Great lettuce crisis is a taste of climate crop chaos to come | New Scientist

16/03/2021, 13:07

French language school
Learn French in a stunning setting in the heart of Paris !
SUBSCRIBE AND SAVE 59%

Great lettuce crisis is a taste of climate crop chaos
to come
The UK's lettuce shortage is a stark warning of how even the world's wealthy will find their
food supply disrupted by climate change

EARTH | COMMENT 9 February 2017
By Olive Heffernan

Yes, we have no lettuce
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Yes, we have no lettuce
Victoria Jones/PA Wire/PA Images

Severe snowfall across southern Spain has devastated crops, squeezing supplies of
vegetables such as broccoli, spinach and courgettes (zucchini) reaching the UK. Some
supermarkets are resorting to rationing – notably of iceberg lettuce, limited to three per
customer in one big chain.
With shortages expected to last until spring, and big price hikes on the cards, the
“lettuce crisis” has come as a shock to most consumers. Some have turned to panic
buying, hoarding leafy greens where possible, although a few are even reselling them to
hard-hit restaurants and cafes. Others, however – such as celebrity gardener Alan
Titchmarsh – have welcomed a rare opportunity for the British public to contemplate
where, exactly, their food comes from.
As it turns out, half of all vegetables eaten in the UK are grown overseas. In winter, most
come from southern Spain’s Murcia, Almeria and Valencia regions. But recent extreme
weather, including flooding, snow and poor light, have left entire fields of salad crops
lying frozen, to spoil, in the solid ground.
If there’s one thing this can teach us, it’s the extent to which climate change can wreak
havoc on food grown for the world’s wealthy. Europe is likely to see far more freak
weather events of this sort, if global temperatures increase by 2 °C.
ADVERTISING

Yet most of us cling to the idea that in a warmer world, food shortages will be a problem
for someone else, somewhere else. We assume they will particularly affect those who
already struggle to feed themselves – the world’s most vulnerable, in Africa and parts of
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already struggle to feed themselves – the world’s most vulnerable, in Africa and parts of
Asia – whose staple crops will probably struggle. Or the peasants of Mexico who, in
recent years, took to the streets amid a “tortilla crisis” as the price of maize soared.
Make no mistake, the world’s poor will be the worst affected. But rarely do we see
ourselves as part of this problem, one in which courgettes and iceberg lettuces become
luxuries, or have to be swapped for plain old cabbages and turnips. Perhaps that’s why
we are so desperately under-prepared for the shortages and price spikes that may ensue
in a climate-altered future.
Recently, the UK government came under fire from the Food Ethics Council, a UK
charity, for failing to heed a warning of the urgent need to protect the UK food system
against the threat of climate change.
The warning was issued last year in a report by the Committee on Climate Change – an
independent advisory body based in London. It listed food security as one of the six top
climate risks to the UK, and called for policy changes to deal with possible price rises.
The government dismissed the concerns, arguing that “the resilience of food supply
chains is regularly tested by severe weather and other events, and consistently performs
well”.
In light of the lettuce crisis – which surely indicates otherwise – the government would
be prudent to rethink its position.
The public, too, might want to face up to the idea that neither we, nor our lettuces, are
immune to the climate threats gathering on the horizon.

More on these topics:

climate change

food and drink

https://www.newscientist.com/article/2120875-great-lettuce-crisis-is-a-taste-of-climate-crop-chaos-to-come/

Page 3 of 8

Great lettuce crisis is a taste of climate crop chaos to come | New Scientist

TRENDING

LATEST

16/03/2021, 13:07

VIDEO

FREE

Covid-19 news: Germany, France and Italy suspend AstraZeneca
vaccine

1

A Japanese spacecraft bombed an asteroid and it barely flinched

2

Ancient 'computer' may have used bejewelled rings to model the
cosmos

3

Colorado's legal cannabis farms emit more carbon than its coal
mines

4

Fingerprint ridges carry nerve endings that make us hypersensitive

5

https://www.newscientist.com/article/2120875-great-lettuce-crisis-is-a-taste-of-climate-crop-chaos-to-come/

Page 4 of 8

Great lettuce crisis is a taste of climate crop chaos to come | New Scientist

16/03/2021, 13:07

Magazine issue 3113 , published 18 February
2017

SUBSCRIBE
VIEW IN THE APP

Previous article

Next article

How to build better sex robots: stop making
them look human

Science stood apart from politics for a long
time, not any more

Watch Takes Ireland by Storm
Ireland Seniors Are Wearing New
49€ Sma"Watch to Stay Safe and
Healthy

MORE FROM NEW SCIENTIST
HEALTH

https://www.newscientist.com/article/2120875-great-lettuce-crisis-is-a-taste-of-climate-crop-chaos-to-come/

Page 5 of 8

Great lettuce crisis is a taste of climate crop chaos to come | New Scientist

16/03/2021, 13:07

Covid-19 news: Germany, France and Italy suspend AstraZeneca vaccine
SPONSORED

Get excited about the future of food and agriculture
TECHNOLOGY

https://www.newscientist.com/article/2120875-great-lettuce-crisis-is-a-taste-of-climate-crop-chaos-to-come/

Page 6 of 8

Great lettuce crisis is a taste of climate crop chaos to come | New Scientist

16/03/2021, 13:07

UK still using racially biased passport tool despite available update
TECHNOLOGY

Small device could warn you if you've been too still at your desk
PROMOTED STORIES
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2120875-great-lettuce-crisis-is-a-taste-of-climate-crop-chaos-to-come/

Page 7 of 8

Great lettuce crisis is a taste of climate crop chaos to come | New Scientist

Are You Chronically
Constipated? Want
Relief?

16/03/2021, 13:07

Doctor Urges: If You Have Arthritis or Joint Pain?
If You Have Any Of These
Arthritis, Do This Now
Doctor Says Do This First 29 Toys Around, You Just
Thing Each Morning
Became Rich
Nutrivia

Life & Plants Magazine

Jupiter Laboratories

Housecoast
Recommended by

Contact us

Coronavirus: customer update Help About us Privacy & cookies
Cookie preferences Terms & conditions

Advertise

Write for us

Gift subscriptions

Events

Science jobs

Syndication

RSS feeds

Student subscriptions Educational subscriptions
Corporate subscriptions

GET THE APP

FOLLOW US

© Copyright New Scientist Ltd.

Back to top

https://www.newscientist.com/article/2120875-great-lettuce-crisis-is-a-taste-of-climate-crop-chaos-to-come/

Page 8 of 8

