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Abstract

Research suggests that eating vegetables benefits both human health and the
environment. However, in the UK, very few people are eating enough vegetables.
This is contributing to the global burden of diet-related disease and associated
costs, as well as undermining the possibility of a sustainable UK food system.
The Peas Please initiative was launched in 2017 to encourage organisations and
businesses across the food system to pledge their commitment to helping the
British public increase their vegetable consumption. Since the implementation of
the Peas Please initiative 95 organisations have pledged to support Peas Please
and, at the time of writing, an additional 89.9 million portions of vegetables
have been grown, served and sold by pledgers. This article describes the Peas
Please initiative and its rationale, highlights some of the key outcomes of the
programme, and outlines next steps for increasing commitment to the

programme.
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Introduction

Food systems are defined as the complex combination
of activities associated with the production, process-
ing, distribution, preparation and consumption of
food, the market and institutional networks for their
governance, and the socio-economic and environmen-
tal outcomes of these activities (Marsden & Morley
2014; Pitt & Jones 2016). The concept goes back
many decades but has gained renewed interest in
recent years (Kneen 1989; Béné et al. 2019). This
renewed interest is the result of food systems not
delivering what is expected or required in order to
ensure their contribution to environmental and soci-
etal wellbeing (Biel 2016; Scott 2017), with COVID-
19 having also focussed attention on the UK’s high
rates of diet-related disease prevalence (Tan et al.
2020).
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The current food system is both a cause and a con-
sequence of some of the 21st century’s most pressing
problems, with food systems responsible for around
24% of global anthropogenic greenhouse gas emis-
sions while simultaneously vulnerable to the effects of
climate change (FCRN 2016). Moreover, while 820
million people go hungry (FAO 2019), 2 billion are
living with micronutrient deficiencies and a further 2
billion are living with overweight and obesity (Global
Nutrition Report 2018). As such the food system’s
inadequacies create a number of system-wide risks for
both individuals and society as a whole. These risks
include yield and nutrient gaps (West et al. 2014; Pop-
kin & Reardon 2018), increased inequity and inequal-
ity (Global Food Security Programme 2015) and
negative impacts on the environment and natural
resources (such as increased land degradation, defor-
estation and reduced biodiversity) (Whitmee et al.
2015; iPES Foods 2016). These risks are also increas-
ing the burden of malnutrition in all its forms (under-
nutrition, micronutrient deficiencies and overweight
and obesity), which constitute a huge economic and
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societal burden. Obesity alone has an annual global
economic impact of over $2 trillion, or 2.8% of global
GDP (McKinsey Global Institute 2014). Such impacts
have the potential to affect all actors in the food sys-
tem. For example, farmers may be hit by land degra-
dation, thus reducing productivity, while food retailers
may be required to respond to changes in consumer
demand or government policy.

Data from the UK’s Living Costs and Food Survey
(previously the National Food Survey, which ran from
1940 to 2000) show that while purchases of fruit
increased between 1974 and 2014, vegetable pur-
chases declined (The Food Foundation 2016).
Although household purchases are only a proxy for
consumption (and do not take into account food
waste or different consumption patterns within house-
holds), these data from the Living Costs and Food
Survey indicate divergent patterns in consumer
demand for fruit and vegetables. Certainly, an increas-
ingly globalised food supply chain has provided the
UK with a diverse supply of fruits that have proved
popular with consumers, while a similar trend has not
been observed for vegetables. In 1987, for example,
bananas had a 3% share of the UK’s fruit and veg-
etable supply (SHEFS 2020). This had increased to a
7.8% share of the UK’s fruit and vegetable supply
chain by 2013, while cabbages and brassicas fell from
a 7.5% share to just 2.4% during the same period of
time.

Low vegetable consumption in the UK is the conse-
quence of numerous factors in the food system with
several barriers to consumption. Availability and
affordability of fruit and vegetables are key issues
(Miller et al. 2017), with vegetable consumption fol-
lowing a strong social gradient. Fruit and vegetables
remain more expensive per kilocalorie than starchy
staples and foods high in fat, salt and sugar (The Food
Foundation 2020). Evidence also suggests that vegeta-
bles are not always easily available in out-of-home set-
tings (such as in cafes, restaurants and canteens)
creating a further barrier to consumption. A UK sur-
vey of 630 sandwiches offered by popular lunchtime
retailers found that the vast majority (over 90%) were
meat, fish or cheese-based, with just 9% of fillings
being plant-based (Eating Better 2019). Also impor-
tant to consider are how vegetables are marketed, cur-
rent food trends, and cultural determinants such as
social norms relating to the perception of vegetables
as somehow less desirable than other foods (Lindgren
et al. 2018). Just 1.2% of food and drink advertising
in the UK is spent on vegetables, with research finding
that children often perceive vegetables as ‘boring’ or

