
 
 

 

Supply Cha!nge – Make Supermarkets Fair:  

Investigating ethical consumption in purchasing and global supply chains 

 

Workshop Report 

 

On 28th May 2015, Think Global hosted a training workshop to investigate ethical consumption in 

purchasing and global supply chains. The workshop took place as part of the European Year for 

Development and the Europe-wide Supply Cha!nge project, which seeks to raise awareness about the 

ethics of supply chains to the major supermarkets across Europe. Think Global is a partner in the three-

year Supply Cha!nge project, and it was great to stage the workshop as our first major activity. 

The session brought together diverse guests from the NGO and education sectors to discuss the 

following: 

1. The ethics of UK supermarkets 

2. The causes and symptoms of the current supply chain model 

3. The actions we can take 

To get people thinking about the role ethics plays within UK supermarkets, Monika Kruesmann (Think 

Global’s Head of Programmes) asked participants to rank the major supermarkets in the UK based on 

ethics – the range of responses showed very different ideas and awareness about which supermarkets 

perform best, and why!   

Samantha Aidoo from Jesuit Missions raised the question of what constitutes ethics, and suggested 

that the factors needing to be measured in order to label a business as ethical can be as broad or as 

narrow as we wish. For example, they may include transparency and reporting; or commitment to 

organic produce or fairtrade; or supporting local farmers; or minimal food packaging and recycling 

wastage. Perhaps this fluidity is in part responsible for the fact that Ethical Consumer’s recent report 

and ranking of UK supermarkets showed none scored above 6 out of 20 – surely evidence of a need 

for attention!  

The real life implications of this were brought starkly to guests’ minds by a powerful Channel 4 

documentary clip that was shared during the workshop. Uncovered: The migrant workers suffering for 

your salad showed the human cost of poor production and farm conditions. 

Participants discussed in detail the different symptoms of dysfunction in today’s supermarket supply 

chains. Namely, workers’ rights, environmental issues, animal welfare and politics; and why these 

issues have become important.   

Judy Ling Wong from the Black Environment Network highlighted the importance of trade unions in 

the context of labour rights. For many, the ability to organise collectively is their only option for 
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confronting the power of large corporations; but in some countries even that option is impossible due 

to intimidation, violence, or simply bureaucracy.  

The complexity inherent in a multi-player supply chain led guests to consider where responsibility for 

ethics rests. Alec Leggat from the Salvation Army argued that the corporate sector needs a moral 

compass when determining their actions. However, Roger-Wynne Dyke of The Expedition Project 

stated that surely there is a high level of power which lies with the consumers. Consumers can have a 

significant impact if they are united in their efforts for a more ethical supply chain. For example, there 

is the idea of seasonal eating: today’s consumer expects salad all year round, which has adverse ethical 

and environmental impact. However, as Zaria Greenhill from Sustainable Schools Consulting pointed 

out, consumers have the power to make different food choices, which can in turn affect the amount 

of produce grown out-of-season in unsustainable ways. 

On a happier note, guests also had the opportunity to consider actions and initiatives that can improve 

ethics in supermarket supply chains. As well as astute purchasing decisions, consumers can also put 

pressure on supermarkets, and indeed regulators, by joining campaigns and boycotts.  

One interesting point concerned the use of ethical kitemarks (small symbols or picture placed on 

product packaging to indicate a particular characteristic or quality of the goods). While these can help 

consumers make informed purchases and choices, Alia Alzougbi from HEC also pointed out that often, 

there is a cost associated with being able to claim and display a kitemark, and many small businesses 

are unable to afford this – despite the fact that they operate ethically. Therefore, a responsibility 

remains with consumers to ask supermarkets and other suppliers about where and how produce have 

been sourced.  

Faaria Ahmad, Think Global’s Programme Manager with lead responsibility for the Supply Cha!inge 

project, discussed in more detail the campaigning options for organisations and individuals seeking to 

make an effective and long-lasting impact. A number of campaign charities have a focus on worker’s 

rights and ethical trading. Through boycotts, petitions and writing to local MPs and MEPs and raising 

awareness about these issues can make a difference. Furthermore, promoting alternative options (like 

shopping at independent stores, or using farm-to-table food delivery programmes) can help to raise 

the profile of smaller businesses and put a focus on sustainable ethical models.  

In raising awareness and training others, Kate Jones from Fairtrade Foundation discussed how to 

engage young people on fairtrade issues. She highlighted that young people are ready and willing to 

be a part of the engagement and future narrative; we just need to find the right methods, and 

approach them at the right level. 

We appreciated everyone’s attendance at the workshop, and are very grateful for for their support 

for Think Global and the European Year for Development. Also a big thanks to Kate Jones for speaking 

on behalf of Fairtrade Foundation.  

As we move forward, we plan to campaign for the Supply Cha!nge Project and find more ways to raise 

awareness about supermarket supply chains. For more information about the project, including the 

Eurovision of Food photography competition and the Action Day in November, please contact Think 

Global’s Programme Manager, Faaria Ahmad at Faaria.ahmad@think-global.org.uk – and WATCH THIS 

SPACE! 
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