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Introduction

This paper is one of several published by the Food Supply and Distribution project, which is investigating 
community-led approaches to building more robust and sustainable food systems. The project is run by 
Sustain as part of the Lottery-funded Making Local Food Work programme. We are working with local 
community partners throughout England, exploring ways of providing healthier and more sustainable food to 
their community.1

Exploring options for supplying local food to an urban food access project

The Food Supply and Distribution strand of Making Local Food Work has two project partners whose main 
area of activity is to provide deprived communities with access to fresh, healthy food. One of the aims of the 
Making Local Food Work programme is to develop ways of increasing and improving the amount of local 
food that these projects supply to the communities they serve. For these projects, price and quality are the 
over-riding purchasing considerations and they often source their supply from the wholesale market. Their 
work under the Making Local Food Work programme is exploring whether a direct supply chain from farmer 
to project is possible. This case study details some of the fi ndings that we have had to date.

Case study 1: supplying local food to a food access project in East London

Community Food Enterprise (CFE) is a social enterprise that works to make healthy fresh produce available 
to all members of their community, in and around Newham in East London. It runs a food distribution depot, 
supplies food co-ops, schools and breakfast clubs with fresh produce and works on a range of educational 
activities to address social deprivation and health inequalities. In 2006, when CFE’s work was independently 
evaluated, it was supplying (among many outlets and marketing activities) around 25,000 customers through 
social food outlets such as food co-ops, 100,000 pieces of fruit to workplaces, and 200,000 pieces of fruit to 
primary school children.

Through the Making Local Food Work programme, CFE were interested in exploring ways of including more 
local food in their range. East Anglia Food Link (EAFL) was the partner in the Making Local Food Work project, 
charged with helping Community Food Enterprise to secure supplies of locally grown fruit and vegetables. 

The work to increase supply of local food to the CFE food access project in East London has proved to be 
challenging for a number of reasons. This case study seeks to unpick those reasons and set out a possible 
course of action for future work.

During the fi rst half of 2008 EAFL undertook research into the options for buying 
locally grown fruit and vegetables from producers in East Anglia, i.e. within 150 
miles of CFE’s premises in Newham. This included visiting and liaising with ten 
producers and three distribution hubs. The latter are larger farm enterprises that 
consolidate produce from surrounding smaller producers. This work involved 
collecting prices from each of the enterprises on a regular basis. Only one of 
the hubs was consistently forthcoming with prices. The attitude of the suppliers 
tended to be that, if you want to buy something today, we’ll tell you what the price 
is today. If not, we have more urgent things to attend to. This made it additionally 
challenging to help CFE plan its work. Such prices as EAFL secured were 
compared to prices actually paid by CFE at the wholesale market. Analysis of 
these prices led to the following options being considered for building a direct 
supply chain for CFE.   

1. For more information about the context for this paper please go to page 4
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Option 0: “Business as usual”

The fi rst option was for CFE to continue with its present arrangement of buying produce from Spitalfi elds 
Market. This is done a number of times a week by a member of CFE staff visiting Spitalfi elds. CFE’s 
experience has been that it gets good quality produce and that its preferred wholesalers provide a 
preferential deal because of its charitable status.
Advantages of this approach include:

• Simplicity. The approach is straightforward and relatively little specialist knowledge is needed by CFE.

Disadvantages include:

• CFE is unlikely consistently to be able to buy local produce. While this seems relatively unimportant 
to the majority of CFE’s current customers, it might be possible for CFE to win new customers if CFE 
could offer local produce.

Option 1: “Buy direct from farmers”

This is the option that seemed the most likely approach when the MLFW project was fi rst put together. 
However, in practice, a number of issues arose which made this especially diffi cult, namely:

a) Shrinking conventional vegetable production

 The number of growers producing vegetables by 
conventional farming methods (i.e. not organic) 
has fallen dramatically in the last few years. Grain 
prices have risen quickly, while supermarkets 
continue to bear down on vegetable prices. Most 
farmers can choose whether to grow vegetables 
or grain, so many are choosing grain. The low 
value of vegetables is exacerbated by problems 
in fi nding agricultural labour. The accession 
of countries like Poland to the EU means that 
migrant workers from those countries can now 
get employment and are not limited to farm work. 
Crops that demand a lot of labour – including 
most fruit as well as salads, brassicas, etc – now 
present additional problems for farmers. 

 Until recently a good proportion of fruit and vegetable production for the supermarkets was undertaken 
by farmers with large arable holdings, who chose to put a small part of their land (but a very large 
part of their effort) into horticulture. These are the growers who increasingly are closing down their 
horticultural operation and concentrating on arable production – with the result that they can earn more 
money for much less effort.

