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Alexander the Great, King of Macedonia, once ruled much of the world known to ancient Western civilization. He rolled over resisting tribes and cities from the Danube to Greece, and was welcomed as the ruler of Egypt. After spilling lots of blood in the city of Thebes, the humbled Greeks invited him to lead their war against Persia. When Alexander accepted, a crowd of notables, politicians and philosophers came to ingratiate themselves and offer congratulations; but the well-known philosopher Diogenes was not among them. He was a thinker in the Greek Cynic tradition – the word is not meant here in its modern sense of ‘pessimistic and bitter’, but describes one whose ethics told him to live in accordance with nature and to exhort reason, self-sufficiency and freedom. Curious, Alexander sought out Diogenes and found him sunbathing. Approaching with utmost courtesy and politeness, the king asked him if there was any favour he could grant him. ‘Yes,’ replied the philosopher, ‘you can get out of my light.’





INTRODUCTION



Every Little Helps


Here are two apples


in one I smell the meadow


the second, nothing


 


It can take a North American to tell you about the ground beneath your feet. Every Christmas, British families gather to take part in a cultural tradition – not the token visit to church, the family argument or the orgy of materialism, but a ritual of anti-corporate awareness-raising. This is the true history of the iconic game of Monopoly as Francis Moore Lappé, author of the classic 1971 book Diet for a Small Planet, pointed out in a casual conversation. Each Christmas holiday, having forced reluctant parents and siblings into playing the game, I would sit smugly grasping my wad of fake banknotes behind rows of streets lined with houses and hotels. Either that, or I would bewail my fall into poverty and landless destitution. I took it to be what the game’s modern-day manufacturers see it as: a celebration of brutal, winner-take-all markets. As the rules said, ‘The idea of the game is to buy and rent or sell property so profitably that one becomes the wealthiest player and eventually monopolist.’


Unsurprisingly perhaps, growing up in suburban Essex, I didn’t come across the fact that the game was actually invented by a Quaker called Elizabeth Magie-Phillips in 1903 to teach the evils of land speculation and the tendency of badly regulated markets to create monopolies. Lizzie Magie’s early game had properties called Beggarman’s Court, Lonely Lane, Easy Street and, curiously, Slambang Trolly. If you trespassed on Lord Blueblood’s estate, you went to prison. Another corner of the board had a Poorhouse. In place of the now-usual stations and utilities, in a nod to the concerns of her time about robber-baron businessmen, there were coal- and oilfields, farmlands and forests. Income for basic goods could be collected on squares marked ‘absolute necessity’. Before being swiped by a sharp sales rep during the Great Depression and sold as his own idea to a games manufacturer, the game acquired folk status among Quaker communities. Many developed their own variations of the rules and street names, but all the early players understood the game’s true purpose.


The clue was a property name in Magie’s design: George Street. Like many of her contemporaries she was a ‘single taxer’, a follower of the ideas of the colourful, radical economist Henry George. The game was explicitly devised to teach his ideas. George was a former seaman and itinerant printer who developed his theories working as a journalist in nineteenth-century San Francisco. There he witnessed at first hand the fallout from an earlier era of globalization. He wrote about the suffering of bonded immigrant Chinese labour, the land grabbing of the railroads and the injustice of unearned income linked to land speculation and landlordism. His simplistic solution to all these ills was a ‘single tax’ on land to effect the redistribution of wealth.


If you hunt around the Internet today you will find a game called Anti-Monopoly. Developed and sold by a retired American economics lecturer, and following a long legal dispute with Monopoly’s current makers, it seeks to restore something of the game’s original purpose and put its history straight.


Similarly, our modern problem of emerging monopolies is a struggle of memory against forgetting. A strong element in the success human civilization is our adaptability. The downside is that we quickly acclimatize to circumstances that are far from ideal. Once something appears to become the natural order, it’s difficult for many to imagine how else things could be organized. So it is with the supermarket capture of our days. In a human life, along with shelter, little is more important than how we meet our basic needs for food, drink and a few other essentials (Lizzie Magie’s ‘absolute necessities’). The way they are controlled carries with it a sort of DNA for society. It determines how we relate to our neighbourhoods, and whether communities thrive or decline. It sets out how towns and cities relate to the countryside. To an extent, it determines how we think about ourselves, either as passive consumers or active citizens.


At the very least, it matters that the gene pool stays rich and diverse. We all know what happens when you start to breed from one that is too restricted. This is the problem to which this book is addressed, namely: What happens when you grow an economy from ever-shrinking combinations of retail genes?


To be clear from the outset, this is unapologetically a case against the current and growing domination of the supermarkets. The major players all have multimillion-pound advertising budgets for self-promotion in newspapers and on billboards, radio and television. Together they have thousands of stores in which, unedited and unquestioned, they can also put forth their side of the story. This is the other side; at least, it is one alternative version of events. It is also an invitation to think differently about how we shape things to meet our daily needs.