‘disgusting” (Veg Power 2019). Therefore, the con-
sumption of vegetables is unlikely to be significantly
improved by increasing information provision and a
focus on public health messaging and education alone.
Instead, a whole system approach is required to make
vegetables more available, affordable and accessible,
as well as appealing.

As a result, in order to improve the UK’s vegetable
production and consumption the Peas Please initiative
was launched in the UK in 2017 (The Food Founda-
tion 2017). The initiative aims to achieve a major shift
in policy and practice to drive food system change and
make it easier for people in Britain to eat vegetables.
It focuses on vegetables, rather than both fruit and
vegetables, because intake of vegetables in the UK is
stagnant, with purchases of vegetables falling between
1970 and 2014 while purchases of fruit have simulta-
neously increased by 50% (The Food Foundation
2016). Vegetable intakes are also a dietary component
with large dietary inequalities. As a result, Peas Please
also has a particular focus on targeting low-income
groups.

Increased vegetable consumption could have a posi-
tive impact on health; helping adults achieve the rec-
ommended 30g daily intake of fibre, currently
achieved by just 9% of adults (Roberts et al. 2018)
and increasing vitamin and mineral intakes, some of
which have shown a significant downward trend over
the last 20 years (Bates et al. 2019). If everyone in the
UK ate a higher fibre diet, including more fruit and
vegetables as well as pulses and wholegrains, it has
been suggested that the risk of diet-related diseases
such as obesity and cardiovascular disease, and the
premature deaths associated with them, could be
reduced (Veronese et al. 2018; Nour et al. 2018; Rey-
nolds et al. 2019). It is estimated that each additional
portion of vegetables consumed can reduce all-cause
risk of mortality by between 5% and 16% (Wang
et al. 2014; Oyebode et al. 2014). In addition to
improving UK diets and health, Peas Please could also
play a role in helping the UK to contribute to achiev-
ing at least eight of the global Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs), given the cross-cutting role better
nutrition and more sustainable diets play in a number
of these, including zero hunger (SDG 2), ensuring
healthy lives and promoting wellbeing for all at all
ages (SDG 3), sustainable cities and communities
(SDG 11), and climate action (SDG 13) (The Food
Foundation 2018a).

Beyond health impacts, increasing vegetable con-
sumption could also help to make diets in the UK
more environmentally sustainable (Carbon Trust
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2016; Meybeck & Gitz 2017). The Carbon Trust were
asked to undertake analysis of the revised Eatwell
Guide in 2016 to assess the environmental impacts of
the Eatwell Guide’s nutritional guidance when com-
pared with the typical UK diet. They found adherence
to the Eatwell Guide had a lower environmental
impact compared to current UK diets across a range
of measures (greenhouse gas emissions, water con-
sumption and land use), attributing some of these ben-
eficial reductions to the modelled increase in
consumption of fruit and vegetables. Furthermore, it
has been estimated that if the UK population con-
formed to World Health Organization recommended
dietary patterns and ate an extra portion of vegetables
per day and less meat, greenhouse gas emissions could
decrease by 17% (Green et al. 2015). There are also
potential economic benefits to increasing vegetable
consumption given the cost of diet-related diseases to
the health system in the UK, with treating obesity
alone estimated to cost the NHS £6.1 billion a year
with costs projected to increase to £9.7 billion by
2050. Public Health England also recommends con-
sumption of fruit and vegetables as part of a healthy
diet (PHE 2017; NHS Digital 2018).The aim of this
article is to describe the Peas Please initiative, to high-
light some of the key outcomes of the pledges and to
outline next steps for the programme.

Making foods systems more nutrition
focused and sustainable

To alleviate the aforementioned issues in the food sys-
tem, attention needs to be paid to making food systems
more nutrition focused (i.e. increasing the availability
of nutritionally rich foods, dietary diversity and food
fortification) and environmentally sustainable, in addi-
tion to considering the governance, actors and drivers
of food systems themselves (GCFSI 2014). As was sta-
ted in the EAT-Lancet report, ‘food is the single stron-
gest lever to optimise human health and environmental
sustainability’, and therefore food should be a key tar-
get for any country looking to make a substantial
change (EAT-Lancet Commission 2019).