 This leaves a very small number of very large and very specialised fruit and vegetable producers 
supplying all of the vegetables to the supermarkets. Typically these businesses are not interested in 
employing sales staff, order-pickers, etc., to deal with local sales. It is much easier for them to focus 
on their big supermarket customers. Any surpluses will either be left unpicked or, if it has already 
been picked, quickly dispatched to the wholesale markets. It is not uncommon, for example, to see 
large quantities of crops like strawberries and lettuce in the London markets after a wet week when 
supermarket sales have been poor.

b) Prices

 There do remain a small number of medium-sized growers who are very happy in principle to do 
business with CFE, provided that quantities are suffi cient (i.e. at least a whole pallet). However, 
vegetable prices are very volatile. This is infl uenced by among other things the exchange rate of the 
Pound against the Euro. The demand for what little indigenous production there is goes up and so does 
the price. Oil and other production costs are also having a big effect. 
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 As a result farmers are reluctant to try to second-guess future price movements in order to set a fi xed 
price. Farmers will quote the price on a daily basis or maybe on a weekly basis. Their main interest is to 
dispose of produce that is surplus to the requirements of their main customers, the supermarkets. 

 Another result of these fl uctuations in prices is that CFE would need to employ staff with the necessary 
know-how to negotiate prices with farmers. This would take time (perhaps a few hours a week) and 
money.

c) Transportation

 After talking to growers who might be able to supply CFE it appeared that the volumes required on a 
weekly basis were not big enough for the grower to arrange transport. In most cases CFE would need 
to collect from the farm, so the cost of this would need to be compared with possible savings.

d) Number of farms needed

 Most growers tend to specialise in a category of crops such as brassicas or root vegetables. The 
equipment needed in each category is consistent, but is different from the equipment needed for a 
different category. To get a suffi cient variety of produce, CFE would need to work with several farms, 
multiplying the effort and transport requirements. For CFE to collect a good range of produce from fi ve 
to six growers, a journey of around 240 miles, taking about seven hours would be needed.

e) Environmental effi ciency

 We calculated that a week’s supply of a range of produce would fi t onto CFE’s 7.5 tonne truck, even in 
the autumn when it would include several pallets of apples. At other times of the year the truck would 
be less than half-full. Even when full, we know that transporting produce in 7.5 tonne trucks is not the 
most effi cient way to transport them (i.e. larger trucks are more effi cient). In addition the truck would 
effectively be empty on the outward journey.

f) Washed potatoes 

 CFE’s customers want to buy washed potatoes, and CFE has no capacity to wash them. We could fi nd 
no local potato growers who wash their own potatoes. This is due to costs and the much more stringent 
regulations now in place for the disposal of the washing water. 

Conclusions on buying direct from the farmer
Advantages:

• This is probably the cheapest way to buy produce, although the savings could be outweighed by the 
transport and management costs.

• CFE could buy cheaper from farmers when there is a glut on the market, for example of strawberries or 
lettuce. Having said that, gluts also tend to be refl ected in lower prices at Spitalfi elds wholesale market.

• Certain less popular sizes of produce are cheaper, especially onions and apples. By dealing directly 
with a farm that packs their own product, CFE could specify small produce thus allowing the grower 
to sell more and waste less product. This is not illegal and does not affect the eating quality of the 
produce. 

Disadvantages include:

• This approach is likely to be time-consuming. More expertise will be needed from the buyer to select 
the right supplier at any given time of the year, to specify the right produce, and to negotiate the 
appropriate price.

• CFE will still need to use Spitalfi elds wholesale market for washed potatoes, imported produce and 
produce that is not currently in season.
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Option 2: “Buy from a distribution hub”

Some distribution hubs exist that could be used to bring together a range of produce in a single physical 
location. Most of these have been established to supply a range of produce to the supermarkets, and are 
owned by marketing organisations.

• Hub A – is a co-operative, owned by the farmers whose produce they sell. They mainly supply 
supermarkets with certain produce, but as a side-line they bring together a range of produce, mostly 
for cash-and-carry sales to smaller outlets such as local restaurants. They deliver to Covent Garden 
market and could send pallets there for CFE at a cost of £20 per pallet. CFE would however need to 
pay someone to hold the pallet and also to collect it from Covent Garden (which they do not currently 
visit).

• Hubs B and C primarily supply “local” produce to the multiple retailers. They are in effect wholesalers 
acting as an agent for a number of local primary producers who would not be large enough to supply 
the multiples on their own. The produce is mostly distributed through the multiples regional distribution 
centres. 

The problem with Hubs B and C was that one of them had much higher prices than CFE would be willing to 
pay, whilst the other was only interested in volume sales which CFE did not have capacity to take.

