
 

 
 

 
UPSTREAM: Local and seasonal sourcing initiatives 

 
 
Description 
 
In response to increasing consumer demand for fresh, locally produced food and drink, many retailers 
source regional, local or seasonal products, where possible. 
 
Food transport is a complex and important issue: overall transport of food is increasing, leading to growing 
emissions. For certain product groups – such as fruits and vegetables, which typically have relatively low 
environmental impacts associated with outdoor production – transport plays a significant role in the overall 
environmental impact. Therefore sourcing food products locally can reduce transportation. 
 
There is no universally agreed definition of local sourcing or the geographical limits to which it relates. Welsh 
Assembly Government has proposed this definition of local sourcing “The purchasing of food and drink 
through various parts of the supply chain, that are located as close to the point of consumption 
as reasonably possible, in the light of the needs, resources and strategic priorities of the sourcing 
organisation” (Welsh Assembly Government 2009)  
 
 
Potential for positive environmental impact 
 
The direct environmental, economic and social costs of food transport in the EU are estimated to be over £9 
billion per-year (EEA 2008). However, transport represents only 11% of life-cycle greenhouse gas emissions 
for food. In particular, final delivery from producer to retailer represents only a small share (Weber and 
Matthews 2008). International goods and ingredients may sometimes be produced under less-than optimal 
environmental standards, and few globally integrated retailers integrated are in the position to have a close 
control.  
 
 
Prevalence and future potential 
 
Many large retailers source regional, local or seasonal products where possible, with a few of them also 
labelling the relevant products as locally or seasonally produced. However, further work is needed on the 
issues of food miles, international trade and the connection to sustainable development, in order to fully 
understand the sustainability of different products (ETC/SCP 2011). 
 
Kesko offers local fish in some stores (Kesko 2010). In Sweden many retailers are doing work in this area. 
Hemköp och PrisXtra are actively looking for local suppliers. Frukt- och grönt has made contract with local 
potato suppliers in different parts of Sweden so that potatoes do not have to be unnecessarily transported to 
central storage. See case study.  
 
 
Pros and cons 
 
Pros: 

• Selling local food products reduces food miles and can reduce overall environmental impacts for 
certain food products, such as fresh vegetables (Food Ethics Council, 2008) 

• Local sourcing may create local jobs 
 

 
Cons:  
 

• For other product groups transport is not an environmental priority area – for example, meat and 
dairy products have a high overall environmental impact, most of which are connected to the 
agricultural production phase; it is therefore important not to overstate the climate benefits of short 
supply chains compared with more significant priority areas e.g. of production (Food Ethics Council, 
2008). 



 

 
 

• In some cases it can be more sustainable to source food internationally. Considering global warming 
potential (GWP), imports from countries where resource productivity is greater will lead to less total 
GWP than local products (AEA et al. 2008).  
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