One potential way of making a substantial change is
by increasing consumption of plant-based foods, such
as vegetables (EAT-Lancet Commission 2019). The
recommendation to eat at least five portions of fruit
and vegetables a day is derived from the World Health
Organization’s advice for adults to consume a mini-
mum of 400 g (five portions of 80 g each) every day
(NHS 2018) and has been widely communicated
through the UK’s 5 A DAY campaign, first launched in
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2003. The more recent revised Eatwell Guide, which
modelled the proportions of the main food groups that
form a healthy, balanced diet that would meet all cur-
rent dietary recommendations in the UK, shows that
552 g of an adult’s diet would need to come from fruit
and vegetables and pulses, which actually amounts to
almost seven portions a day (Scarborough et al. 2016;
The Food Foundation 2016). Both amounts are based
on the role that fruit and vegetables can play in
improving health, largely from higher intakes helping
to prevent diet-related chronic diseases such as heart
disease, cancer and diabetes (Wang et al. 2014).
However, very few people, of any age, achieve the
recommended intake of fruit and vegetables per day.
The most recent National Diet and Nutrition Survey
(NDNS) results from years 7 and 8 revealed that only
31% of adults and 8% of children achieve the 5 A
DAY fruit and vegetable recommendation (Roberts
et al. 2018). No age group is achieving the 5 A DAY
recommendation, with adults consuming on average
4.2 portions of fruit and vegetables per day, 65—
74 year-olds consuming 4.3 portions and teenagers
(aged 11-18 years) consuming just 2.7 portions per
day (Roberts et al. 2018). Disaggregating the data fur-
ther by socio-economic status shows important dietary
inequalities in fruit and vegetable intake, with those
on a lower income less likely to be achieving the 5 A
DAY recommendation (Fig. 1). Vegetable consump-
tion follows a strong social gradient, with people on a
low income eating half a portion less of vegetables on
average per day compared to those on a higher income
(The Food Foundation 2016). The highest income
groups consume about 1.5 portions of fruit and veg-
etables per day more than the lowest income groups
(Maguire & Monsivais 2015), with equivalised income

% Achieving 5 A Day adults 19-64yrs
proportions and regression line
100
80

60

40 . o

% Achieving 5 A Day

20 .

0 20000 40000 60000
Equivalised income (£ per year)

Figure | Percentage of adults achieving the 5 A DAY recommendation
for fruit and vegetables by equivalised income (Bates et al. 2019).
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data from the most recent NDNS time trend analysis
showing that total vegetable intake increased in line
with increasing household income (Bates et al. 2019).

Across the UK, the picture is equally poor. The
most recent results from 2018/2019 National Wales
Survey highlighted that less than a quarter of adults
(24%) reported eating five portions of fruit and veg-
etables a day (Welsh Government & Statistics for
Wales 2019), while in Scotland, results of the Scottish
Health Survey revealed that only 24% of adults
reported eating five portions a day in 2017 (Scottish
Government 2018). Although these surveys are limited
by the self-reported nature of their study designs, anal-
ysis of years 5-9 of the NDNS confirms that intake is
low across the devolved nations, with Northern Ire-
land consuming the lowest average amount of vegeta-
bles — just 1.7 portions a day for those aged 11 years
and over (The Food Foundation 2020).

Public health messages are necessary but
not sufficient in order to change behaviour

National dietary recommendations, such as how many
portions of fruit and vegetables to eat, need to be
implemented at an individual level. However, there
are numerous social and environmental factors that
make it difficult for an individual to achieve these rec-
ommendations (Adamski et al. 2018). The Peas Please
initiative recognises that improving an individual’s diet
requires more than public health messages in isolation
and that simply providing information around eating
more vegetables will not necessarily change behaviour.
The 5 A DAY campaign was launched in 2003 as part
of a preventative strategy aimed at improving diet
and nutrition in the general population (HSCIS 2013).
A key focus of the campaign itself was to raise
awareness of the importance of eating five portions of
fruit and vegetables per day. However, despite the
campaign being widely recognised, with estimates that
up to 90% of individuals are aware of the message
and the importance of fruit and vegetables for a
healthy diet (Rooney et al. 2017), vegetable consump-
tion has barely changed since the 5 A DAY campaign
launched in 2003 and the latest NDNS data show
there has been little change since 2008/2009 (Bates
et al. 2019).

