
Pulling Together for Food Justice in Devon – Action Report 

“Local and national politicians should not abandon those who are most vulnerable in terms 
of hunger and poor nutrition in Devon”. This was the message emerging from the first 
meeting of a ‘Devon Food Forum’ at Exeter on 13th October, which strongly urges all 
decision-makers to take more action on food justice issues. 
 
Participants from Foodbanks and other community food projects from all over the county, 
Plymouth and Torbay met to share experiences and identify priorities for food policies for 
the future.  Stories were shared of people not being able to buy food because of benefit 
sanctions, or because of the need to spend money on transport to essential appointments, 
or no money or home, and of a growing lack of experience being able to prepare and cook 
food adequately. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Bishop of Plymouth (Rt. Revd. Nick McKinnell) talked also of the uncertainties facing 
local farmer and growers.  The food cycle which used to hold together producers and 
consumers is now fractured and people do not have access to information or knowledge 
about food and eating. 
 
There are over 70 emergency food providers across Devon, Plymouth and Torbay including 
Foodbanks, community meals, lunch clubs and soup kitchens. It is estimated that voluntary 
organisations now feed 80,000 people in Devon who are worst affected by food poverty, 
including 22,000 children.  Over 30% of local food is wasted from shops, homes and farms.  
Yet DCFA (Devon & Cornwall Food Action) has been working to rescue this and has fed over 
50,000 vulnerable people since 2010.  Other food projects seek to offer advice and signpost 
the public to other welfare organisations.  However, often these community groups, whilst 
plugging a massive hole in the welfare state, are really struggling with their own funding, 
resources and volunteers. 
 
Food Justice is one aspect of a wider spectrum of social justice, as thousands of people 
subsist on low wages, poor housing, uncertain incomes, mental health challenges, and social 

 

Tax credits stopped. This is a problem we frequently encounter at the food bank, 

and the consequences for families when their tax credits are stopped can be 

serious. Mrs H, a single parent with two children, came to us in desperation 

because her Child Tax Credits had been stopped for several weeks. As a result she 

had lost £120 per week in income, leaving only £103 for her and her children to 

live on. The tax credits have been stopped because HMRC want some evidence 

from her: there is no evidence that she has done anything wrong. 

It is now 8 weeks on, and her tax credits are still stopped. We had to give her a 

stamp to send the information to HMRC to try to speed things up, as she could 

not afford this until her benefits were paid. She is finding it hard to sleep due to 

the stress of her situation, she has been unable to take her children anywhere for 

the whole of the school holidays, and has been missing meals so that the children 

can eat. She is very afraid of running out of electricity on her meter and being left 

in the dark. 

  

 



isolation.  Our society creates loneliness and a lack of well-being as people have insufficient 
resource and confidence to live well.  Rural isolation can compound the problems even 
more, including problems accessing more affordable food from distant supermarkets. 
Good practice in Devon was highlighted, such as: 

 The work of HITs in Teignbridge in rescuing food and redistributing it through local 
community groups 

 ‘Incredible Edible Ilfracombe’ and links with the Transition Town work 

 Exeter Foodbanks’ distribution of fresh food with ideas for recipes and cooking 

 Food Plymouth activities (Future of Food in Plymouth) and the Exeter Food Network  

 Work growing and cooking food in local schools: www.growingdevonschools.org  

 Real Junk Food project in Torbay 

 The Community Café at Exmouth Open Door providing low cost meals, a listening ear 
and signposting to other services 

 ‘Sugar Smart’ cities initiative to tackle obesity, tooth decay and diabetes 

 Active rural Foodbanks in Honiton, Tiverton, Kingsbridge, Cullompton, Exmouth, 
Seaton, Northern Devon and elsewhere 

 The new emphasis on diet issues by Public Health and Health and Well Being Boards 

 Projects with Veterans in collaboration with the Royal British Legion 

 ‘Summer Cookery and Craft Courses’ at St. Sidwell’s Centre, Exeter 
 

There was resounding agreement that austerity measures and changes to the complex 
Benefits System was leaving many citizens sanctioned and waiting weeks or even months 
for payments due them.  Having to access claims digitally when people do not own or use 
computers is another difficulty.  The ongoing centralisation of services (including health 
care) means that communities can no longer access facilities locally.  Those without 
recourse to public funds (e.g. some homeless people and those seeking Asylum) struggle 
even more. Older people are more likely to find it difficult to admit needs due to dignity and 
pride, and they may need supporting more obliquely through, for example, lunch clubs and 
trans-generational activities. 
 
There is evidence that some children are badly affected by so-called ‘Holiday Hunger’ when 
free school meals are not available out of term time.  Although voluntary agencies are 
attempting to address this, in the longer term stronger intervention will be required.   
Additionally, children’s poor dental health is prevalent in disadvantaged areas as the 
identified crescent of deprivation in Plymouth, and in rural districts where NHS dental 
provision is minimal or absent. 
 
The meeting concluded that the following key areas of policy require action and that we 
would meet again within 12 months as participants in a wider ‘Devon Food Forum’: 
 

i) Write to political parties in Devon and urge them to include a pledge to act on food 
poverty and food security in their manifesto for the 2017 May elections 

ii) A more holistic approach to benefits based on people’s needs rather than 
programmes and advocacy of a ‘Citizens Income Scheme’ 

iii) Signing the following petition to support people with hidden illnesses: 
https//petition.parliament.UK/petitions/129454     

iv) Major government push on managing food surplus and taxing disposable food 
v) Challenging the advertising of poor quality fast food 
vi) Demanding greater leadership to address the UK’s food poverty and security issues 
vii) Developing a strategic approach to abolish Food Banks within 5 years 

http://www.growingdevonschools.org/


viii) Urge national Government to take more responsibility for ensuring the vulnerable 
have access to affordable, nutritious food 

ix) Good quality school meals to be available for all children 
x) Democratise decision-making in the food industry and listen to the voices of the 

most vulnerable 
 

A video short of the day is available at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NO91hFxM3TM&feature=youtu.be 
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