For the sake of clarity, let’s deal briefly with a few of the most common arguments supermarkets make in self-justification. Then, balancing the case made in the rest of the book with your own life experience, the reader can decide for him- or herself. Many other issues to do with choice, value and jobs, for example, are treated in more detail in the following chapters.


Supermarkets argue that proof of their popularity is in the number of customers who shop at their stores. On one level, this is an empirically ridiculous argument. People need food, and if most other grocery shops have been put out of business there is little choice left but to shop at a supermarket. This argument is like a motorway making a similar claim according to the number of cars driving on it. In itself, this doesn’t tell you whether it is a good or bad thing, merely that the road is used. It ignores whether there might be a better way to get around, or what the impact of the motorway is.


Actually, most surveys reflect the fact that the majority of people want a good balance of both: they want a healthy range of local shops as well as the ability to visit a supermarket. The massive loss of independent, local shops is the result of several dynamics. Partly, it’s an unintended consequence of changing shopping patterns. Nowhere is it written on the sliding supermarket doors that by crossing the threshold your vibrant, distinctive, local economy will begin to wither. It’s also the result of numerous anti-competitive practices by the supermarkets, plus a range of rules, subsidies and decisions about infrastructure that work in their favour.


Moreover, the amount of ‘positive feedback’ is unrecognized by most policymakers and economists (here, ‘positive’ doesn’t imply ‘good’, just that one thing feeds off another); this means that beyond a certain point of dominance, the market fails and supermarket dominance becomes self-reinforcing whether the job the companies are doing is good, bad or awful. History is littered with examples of winners who were not the best in their fields, from the ‘Qwerty’ keyboard designed to actually slow down typing to the triumph of the VHS video format over the superior Betamax; from the privatized UK telephone directory enquiry services in which one provider, 118 118, became the market leader despite being one of the most expensive and only eighth in a league table of accuracy,1 to broadband providers of which, again, the largest are not the best.


The reason this occurs is that real people almost never behave like the ‘rational actors’ of conventional theory, which states that the wider economy can be understood from the behaviour of lone individuals and is, unfortunately, the basis for how our economy is managed. One less orthodox economist put it down to experiments with ants (though he did allow for the fact that people can be a little more complicated).2 Research was done in which ants were given the choice of different food sources at equal distances from their nest. There was no reason for any individual source to be more advantageous than any other. On this basis, assuming normal probability and rational behaviour, each source would be chosen by a roughly equal number of ants. In reality, nothing like that happened. Instead of a 50–50 split one source would end up getting nearly all the visitors for a time before the ants’ collective choice flipped.


What appeared to be happening was that a few random acts and choices early on in the experiment set up a self-reinforcing process that led to a dominant outcome: the ants copied each other. After a while, a new dynamic was created, the balance shifted and the pendulum swung back again.


Under experimental conditions, however, there were no structural changes in the availability of the food sources. A pile of rice winning ant popularity at one moment could later become the loser. The difference with a real, human marketplace should be clear. A range of often arcane decisions at national and local levels on everything from road-building, to store sizes and pricing policy, coupled with a playing field that is anything but level, set in motion a self-reinforcing dynamic of supermarket dominance. Size brings with it the opportunity to dominate markets, set terms and conditions, advertise on national television and gain direct, influential access to decision-makers. There’s also the power to control the supply chain, and certain unearned benefits such as access to cheap money to build even more stores. Because of this, in the human marketplace, the pendulum doesn’t swing back. You get a monopoly, or Tescopoly.


The other basic claim made by supermarkets, and a major reason they have been let off by regulators, is that they provide cheap food – especially important to people living in real and relative poverty. But here too, things are less straightforward than they seem. Fresh fruit and vegetables, for example, are typically cheaper at no-nonsense street markets. These in turn tend to be good training grounds for enterprise, better at providing information about what they sell, flexible about prices and operating more in harmony with other local shops.


Yet planning decisions can work against them in favour of supermarkets, as happened at Queen’s Market in the East End of London, as we shall see later. Some research shows that when supermarket branches open in areas where other food shops are lacking, the consumption of fruit and vegetables goes up. But this is as useful an observation as pointing out that thirsty people will drink water if you locate a tap where none stood previously. It also leaves unaddressed the forces that created the food desert in the first place. (Step forward, the rise of out-of-town shopping centres driven by the supermarkets.) Even here, the truth can be very different from the hype. In late 2006 the National Consumer Council assessed supermarket performance on providing the nation with healthy food. It found that, in particular, ‘Low-income consumers are being short-changed on health. Many economy range foods contain more salt, fat and sugar than their standard equivalents.’ The survey also revealed that there were fewer low-price promotions on healthy products in supermarket outlets most likely to be used by low-income shoppers.3 That said, household spending on food and drink has fallen steadily over more than two decades. In 1982 we spent 21 pence in the pound on food and non-alcoholic drinks; by 2005 that had fallen to 16 pence.4