There are a number of possible explanations as to
why the 5 A DAY campaign has not achieved increased
vegetable consumption in the general population. These
include: confusion about what a portion size looks like,
which makes it difficult to achieve the recommenda-
tions (Food Navigator 2017); demotivation following

media and research reports that 5 A DAY is not enough
and that in fact we should all be eating 7 or even 10 A
DAY (Aune et al. 2017), barriers to purchase and con-
sumption of fruit and vegetables including perceived
and actual costs (with variations across the country),
and a perceived lack of time to prepare and cook fruit
and vegetables, in addition to taste preferences (Herbert
et al. 2010; Krolner et al. 2011).

Pledges across the food system

Instead of focusing on information provision and public
health messaging, Peas Please aims to make it easier for
everyone in Britain to eat more vegetables via a food
systems approach. This focusses on supply side drivers
of vegetable consumption instead of placing the onus
on individual food choice. This involves working with
actors and organisations from across the food system
[such as policymakers, academics, marketing profes-
sionals, retailers, caterers, manufacturers, restaurants,
farmers and non-governmental organisations (NGOs)],
and encouraging those involved to make a commitment
to play their part in helping everyone in Britain to eat
an extra portion of vegetables per day. Such multi-
stakeholder action could help to overcome the diverse
barriers that people in the UK face when it comes to
purchasing and consuming more vegetables by
acknowledging that no one sector or stakeholder alone
has sole responsibility for food choice. To ensure that
pledgers are aligned with such challenges, actors
involved in Peas Please are encouraged to make pledges
centred around the ‘5 P’s’ of the initiative (see Fig. 2).
As of 2020, there were 95 pledger organisations
from across the food system, including eight retailers
(and three of the UK’s four largest supermarkets), four
manufacturers and 12 high-street restaurant chains
(The Food Foundation 2019) (see Table 1). The Peas

There are 5 peas in our Peas Please Pod:

1. making vegetables delicious whenever we eat them

2. growing vegetables sustainably at all scales of
production

3. making vegetables affordable at a price that works for

both producers and consumers

4. giving vegetables more prominence in shops and on
menus, and increasing the number of places to buy vegetables in
towns and cities; and

5. developing new ways of getting vegetables into what
we buy and eat every day.

Figure 2 The 5 P's framework.
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Table | Peas Please pledgers across the food system

Sector Number of pledger organisations
Broadcasters |
Govermment 3
Manufacturers 4
Out-of-home contract caterers 17
Out-of-home high-street chains 12
Public food procurers I
Retailers 9
System Influencers I3
Veg Cities 25
Wholesalers

Workplace/Event Venues 6
Total 95

Please team is working to obtain commitments from
100 pledger organisations by the end of 2020, involv-
ing pledgers from across the whole food system to
ensure that the programme’s impact is sustainable in
the long-term and utilises a number of different food
system actors. The programme’s core metric is assess-
ing the number of portions grown, sold or served by
Peas Please pledgers, obtained via sales and procure-
ment data. This is monitored annually, with a cumula-
tive portion total calculated to take into account Peas
Please pledger progress since the beginning of the pro-
gramme and thereafter. Direct consumption is not
measured given Peas Please’s focus on supply side fac-
tors and organisational activities, rather than individ-
ual intake patterns.

The specific pledges are diverse and dependent on
the business model of pledger organisations, but have
all been made against the Peas Please framework of
10 commitments that relate to the purchase, provision
and consumption of vegetables when shopping and
eating at home, eating out-of-home, in towns and
cities, at school, and during food production processes
(see Fig. 3). The commitments were designed so that
any pledges developed in accordance with these com-
mitments would help address the aforementioned 5 P’s
in different parts of the food system (The Food Foun-
dation 2018a). Pledges include supporting convenience
stores with their vegetable offering, increasing the
number of servings of vegetables in ready meals,
ensuring contract caterers include two portions of veg-
etables in all their main meals and increasing the
advertising of vegetables (The Food Foundation
2018b). Many of the companies who have signed up
to Peas Please are now including their pledges as part
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of annual corporate reporting, for example the Co-op-
erative Group and Sodexo, demonstrating the poten-
tial impact of Peas Please to influence commitment
and accountability to more sustainable and healthy
diets at an executive level.

