption is the consumer’s choice, and blame individuals for failing to take
responsibility for their own health. But in a society devastated by years of
austerity, that sees a rise in poverty and inequality, it is unfair to blame
individuals for choosing the cheapest option; that is, the least healthy option.
The Green Party calls on the government to take responsibility for its actions,
rather than blame individuals for choosing the only option left to them. We want
to legislate for the right to healthy, nutritious, and locally-grown food, especially
in schools, to take collective responsibility to tackle societal issues such as
childhood obesity.
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This relates to our concern for British farmers, who are worried that post-Brexit
trade deals would allow the import of agricultural products that are banned
under EU regulations. British farmers could lower their standards to avoid being
undercut, but would then lose their biggest market: exports to Europe. Or they
could choose to keep their standards high, but make British food both
unprofitable for farms, and unaffordable for consumers. The Green Party’s vision
opposes this neoliberal trap: we want to invest public money to help farmers to
transition towards sustainable, diverse, and environmentally friendly forms of
land use. We want to move closer to organic agriculture, and away from intensive
livestock farming.

This brings us to the last group at risk: the many animals we currently house and
farm throughout the country. There are a number of practices that the UK has
banned on the basis animal welfare concerns, for example the use of sow stalls,
which tightly confine female pigs and allow them almost no movement, meaning
more animals can be housed in the same space and be given less food. This is an
atrocious situation for farm animals to be put through, but a widespread practice
in 41 US states. It is immoral to lower our animal welfare standards. Intensive
livestock farming is also directly linked to the acceleration of global warming due
to the huge amount of natural resources it consumes and the resulting high
quantity of greenhouse emissions. Instead of lowering standards and increasing
greenhouse emissions, the Green Party believes that we should incentivise the
consumption of ‘less but better’ meat and dairy, guaranteeing high animal
welfare and avoiding intensive production methods.

The conclusion is clear: we cannot afford to degrade ourselves to the low
standards of the US food industry. It would be a step in the wrong direction, at a
time when a better vision is imperative if we want to tackle the climate and
ecological emergency we are facing. We must protect by law the high standards
that the European Union has demanded of us until now. We must provide
affordable and nourishing food to current and future generations. We must
ensure we move closer, rather than away from, regulations that protect humans,
non-human animals, and the environment.
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