
Most people in our community find a
place somewhere on the natural and
organic spectrum where they gravitate
naturally. For me it’s wholefoods. 

Wholefoods were my point of entry
into the natural products world – Harvest
Foods and the Brillig Art Centre in Bath
being two early wholefood hangouts –

and they still instinctively feel right to me. 
But then nobody is exactly arguing against wholefoods.

In fact, a diet rich in wholefoods has the broad backing of
official health bodies, dieticians and national charities alike. 

Yet despite the abundantly clear health benefits of a
wholefood diet, support for it from official sources is hardly
effusive. Why? In a recent article (The Health Care Doctors
Forgot: Why Ordinary Food Will Be the Future of Medicine)
the American biochemist T Colin Campbell Cornell argues
that the answer lies with the pervasive influence of the food
and drug industries which “increasingly infiltrate and
corrupt academic research”.

Because governments have encouraged the
marketization of public health – resulting in a health system
shackled by intellectual property rights and the patenting of
parts and processes – we have ended up, in Campbell’s
words, “worshipping biological parts”. In nutrition, he says,
this means relying on individual nutrients; in medical
practice, it means relying on drugs. ‘Wholistic nutrition’
doesn’t fit with this reductionist thinking, and it is directly at
odds with the interests of the drug and food industries.

Richard Austin, founder of Rainbow Wholefoods (see
our interview on p 57), says the big food and drink firms
don’t want to hear the message about the benefits of
wholefoods – “it’s very inconvenient for them.”

But the inconvenient truth about wholefoods isn’t going
to go away. This has always been most powerfully
articulated by the wholefood trade, and my sense is that
the wholefood scene is experiencing a resurgence. A new
generation of wholefoodists is coming on board and new
networks forming – take for example the recent launch of
the Wholefood Shop Action Network (WSAN), with its
vision of wholefood stores acting as local hubs in the wider
movement for a better food system, and the springing up
of groups like Manchester’s Kindling Trust. 

And could it be that the food industry is finally reading
the signals? At a recent food industry conference, one
company executive told delegates that consumers were
turning away from over-processed foods and ‘functional’
ingredients – “We have entered the age of the unthinkable
for the processed food industry”. 

So, let them contemplate the unthinkable. We’ll get on
with doing the unthinkable.
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Got an interesting news story you think Natural Products should feature?
Email editor@naturalproductsonline.co.uk and the story could make it in to the magazine..

The age of the unthinkable 

Mission Statement
Diversified Communications UK is a dynamic and innovative
event organizer and information provider. We are passionate
about the communities we serve and inspired by our goal of
building business with a conscience.

Jim Manson

CHC POLICY director and
public affairs commentator
Chris Whitehouse recently
predicted in Natural Products
that ‘becoming more than a
shop’ could be the indepen-
dent health food retailer’s
biggest single opportunity.

By making a stand for
health choice and acting as
local information hubs, stores
can become community assets
valued by cash-strapped health
authorities and councils as
much as consumers. 

Other retailers are
showing what they stand for
by being local advocates for
ethical sourcing, Fairtrade and
animal welfare, or acting as
local hubs in the movement for
a better food system.

At last month’s Natural &
Organic Products Europe
three retailers shared their very
different – but equally
inspiring stories – of ‘being
more than a shop’.

Define your store
Sara Novakovic of Oliver’s in
Kew, West London, said that
getting involved in issues –
from organic, GM and
localism to corporate green-
washing – had helped define
her store and give it a distinc-
tive offer over competitors.

Asked to describe Oliver’s
ethos in one sentence, 
Novakovic didn’t hesitate:
“Clean food from small
suppliers, great ingredients, no
bullshit”. She described

Oliver’s as “a grocer
where you can do a full
shop and buy everything
from fresh organic
produce to whisky”. 

She told the seminar
audience that getting
involved with issues and
campaigns had made her
a more knowledgeable retailer
– and person. 

Distinctive values
When Whole Foods Market
announced it was to open in
nearby Richmond, Novakovic
worried that the US retail giant
might put her out of business.
In fact, Oliver’s 
has been busier since Whole
Foods opened – something 
that Novakovic puts down
partly to her store’s very
distinctive values. 

Dominic Upton has run
Haslemere Health for 20 years.
He has a background 
in homeopathy and herbal
medicine and said that he 
had initially approached
retailing from “more of a
medicinal side of things” –
although he also had a strong
interest in natural food: 
“I was raised as a vegetarian 
and I’ve remained one, and
vaccination-free too.”

He explained: “A lot of
these things were once seen as
being fairly fringe activities,
but I think we’re seeing them
move into the mainstream. An
important part of what we try
to do is to open up some of

these ideas and
approaches to life to a
wider part of the
community. I think
we’re seeing some
recognition on the part
of the government that
the NHS is struggling
and that it is not

sustainable in its present form;
and we’re seeing government
beginning to introduce some
helpful initiatives, albeit rather
quietly. So, the question I
would ask is how can health
food retailers participate in this
and get access to some 
of the health funding being
devolved to local health
authorities and councils?”

Sharing experiences
Ruth Strange explained

how she came to set up the
wholefood co-op Sound 
Bites in Derby: “I moved to
Derby where there weren’t any
independent wholefood stores.
So we set up Sound Bites. It’s
very much about being
organic, Fairtrade, using low-
level packaging, cruelty-free.

“And now, with the Whole-
food Shop Action Network
(WSAN), we’re trying to 
take the aims of the shop
further and wider. It’s about
increasing access to ethical
food and supporting positive
social change, and creating a
forum where retailers can share
their experiences and help
build a wider resource for all
our customers.”