Monitoring the pledges

An important part of Peas Please is monitoring the
pledges to ensure commitments are accountable and
that progress is sustained, with any changes in veg-
etable accessibility and availability achieved equitably
(i.e. that they do not increase inequalities in health).
Monitoring takes place annually and is led by the Peas
Please partnership team comprised of civil society
organisations across the devolved nations (The Food
Foundation, Food Sense Wales, Nourish Scotland, Sus-
tain and NI Good Food), through a combination of
self-reporting by pledgers on their progress using
quantitative and qualitative measures, in addition to
the tracking of more objective measures by the Peas
Please monitoring team. These more objective assess-
ment measures of progress include monitoring the per-
centage of the retail grocery shopping basket that is
made up of vegetables, the percentage of the retail
grocery shopping basket that is made up of vegetables
by socio-economic group (both data supplied by Kan-
tar Worldpanel) and ‘spot-check’ visits to retail stores
by the Peas Please monitoring team (The Food Foun-
dation 2018a). The main quantitative outcome mea-
sured is additional portions of vegetables served or
sold as a result of the Peas Please initiative.

Pledgers report how many portions of vegetables
they have served/sold annually, which is then com-
pared against a baseline period of time specific to
themselves to ascertain as to whether there has been
any increase since their commitment to Peas Please
began. The catering sector measures vegetable portions
served/sold through procurement data, while retail,
restaurants and other pledgers keep track of portions
through products/meals sold and till systems. Vegeta-
bles are defined according to the Eatwell Guide defini-
tion and visual, which places white potatoes within
the starchy foods and carbohydrates group of the
guide, and pulses within the protein group (counting
as one portion only, regardless of how much you eat).
White potatoes are therefore excluded from the Peas
Please definition of a vegetable, with pulses only
counting as a portion when part of ready meals or
composite dishes. The amount defined as one portion
of vegetables by the Peas Please programme is 80 g,
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THE VEG ON OFFER
@ Retailers commit to increase sales of veg by adopting
new measures which drive increased consumption while
maintaining their existing commitments to reduce waste
(22 actions to help drive up sales can be found in our retailer
toolkit). 32Ny
© Retailers and manufacturers commit to increase the 2
volume of veg in ready meals (whole-meal replacements)
and meal ingredients.

@ Quick service, Food-on-the-go businesses, casual ﬁ"'

OUR VEG
PRODUCTION

@ Parliamentarians
and Government
commit to work with
producers to develop
and implement
sector strategies to
make domestic veg
production resilient,
profitable and
sustainable so it can
keep in step with
rising demand.

dining restaurants, workplace canteens and public sector
food settings commit to increase the volume of veg they
sell, aiming for two portions in every main meal while
maintaining commitments to reduce waste (inspiration can
be found in our Food Service Compendium).

@ Quick service and casual dining restaurants commit to
offer two portions of veg inclusive in every kid’s meal.

Sy <BS
Q

7

y
@

VEG APPEAL

@ Government,
broadcasters, businesses,
charities and celebrities
commit to help transform
the image of veg including
with financial and pro-
bono support to the Veg

Power fund. 8.
w‘*” © Catering colleges, g

chefs, wholesalers,
and manufacturers of
ingredients commit to
support the creation
of dishes which are
dominated by veg, and
to make veg delicious
and normal.

£

ACCESS TO VEG

@ Department of
Health, devolved
governments, Local

Authorities and other
key stakeholders r

Commitments
Framework
(2017-2022)

commit to explore
new ways for
securing preferential
access to vegetables
for those on a low
income including
modernising and
increasing the uptake
of Healthy Start.

VEG PLACES
© Towns, cities, and places commit to become Veg Cities, with place-based initiatives to help
children and adults eat more veg through skills, planning and/or procurement, campaigns
and initiatives to drive up veg access & consumption and reduce waste. The Veg Cities
handbook can help.

@ Charities, community-based organisations, individuals, schools and nurseries commit to
help and inspire children and adults to eat more veg.

Figure 3 Graphic of Food Foundation Commitments Framework (https://foodfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/20 | 8/ 1 2/Commitments-framework-2017-
2022 pdf).
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in line with government recommendations. The num-
ber of portions of vegetables sold or served is there-
fore typically calculated by dividing the weight of
vegetables sold in kilograms by 0.08 to obtain portion
figures. These calculations are checked by the Peas
Please team who then assess each pledger using a col-
our coding ‘traffic light’ system, with black signifying
no report has been received through to green, which
shows that commitments have been fully implemented
(The Food Foundation 2018a).