Margin
In effect these distribution hubs act as wholesalers. They add a margin to the farm-gate price which will 
include around 10 per cent to cover the buying and selling activity, with additional costs if they have had to 
collect from the farm and more again if they are required to deliver. Altogether this could add up to 50 per 
cent to the farm-gate price (i.e. one third of the wholesaler’s price could be the wholesaler’s margin). This is 
similar to the margin that a primary wholesaler in Spitalfi elds will add, so there would be little, if any, savings 
for CFE.

Range
Because they are effectively acting as wholesalers, the hubs can supply a good range of produce, including 
lines that it would not make sense for CFE to buy individually from farmers. Thus CFE could probably secure 
a greater proportion of its needs from a hub than from individual farmers. CFE would still need to go to 
Spitalfi elds wholesale market for imported produce (the hubs could supply this but will themselves be buying 
it on the London markets).

Transport options
One option would be to take up Hub A’s offer of bringing pallets in to Covent Garden at a price of £20 per 
pallet. A standholder at the market would need to be paid to hold the pallets until CFE could collect them. 
The cost of all three stages would need to be taken into account. From an environmental and fuel-use point 
of view this is likely to be a relatively effi cient arrangement.

A second option would be for CFE to collect from Hub A’s base. The round trip could be completed in a 
morning. A variant on this second option would be to buy most of the produce from Hub A but to pick up the 
greenhouse produce from one of the Lea Valley growers on the way. This would add some time, but very 
little distance, to the journey.

Advantages of buying from a distribution hub include:

• Could still secure a good proportion of regional vegetables

• Relatively little hassle and requiring little additional expertise from CFE staff

• Effi cient use of transport, especially if CFE deliver into London

Disadvantages include

• Prices are higher than if buying direct from farms
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Conclusions

Supply from a distribution hub through Covent Garden seemed to be the most feasible option. However, this 
option required higher volumes of weekly orders than CFE were able to purchase to make this cost-effective. 

Given the structure of agricultural production in CFE’s hinterland, building this volume would be a pre-
requisite for CFE developing a more regular and direct supply of local produce. The dominance of very large 
growers in East Anglia makes it very diffi cult to foster direct relationships for low volume customers, other 
than in specialised areas such as organics, which CFE is currently unable to take because of its customers’  
sensitivity to price.

Case Study 2: Linking community growing with food access

The work of Community Food Enterprise and East Anglia Food Link (set out in Case Study 1) led us to 
think that a new approach might be needed to improving the use of local food by food access projects. 
Food Chain North East, another project partner in the Making Local Food Work programme, is based in 
Newcastle. Food Chain North East is exploring ways of developing supply chains through local community 
growing projects.

Food Chain North East was set up in 2004 as a way of making it easier for people in the region to buy fresh, 
affordable fruit and locally grown vegetables. It has a very similar ethos to that of CFE, but the programme’s 
work with these two organisations thus far has shown that there can be great differences in what is possible 
with respect in supplying local food to different urban areas.

Food Chain has few farms producing fruit and vegetables in their immediate vicinity and it buys the bulk of 
its produce from the wholesale market in which its warehouse is also situated. Although its main source of 
supply is identifi cal to CFE’s, over the last year it has developed some ultra-local supplies buying surplus 
produce from local community gardens.

The Good Life project

The Good Life project was set up in 2006. It 
developed as a direct response to three priority 
concerns that were voiced by the community in a 
survey:

• Lack of fresh fruit and vegetables

• Lack of green spaces

• Lack of activities for local people, particularly 
the young

To address these concerns, a group of local people 
negotiated a 25-year lease with the local council 
on a 0.18 hectare derelict allotment. Currently, the 
scheme has no paid staff and is run solely by a 
group of twenty volunteers. They have formed a 
strong partnership with Food Chain North East and 
together developed a vegetable bag scheme which 
now operates in fi fteen locations in North Tyneside.

Food Chain got involved in The Good Life project to address the lack of  fruit and vegetables in the area after 
the local greengrocer closed down. Various options were discussed including the possibility of a stall selling 
produce. It was decided that the two organisations could make a far bigger impact by offering an extension 
of the work Food Chain was already operating in other areas. The Good Life works with the borough to 
help with community development in North Tyneside venues and act as a hub to collect orders. Last year 
the volunteers on The Good Life Community Garden grew enough potatoes for one week’s supply of the 
vegetable bags for Food Chain North East, which were distributed to over 400 families across the region.   