‘Being more than a shop’ –
three retailers’ inspiring stories

Editor’s comment

13-14 April 2014
Grand Hall | Olympia
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New rules on organic
labelling on the way

The European Commission (EC) is never one
to miss a good opportunity for cross-
promotion and it was presumably with April’s
highly successful Natural & Organic Products
Europe in mind that it released a new
proposed regulation on organic food
production and the labelling of products.

The heart may sink at the prospect of yet
another European regulation covering this
sector. One of the recurrent themes that has
appeared in this space over the years is the
damaging impact of European regulation
after directive after regulation. The opacity of
the decision-making process combined with
the attempt to design one law for the widely
different needs of various European Union
Member States often creates enormous
uncertainty, harming businesses and
consumers alike.

This proposal is one born of the success
of the industry over the last decade or so:
despite an ongoing economic crisis, the
organic sector in the EU has grown four-fold,
whilst the amount of land devoted to organic
food production has doubled. So, the
commission has decided new regulation is
needed to ensure the sustainable
development of the industry.

Clarification of rules
I won’t go into too much detail on the
proposals themselves, but some of 
the suggested changes appear to be a
welcome effort to clarify and harmonize
rules. On the issue of organic production, for
example, the EC is looking to strengthen and
harmonize the rules removing various
exemptions and derogations that are
currently allowed.

Similarly, in the field of official controls,
the commission wants to reinforce the risk-
based approach, removing the requirement
for a mandatory annual physical verification
of compliance of all operators, and increase
transparency with regard to fees that may be
collected for the controls.

Alongside the proposal, the EC has
published an action plan to support the
growth of the organic farming sector, setting
out the steps that will be taken over the next
few years. These include the publication of a
document presenting the rules applicable to
organic production, processors and trade;
the development of a system of electronic
certification for import; and the development
and implementation of an organic fraud
prevention policy, among other measures.

Clarity and commitment to cut down on
the sort of food fraud which can imperil the
organic sector’s reputation is all welcome.
But some in the EU are uneasy that new
rules may be far too burdensome, and there
are ominous rumblings from the two big EU
powers, France and Germany, that they are
particularly dissatisfied.

As ever with the EU though, don’t expect
too much to happen too quickly – it is
unlikely that the regulation will become law
before the end of 2015. The proposal has
only just been published and now has to go
to the unwieldy 750+ member European
Parliament, which may well want to attach
various amendments to it. After this scrutiny
process – which will be delayed by the May
Parliamentary elections – the European
Council, which is made up of representatives
from the 28 Member States, will then have
its say.

The debate will start soon, so now is the
time for the organic sector to start looking at
this proposed law – advantages and
disadvantages – and see how it can
influence its development, maximizing
opportunities and identifying threats.

Despite the stirrings of criticism, this
proposed regulation and action plan can be
seen as a vote of confidence from the EC in
the EU’s organic sector – and given the
crowds that flocked to Natural & Organic
Products Europe 2014 in April, why not?

Follow Chris on twitter at @CllrWhitehouse

Regular updates and analysis from leading political affairs
commentator Chris Whitehouse

New EU regulations on organic food production and labelling present the sector with
potential disadvantages – but also advantages. 

THE DEPARTMENT for
Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs (DEFRA) has given the
go-ahead for scientists to
grow GM plants engineered
to offer protection against
heart disease.

Statutory consent has
been granted to Rothamsted
Research in Hertfordshire to
carry out a small-scale field
trial of GM camelina plants,
modified to produce omega-3
polyunsaturated fatty acids in
its seed oils. The trial, said to
be the first field trial of
nutrient-enriched crops in the
UK, is due to start this spring
and run until 2017.

Omega-3s have long been
known to be beneficial for

heart health and protect
against heart disease, and
the trial is being heralded as
one possible answer to the
problem of over-fishing.

But Emma Hockridge, Soil
Association head of policy,
said: “This is a waste of
scarce public funds ... two
non-GM omega-3-producing
crops are already available to
UK farmers.

DEFRA green-lights GM plant trial

Chris Whitehouse is MD of leading political and communications consultancy
www.whitehouseconsulting.co.uk and is an advisor to Consumers for Health Choice
and the European Specialist Sports Nutrition Alliance. 

A NEW breed of ‘free-range
shopper’ is emerging as
Britain’s retail landscape
undergoes radical change,
says rewards app Shopitize.

Indiscriminate, savvy and
retailer-neutral, the free-
range shopper is part of a
growing shopping
phenomenon created by the
“explosion of choice, price
wars and discounters”.

Shopitize says the free-
range shopper displays four

main characteristics. They:
▪ aren’t loyal to one retailer
▪ shop at their convenience,

are value sensitive and
brand agnostic

▪ have no qualms about
shopping for line-caught
cod at Waitrose, and then
picking up pasta sauce 
at Aldi

▪ are savvy shoppers who
are inclined to a bargain,
but are not controlled by
that prospect.

Indiscriminate, savvy,
retailer-neutral – introducing
the ‘free-range shopper’

FOLLOWING a study by
researchers at University
College London showing
that eating seven or more
portions of fruit and veg per
day better protects against
the risk of death than the
current five-a-day guideline,
a leading academic says the
five-a-day message works
and should stay.

Although admitting that
the research was “well
done”, Cambridge
University’s Dr Nita Forouhi
added: “A change to
increase the current five-a-

day message to seven or
more a day on the basis of
this study is not warranted.
There is no strong evidence
for such a change, and the
suggestion by some
quarters to consider
changing the message to
ten-a-day is simply not
supported by the data.

“Current efforts will
therefore be better spent 
in getting the population
intake to meet the guideline
of eating at least five-a-
day, which offers a win-win
for all,” she said.

Five-a-day should stay
says top academic 
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