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Horsemeat 
contamination
A different kind  
of food web
The crisis about beef contaminated with 
horsemeat is just the latest in a series of 
food scandals. What does it tell us about 
the geography of our food?

The ‘geography of food’ is an 
interesting topic, especially if 
you enjoy food from around 

the world. Recently food issues in 
geography have tended to be envi-
ronmental, for example: 
•	 the carbon footprint from food 

miles
•	 the energy intensity of modern 

commercial farming
•	 exports of ‘virtual water’

A less obvious concern is the 
tortuous, complex journey food 
makes from farm to plate. This is 
different from distance travelled in 
kilometres. It does not always involve 
globally significant distances, but 
a complex ‘food web’ made up of 
numerous journeys and players (see 
the diagram). 

The horsemeat 
food web
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producer, the retailer and the consumer. These complex 
‘food webs’ appear to make contamination and fraud 
more likely. It is yet to be seen whether the scandal will 
have a lasting impact on some brands and retailers.

Activities
1 The EU food industry is highly regulated, partly 

as a result of previous crises such as salmonella, 
BSE and outbreaks of E coli. If horsemeat 
contamination and fraud is possible in this 
regulated environment, was else is going on 
that we don’t know about? Discuss.

2 Consider to what degree other countries 
around the world view the outcry as a ‘storm 
in a horse-box’. After all, horsemeat is widely 
consumed in Austria, Japan, Kazakhstan, Italy 
and Canada (Quebec). Much of our intolerance 
of horsemeat in our food results from horses 
being thought of as pets in the UK.

3 More regulation, testing and banning of 
cheap ‘fillers’ in processed food could lead to 
increases in some food prices. Who would this 
affect the most?

Weblinks to follow up
You can explore horsemeat as a food around the 
world at: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Horse_meat

The Guardian online has a useful Q&A about the 
scandal at: http://tinyurl.com/c5ahzgd and there are 
interesting links here to other food issues, as well as 
an interactive guide to Europe’s horsemeat trade at: 
http://tinyurl.com/couolko

Tracing food sources
The contamination of beef with horsemeat seems to 
have happened entirely within the highly regulated food 
industry of the EU. The complex web of connections 
and third-party suppliers has made it difficult to trace 
ingredients back to their source. But it does not have to 
be this way.

Food traceability and provenance can be a selling 
point, and not just for local butchers and farm shops: 
•	 The fish company John West (www.john-west.co.uk) 

advertises the fact that each can of fish it sells can be 
traced back to the boat that caught the fish.

•	 Morrisons’ recent ‘Ant and Dec’ adverts stress 
the relationship between the farmer and the 
supermarket. 

Contamination: no simple cause
There seem to be a number of causes of the horsemeat 
contamination. On the face of it, criminal activity 
and a desire to defraud seem likely. But is supply and 
demand really the root cause?
•	 Has recession-mired, austerity Europe created ever-

higher demand for ultra-low-priced ready meals?
•	 Is the increased supply of horsemeat a result of the 

banning of horse-drawn traffic on some Romanian 
roads?

•	 Has the EU directive banning the supply of 
desinewed meat to the food industry (see http://

tinyurl.com/acqvvkp) increased demand for a cheap 
replacement?

Big business
Food retailers work hard on their public image, 
and a scandal such as this can damage reputations. 
Supermarket chains advertise the quality of their food 
and the variety and freshness of products. They link 
themselves closely with cooking and TV chefs (Delia, 
Heston, Jamie). 

These reassuring advertising campaigns do not 
mention that many supermarkets and food producers 
(such as Findus) have long supply chains putting the 
source of raw ingredients at arms length from the 
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