
 
    

Food and Regulation 
 
 

Straw burning provides one example of how farming has been regulated in 
recent years. Straw is an agricultural by-product – the dry stalk of a cereal plant 
left over when the seed has been removed. Straw can be used as animal feed, 
thatching for roofs, bedding, biofuel and packaging. It was common practice up 
until the early 1990s in the UK for farmers to burn leftover straw at the end of 
harvest but this was banned in 1993 due to public fear about air pollution. 
Farmers have to produce food according to strict rules because the food we eat 
affects the environment, animal welfare and people’s ability to enjoy healthy, 
full lives. 
 
But the advantages and disadvantages of the different ways that foods are 
produced are not always clear. Pesticides and fertilizers can help farmers to grow 
and protect crops but they can have a negative impact on biodiversity, and can 
affect the health of both farmers and consumers. When food is processed and 
packaged, harmful bacteria are killed, but so too are vitamins and minerals. Food 
packaging helps preserve the life of food and makes it possible for consumers to 
transport food easily, yet every year millions of tonnes of food packaging ends 
up in landfills or is transported to poorer countries causing problems for the local 
people. But how can our food system be managed and steered in a positive 
direction? 
 
Chemicals 
 
Take the example of pesticides and fertilizers. In conventional farming, chemicals 
are used to increase the amount of food produced on farms. Pesticides can help 
to guard crops against pests and disease, whilst fertilizers can increase crop 
yields. However, many people worry that these chemicals build up in the 
environment, polluting water systems and killing wildlife such as insects and 
birds. It is feared they can also have a negative effect on human health. As a 
result, today there are rules limiting the amount of chemicals farmers can use 
when producing food. 
 
Organic 
 
But some people don’t think the rules go far enough. Some farmers choose to 
avoid using chemicals as much as possible, and reassure their customers by 
having their farms independently inspected and certified for chemical restriction, 
animal welfare and environmental protection. The strictest certification rules are 
for organic farming, and organic farmers are especially interested in promoting 
human health and protecting wildlife. Organic farmers use mainly non-chemical 
means to build natural resistance to pests. 
 
 
 
 



The argument 
 
Supporters of conventional farming methods argue that good farmers use 
chemicals carefully, that economically organic farming is very difficult to sustain 
in the modern world, and that organic food is no ‘safer’ or ‘healthier’ than their 
produce. Supporters of organic food argue that the added cost associated with 
their products guarantees an all-round healthier food and farming system. 
Consumers are left with many difficult choices when trying to decide what to 
eat. 
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