Photo copyright: The Good Life
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The need for a growing offi cer

Food Chain have funding from The Ashden Trust to support a food growing offi cer. This role will be important 
to help nurture and develop the community growing supply chain. Whilst an amazing amount of start-up 
work can be undertaken through a dedicated group of volunteers, (as in The Good Life project), the reality is 
that to maximise yields an experienced grower is required. 

Blyth Star enterprises

Food Chain has also created a partnership with Blyth Star enterprises which provides activities and training 
for adults with mental health problems.

Blyth Star’s horticulture work is based around Wansbeck Council’s nurseries. While the Council provided 
the space, Blyth Star had to raise additional funding to develop the site as a commercial garden centre. 
Four local people are employed at the centre. The plants are grown in two large poly-tunnels and a number 
of smaller greenhouses. The Council continues to grow its own plants on the site for summer and winter 
bedding displays in its adjoining nurseries. Food Chain has arranged to obtain tomatoes, spring cabbage, 
little gem lettuces and sugar snap peas from Blyth Star in 2009.   

Prices are agreed by reference to wholesale market prices, but because Food Chain operates out of the 
wholesale market, collecting produce from Good Life and Blyth Star costs Food Chain money. However, 
because both of these projects are very close to Food Chain, Food Chain has been able to work it into 
its customer delivery schedule. There are benefi ts for Food Chain in developing these links. Using ultra-
local produce creates a USP (unique selling point) for Food Chain and also promotes its work amongst 
the communities in which Good Life and Blyth Star operate resulting in new opportunities for Food Chain.  
Both relationships are therefore symbiotic with benefi ts for both parties and Food Chain believes that their 
importance will grow with the likely demise of the Newcastle wholesale market over the next fi ve years.
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Rising Sun Farm

The Rising Sun Farm Trust manages a 175-
acre organic farm within the Rising Sun 
Country Park in Tyne and Wear. It makes the 
majority of its income from running a livery 
business, and also operates a mixed farm as 
a sideline. The farm raises sheep, pigs and 
chickens as well as a range of crops such as 
cabbages, leeks broccoli and fruit such as 
blackcurrants, strawberries and raspberries. 
Under the protection of greenhouses and 
polytunnels salad leaves, tomatoes and 
sweetcorn are also grown. They also have two 
small orchards producing a crop of apples and 
pears in summer. 

Much like Blyth Star, the horticultural work 
forms the core of a relationship that Rising 
Sun Farm has developed with North Tyneside 
Council through which the farm provides 
training for adults with learning diffi culties. The main income that the farm gets from this work is through the 
contract with the Council for providing training services. There is therefore less pressure on Rising Sun to 
make the horticulture commercially viable. Because of this, Food Chain North East was able to negotiate a 
price for produce in line with wholesale market prices. The farm is based only a few miles from Food Chain, 
which helps to minimise transport costs.  

Conclusions

Food Chain North East’s work has shown that there are opportunities for developing new supply chains in 
an urban environment through linking up with community growing projects. However, the viability of this work 
does depend on the community growing projects being:

• Effi cient in terms of yield and able to grow produce of a consistent quality, which in turn requires 
management by an experienced grower

• Located ultra-locally to the food hub to minimise transportation costs

• Able and willing to sell at wholesale market prices 

Acknowledgements: thanks to Community Food Enterprise, East Anglia Food Links, Food Chain North East, The Good 
Life, Blyth Star Enterprises and Rising Sun Farm for supplying data, photographs and information for this case study.
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The context of this paper 

What is a community food hub?

One of the ideas that the Food Supply and Distribution projects aims to investigate is whether a series of 
community based local food hubs could address the problems of distribution from small-scale suppliers to 
small outlets and individual customers. There is particular interest in how these activities could serve the 
needs of low-income consumers, for whom market failures often result in poor provision of healthy and 
sustainable food.

Through the Making Local Food Work programme, Sustain and our project partners have been exploring 
the idea of a local food hub through practical application and research. It is clear that one of  the reasons 
the supermarket regional distribution model works is because of the economies of scale they are able to 
achieve. A community based hub working with small volumes is unable to do this. It seems therefore that 
these hubs may need to do more than just distribute food in order to be sustainable.

Our work is exploring a more diversifi ed model for 
a food hub which involves a number of different 
elements (like petals on a fl ower), some social, 
some environmental and some commercial that 
work together to create a vibrant, robust and 
sustainable social enterprise. 

This is based on the idea that a hub is an 
intermediary which, by pooling together producers 
or consumers, adds value to the exchange of goods 
and promotes the development of a local supply 
chain. This added value may be gained through 
economies of scale, social value, educational work 
or other services. In other words, the pure function 
of distribution is only one element of the hub. 

This paper, explores one element or “petal” that our 
community partners have been developing.  


