
1 x written commentary on a specific food related issue of your choosing (1,000 words)

Food surplus, food poverty and food aid.

To most people in the UK, food is taken for granted. It is an everyday essential that is only considered when it is time to prepare a meal. However, there are a growing number of the population who are finding their food running out before they have the resources to buy more. A recent study by the Food Standards Agency (2016) has shown that 8% of UK adults have experienced hunger, or even gone without food for days at a time. 
The June edition of Anthropology Today (2017) includes an article entitled ‘Win-Win: Food Poverty, Food Aid and Food Surplus in the UK Today’. In this article, Pat Caplan seeks to show the complex links between food surplus and food poverty, particularly considering the increase in both over the last two decades. 
Focusing on two examples of food sharing arrangements, one a community café and the other a food bank, the article discusses the causes behind food surplus and poverty, the misconceptions around views held about the practice of food sharing, and ultimately attempts to answer the question as to whether food sharing really is a ‘win-win’ situation. 
This commentary will look at each of these three aspects in turn, to attempt to further explore the assertions being made, and to reflect on the broader issues at play.

Causes of food surplus and food poverty in the UK today.
There are numerous causes for food surplus; over production in a competitive market, short life dates, and consumer desire for perfection. Consumers are cited as the worst offenders when it comes to deciding when food is inedible, and discarding it as waste (Taylor and Loopstra 2016). 
Food poverty has been growing over the last twenty years, exacerbated by the increasing stretch on low incomes. Food is unavoidable seen as one of the more elastic parts of the budget, resulting in hunger (Ibid). It is interesting to note here that despite many years of austerity and neoliberalism, there is no official governmental measure of food poverty (FSA 2017)
Arguably then, food surplus and food poverty in the UK could both be attributed to economic and political factors, rather than those related for example to environmental or conflict causes.

How should we classify waste food, and how do we perceive the food poor?
Food sharing is a complex matter in most societies. Mintz and Dubois (2002) recognise that food is a very useful tool by which the anthropologist can study societies, ‘a virtual arena’ by which to debate cultural theories. They go on to explain how closely linked eating and identity are, stating that eating serves both to solidify groups and to set them apart, with class being cited as one of these groups. Returning to Caplan’s article, she discusses perceptions around class when looking at food sharing. Discarded food, be it by supermarkets or individuals, is still ‘discarded food’ Caplan suggests, “even the homeless don’t want to eat food discarded by others”.
But what constitutes discarded food? In ‘The Raw and the Rotten: Punk Cuisine’, Clarke suggests that there it is a “narrow hegemonic culture that dictates what we eat” (2004:9), and he questions “at which point it becomes trash” (ibid:10). The description by Caplan of how food donated by supermarkets is shipped out through the back door suggests to me to be re-enforcing this type of cultural understanding. Through which door does food become only suitable for the poor? This assertion is discussed by Douglas in ‘Purity and Danger’ (1966), where she describes how context and social history are essential in the consideration as to whether a matter is ‘out of place’. This would also suggest to me that a historical review of food poverty in the UK could be advantageous when attempting to clarify these particular classification issues.

How do we perceive the food poor?
According to Goodman and Sage, “there is a long history of assumptions about the purported inadequacies in nutritional or housekeeping skills among those who are of lower social class” (2013: 249), But as Belasco points out, “the food poor have to eat what they can get, when they can get it and for as cheaply as possible” (2007:238), reinforcing “victim-blaming and criticism of those who are poor for refusing to amend their food purchasing practices”, (Ibid: 238).
By using two specific examples of food sharing, Caplan demonstrates how despite the differing ways in which surplus food and the food poor are brought together, they have still resulted in the stigmatization of those who use them. Whereas the community café is expressed as an environmentally friendly way to use discarded food, and the supermarket donations to food banks are proffered as a form of ‘gifting’, factors such as power and class still loom large in both examples, and where Mauss describes gifting as requiring reciprocity (1925), the food poor, are not often in a position to do so. 

Who gains? 
So, as Caplan asks, is food sharing in the UK a win-win situation?  On the surface, it would seem so. Supermarkets have a cheap and effective way of disposing of their surplus food, while fulfilling their corporate responsibility issues. The food poor have an increased number of ways to acquire food, (yet still suffering from the related stigma).  But the recent increase in this type of redistribution of surplus food to the food poor has arguably blurred the boundaries between the state, the food supply market and food distribution charities. Does operating this system simply entrench and normalize the concept of the food poor? By blurring the boundaries, are we solving the issues, or only treating the symptoms?
My impression is that this assertion is correct. Food distribution through food sharing in the UK is arguably devolving the responsibility of the food poor away from political administration, in favour of the supermarkets. But in the absence of a reprieve in austerity, how could this be resolved. In ‘Go on, just try some!’: Meat and Meaning-Making among South Indian Christians’, Staples discusses the question of context (2008). He observes that there is a context bound hierarchy on food rules, and that these can be ‘manipulated’ if it is practical to do so. Caplan suggests blurred boundaries are a negative. However, I would posit that it may be possible to blur the boundaries of ‘discarded food meets the food poor’ in other ways, ways that give communal eating less stigma. In the article ‘Coffee with a Conscience: The Rise of Social Enterprise Cafes’, a different model of food sharing is discussed (O’Connell 2016). There are examples of community cafes which don’t simply re-distribute surplus food to the food poor. They are social enterprises that whilst running ordinary cafes and food stores, train and employ, give profits to charities, and provide ‘suspended coffees’, where food and drinks are prepaid in advance for those requesting them. The key is that these establishments are “designed to be like any other cafe” (ibid: 4). I would like to imagine that social enterprise supermarkets and restaurants would be able to make the binary between food surplus and the food poor untenable, if there was sufficient diversity in the methods of distribution. 
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