In order to ensure accountability, pledgers are
excluded from the initiative if no progress data are
received for two consecutive years of Peas Please
reporting. Pledgers must also sign a disclosure form
before submitting their progress report, confirming
that to the best of their knowledge the data submitted
are accurate and true and including a counter signa-
ture. Results of the reporting cycle are published in
the Peas Please Annual Progress Report in order to
track progress made and to ensure transparency. Each
pledger organisation receives a traffic light colour rat-
ing to their progress against their commitments which
is made public as a part of this report. To date, com-
pliance has been encouraging, with 95.5% of pledgers
reporting their data for the second reporting cycle in
2018-2019, up from 85% reporting in the first cycle
in 2017-2018. In the second reporting cycle, three
pledgers received a black rating (‘no report from pled-
ger’), six orange (‘a good start’), 21 a yellow rating
(‘on the road to success’) and 15 received a green rat-
ing, having already implemented and achieved their
commitments and targets. Targets (e.g. increasing the
amount of vegetables served by 10%) are time-bound,
and reviewed and updated with pledgers once the
agreed period for implementing them has been com-
pleted.

Findings from the first reporting cycle suggested that
just 8 months into the start of the Peas Please initia-
tive (in 2018), 41 pledger organisations had resulted
in an extra 4.8 million portions of vegetables being
sold or served (The Food Foundation 2018a). This
increased to nearly 90 million additional portions
from the 49 pledgers included in 2019’s reporting
cycle (The Food Foundation 2020). However, despite
these promising results, further work is required. Pled-
gers need to take greater action if the UK is to con-
sume the amount of fruit and vegetables shown in the
Eatwell Guide. The mean intake of fruit and vegeta-
bles for adults is 298 g per day (Roberts et al. 2018),
which means we would need to eat an additional
254 g (3.2 portions) a day to meet the almost seven
portions (552 g) represented in the Eatwell Guide’s
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modelling (including pulses), amounting to an addi-
tional 174 million portions every day for the UK’s
adult population (ONS 2019).

Peas Please is therefore working with existing pled-
gers to strengthen their pledges and to add new pledg-
ing organisations to the initiative. Strengthening
pledges and increasing the ambition of pledgers in the
retail and convenience store sectors in particular,
could significantly increase the availability and afford-
ability of vegetables. Recent data suggest that just
7.2% of the weight of the average shopping basket is
composed of vegetables, according to data collected
by Kantar Worldpanel (The Food Foundation 2018a).
Collectively, the retailers involved in Peas Please make
up more than 80% of the retail grocery market in the
UK (ShareAction 2019) and thus account for much of
the food that the UK public is purchasing. According
to data from Kantar, as of November 2019 the four
largest supermarkets in the UK have a combined
68.8% share of the total UK grocery market (Kantar
Worldpanel 2019). Moreover, as retailers (and cater-
ers and restaurants) are at the consumer-facing end of
the supply chain, and thus, the channel through which
most commercially produced food is funnelled, such
organisations are important indicators for assessing
whether shifts are taking place in direct to consumer
food industry practices (The Food Foundation &
FCRN 2019b). In order to encourage greater engage-
ment with Peas Please objectives among stakeholders,
the programme partners regularly engage with pledger
organisations to review pledge progress, providing
pledgers with sector-specific toolkits to support them
in implementing change. The Annual Progress Report
requires pledger organisations to submit progress data
against pre-agreed metrics. This is intended to incen-
tivise friendly competition and ensure continual
improvement. The programme partners also run
annual Peas Please Awards and events, incentivising
and recognising success and best practice. Reviewing
and renewing pledges so that they are specific, measur-
able, assignable, relevant and time-bound (SMART) is
a key part of the Peas Please team’s work, and critical
for ensuring continuous improvement.

Making the business case for pledging

A number of initiatives have emerged in recent years
that attempt to address the specific risks and opportu-
nities in food industry sectors that are posed by food
system issues. The Access to Nutrition Initiative
(ATNI), for example, aims to hold the food sector to
account by monitoring their disclosure on actions
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related to nutrition, diets and health, while the Car-
bon Disclosure Project (CDP) supports companies and
cities to disclose the environmental impact of major
corporations and aims to make environmental report-
ing and risk management a business norm.

What we eat and how we produce food contributes
to system-wide risks that pose a risk to businesses
both within and outside of the food system. Poor
health and nutrition outcomes, for example, are esti-
mated to result in an annual productivity loss of $506
for every worker with obesity (Gates et al. 2008),
while the cost to the US dairy industry in 2015 of
water scarcity and drought was $250 million (FAIRR
2016). Risks and opportunity areas for food system
organisations therefore include regulatory changes
such as mandatory nutrition or environmental impact
labelling requirements, policy interventions on meat
and dairy (with increased government focus on sus-
tainable and healthy diets), changing consumer
demand for healthier products and greater trans-
parency (YouGov 2017), and the reputational risk to
organisations of not being seen to respond quickly
enough to emergent issues. As a result, the health and
environmental benefits of more plant-based diets is an
opportunity area for businesses to engage with that
has cross-cutting benefits for a number of food system
issues. Vegetables have a significantly lower environ-
mental impact relative to other food categories, such
as meat and dairy, with a meta-analysis of 369 life
cycle assessment studies finding a clear hierarchy of
greenhouse gas emissions for different food categories,
with field-grown and root vegetables having the lowest
environmental impact in terms of greenhouse gas
emissions of all studied food categories (Clune et al.
2017). Moreover, increased vegetable consumption
would contribute to general population dietary
improvement. A study that modelled the health impli-
cations of adherence to the Eatwell Guide found that
the associated dietary improvements would reduce the
UK’s rates of cardiovascular disease, diabetes and can-
cers over the lifetime of the current UK population, in
addition to extending life expectancy (Cobliac ef al.
2016).

The Food Foundation, the leading Peas Please part-
ner in England, has also undertaken its own work to
highlight the business and financial case for sustain-
ability and health via its reports Plating Up Progress
Part 1 and Part 2, both developed in collaboration
with the Food Climate Research Network (FCRN)
(The Food Foundation & FCRN 2019a; The Food
Foundation & FCRN 2019b). Plating Up Progress
Part 1 highlights the role food systems play in many

of the challenges facing society today. The report also
provides a number of risks and opportunities for busi-
nesses and their investors in the light of these chal-
lenges, explaining that changes are needed to ensure
continued business success (The Food Foundation &
FCRN 2019a).

Plating Up Progress Part 2 highlights that strong
supply chain management and alignment of revenues
with healthy and sustainable food systems can enable
organisations to succeed in the future. Organisations
with business models based on the current food system
status quo face a number of risks to future profit mak-
ing capabilities; exposed as they are to shifts in con-
sumer demand (e.g. increased ethical and political
concerns about animal welfare and the environment),
physical risks (e.g. changes in the supply and price of
crops due to climate change) and policy interventions
(e.g. food and drink taxes). Many of these risks and
challenges have been highlighted and further added to
elsewhere (CRPR 2018). Plating Up Progress Part 2
details the findings from a study that assessed data
sources and corporate reports of 11 UK-operating
food retailers and 17 caterers and restaurant chains to
investigate whether investors would be able to track
companies’ progress in terms of sustainability. The
report reveals that most of the organisations were not
setting targets to change their revenue streams in line
with the required shift towards healthy and sustain-
able diets (EAT-Lancet Commission 2019), although a
greater number were making changes to align their
supply chains with sustainable food production (The
Food Foundation & FCRN 2019b). Even for the
organisations that were making changes, many do not
provide adequate evidence of their actions or progress
associated with sustainability. As a result, these organ-
isations may face reduced investment opportunities
given that investors are starting to concern themselves
with sustainability and health (due to their links with
economic success) and are increasingly recognising the
importance of changing business practices in order to
continue to generate profit and deliver growth (De
Lange et al. 2012; Eccles & Klimenko 2019). Peas
Please is therefore one way for such businesses to
commit to changing business and reporting practices.

Considering food waste

An important consideration for the Peas Please initia-
tive is ensuring that the increased purchase of vegeta-
bles resulting from the programme’s associated
campaigns does not cause increased food wastage.
Parfitt et al. define food loss as the decrease in edible
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food mass throughout the part of the supply chain
that specifically leads to edible food for human con-
sumption (i.e. production, post-harvest, storage, trans-
portation and processing), while food lost at the end
of the food chain (retail and final consumption) is
referred to as food waste and relates to consumer
behaviour (Parfitt, Barthel & Macnaughton 2010).
Policymakers, NGOs and academics are all interested
in food loss and waste due to concerns over food secu-
rity and environmental impacts, such as resource
depletion, soil erosion and greenhouse gas emissions
(Schanes et al. 2018). Almost one-third of food pro-
duced for human consumption (the equivalent of 1.3.
billion tonnes of food) is lost or wasted globally every
year (FAO 2011; Glopan 2018). Peas Please focusses
on food waste given that the majority of pledger
organisations are involved at the retail and food ser-
vice stages of the food chain.

Private households have been identified as key
actors in the generation of this food waste. Recent
data revealed that UK households produce 7.1 million
tonnes of food waste every year (WRAP UK 2018).
Of concern, 70% (or 5.0 million tonnes) of the food
that is wasted by UK households is edible (i.e. food
that could have been eaten) (WRAP UK 2018). Much
of that edible waste is made up of fruit and vegeta-
bles, with research suggesting that of all vegetables
purchased, 40% are wasted in the household (WRAP
UK 2018). That waste includes fruit and vegetable
peelings but also includes *ugly’ or over-ripe products
(The Independent 2019).

Although strategies can be adopted by individuals
to prevent food waste in their households, it is also
important to consider that like so many other issues
relating to food, the individual is embedded within
wider social, economic and cultural structures that
may prevent the adoption of less wasteful practices
(Schanes et al. 2018). It is therefore important to con-
sider the potential impacts of food waste in the supply
chain beyond the consumer due to increases in the
purchase of vegetables. For example, current estimates
suggest that approximately 3.1 million tonnes of food
loss occur in the rest of the supply chain per year
(made up by retail, manufacturer and hospitality and
foodservice sectors) (Wrap UK 2018). As many of the
organisations involved in Peas Please have existing
commitments to reducing food waste, the commit-
ments framework specifically asks them to maintain
these commitments, while simultaneously increasing
the amount of vegetables they are serving or selling, in
order to try and avoid an increase in vegetable waste.
Peas Please is also working on food waste through the
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Veg Cities programme, which was launched in part-
nership with the Sustainable Food Places programme
(previously Sustainable Food Cities) and works in co-
ordination with Peas Please. The Veg Cities campaign
aims to increase availability and consumption of veg-
etables at a local level. An additional key focus of Veg
Cities is to reduce food waste through initiatives such
as marketing campaigns and local events (Veg Cities
2017). The Peas Please initiative also has a pledge
from WRAP, the Waste and Resources Action Partner-
ship, who are working with businesses to reduce their
vegetable waste, to help customers eat more veg and
waste less by improving labelling information on fresh
produce, and helping to improve measurement of food
waste and consumption.

Conclusions

Population growth, a food system orientated towards
producing and marketing foods high in fat, salt and
sugar (HFSS), and ingrained inequities currently makes
universal access to more healthy foods a challenge,
especially if this is to be done without creating nega-
tive impacts for the environment, economy or society
as a whole. However, there is a significant public
health and business case for acting to improve diets.
In the UK, as is the case in many other countries glob-
ally, no population group is currently meeting the 5 A
DAY recommendation for fruit and vegetables accord-
ing to NDNS data. This low vegetable consumption is
likely to be contributing to high rates of diet-related
diseases such as obesity and diabetes, creating a sub-
stantial financial burden on the NHS. Diets higher in
plant-based foods can also support the transition to
more sustainable diets.

The Peas Please initiative, launched in 2017, has to
date shown promising results. The programme indi-
cates that cross-system, multi-stakeholder action could
make it easier for everyone to eat more vegetables.
The initiative is unique in its food systems approach
and, with time, could improve the health of the UK
population while also helping to decrease the environ-
mental footprint of the UK’s food system. Increased
organisational commitment to the Peas Please initia-
tive with more ambitious SMART targets (specific,
measurable, assignable, relevant and time-bound) for
increasing the amount of veg grown, sold and served
by pledging organisations could help the public to eat
more vegetables, thus contributing to reducing the
burden of diet-related chronic diseases, their associ-
ated costs, and the impact of diets on the environ-
ment. More action is needed, through strengthened
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and more ambitious pledges from existing pledgers,
and by obtaining new pledges from organisations not
currently committed to increasing the amount of veg-
etables their businesses serve or sell. Ensuring that
vegetables become a part of core business models is an
important part of driving upstream changes that
impact on the diet and health of the population.
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