But much of this book argues that there is no such thing as cheap food. It usually means that someone or something else, like the environment, is paying the price. Investigative writers like Felicity Lawrence and Joanna Blythman, in their respective books Not on the Label: What Really Goes into the Food on Your Plate and Shopped: The Shocking Power of British Supermarkets, have detailed the impact of supermarket methods on food quality. However, it doesn’t stop there. When you add up the supermarkets’ impact on local distinctiveness, local businesses, jobs and the social glue that holds communities together, I believe they contribute to a culture of poverty. By way of response to such criticism, supermarkets use the ‘clawback of trade’ argument, which suggests that town centre stores (already something of a distraction: the central thrust of Tesco’s business model is building more edge- and out-of-town hypermarkets) attract customers to other local shops. In specific circumstances this might be true, such as when local shops don’t compete with the supermarkets’ range of products and when the road layout encourages it. But supermarket ranges are so large these days that few opportunities are left for others, and town layouts can just as easily cut small shops off. Any benefits are, regardless, minuscule when measured against the devastation wrought on independent local shops by the overall impact of the chain stores.


Here, then, is a summary of key arguments in this book. It’s an attempt, at times quite personal, to redress the daily barrage of phoney cheer and self-serving propaganda (sorry, advertising) thrown at us by the major retailers. After all, every little helps.


Shopping in supermarkets gets us down; according to a survey in The Grocer, more people seem to experience a range of negative emotions in Tesco than at other major supermarkets. Under pressure from the anti-competitive practices of the supermarkets,5 small, independent retailers are passing through a ‘mass extinction event’ at the hands of the supermarkets – and in the process an important part of the social glue that holds communities together is being dissolved.


Over time, a buildup of changes, each one apparently relatively innocuous, has turned the country into a ‘free-fire zone’ for the supermarkets. The result is businesses that feel they have the right to do what they want, when, where and how they want to do it. Changes to shopping hours, planning rules, how goods are priced, regulations on special sectors like pharmacy and attitudes toward monopoly have all conspired to create the corporate equivalent of overgrown teenagers who think the world revolves around them. Now, regardless of the impacts on others, senior supermarket executives expect to be able to sell anything at any price, anywhere, at any time, and from stores of any size.


The big, centralized logistical operations of the supermarkets are driving the homogenization of business, shopping, eating, farming, food, the landscape, the environment and our daily lives. In the process, Britain is being sucked into a vortex of US-style, chain store-led, clone retailing, both in towns and in faceless, soulless ‘big-box’ out-of-town shopping parks. They are spreading like ‘invasive species’ spread in nature, lacking checks and balances and killing off diversity and ‘native’ (in other words, local) species. Tesco is the largest driving force – if not the only guilty party – behind the spread of clone towns in Britain. The store’s already monopolistic control of the British grocery market is set to get even more suffocating, with huge further growth already planned and underway. Ironically, Tesco seems to cling on to an image of itself as an upstart and a maverick outsider. It may be a genuine delusion or a trick, like the politician who uses outsider-status as a veil behind which to hide real power.


Whenever supermarkets may boast about creating employment, they hide the fact that someone else is paying the cost, through jobs lost as a result of smaller shops going bust or suppliers broken by the supermarkets’ unreasonable demands. So-called low prices also drive low pay, long hours and the casualization of the workforce all along the supply chain. Coupled with their impact on town centres and other retailers, the supermarkets are, in effect, pushing a social and economic culture of poverty.


In wealthy Britain, farmers and suppliers live in fear of the power of Tesco. Now Tesco is moving into less-developed Central and Eastern Europe, and into developing countries in Asia. Across Asia there are hundreds of millions of small-scale farmers who have even fewer defences against Tesco’s ability to control the market. The store is symptomatic of a wider problem in the global economy. In every sector, a shrinking number of ever-bigger corporations are wresting and centralizing control of the market. Similar if varied stories could be written about the French Carrefour, the Dutch Ahold, the German Metro and the US stores Kroger, Home Depot and Wal-Mart.


The supermarkets’ global business model, increasingly built on sourcing from poor countries around the world as they diversify into selling things other than food, and dependent on energy-intensive production and distribution, is set to walk into the ‘perfect storm’ of climate change and permanently high and rising oil prices.


In terms of the original purpose of the corporation, which was to encourage people to invest in projects of public interest, the legal form of the corporation has become a living corpse – a walking zombie. Hope that voluntary ‘corporate responsibility’ would answer public mistrust of multinationals died along with it. It is time to re-invent the corporation so that it works to the benefit of the whole of society. A ‘corporate reformation’ is overdue. Investigations by official regulators into Britain’s biggest retailers will show whether or not these officials have become an arm of the industry they are supposed to regulate, or whether they are prepared to meet the challenge of steadily growing monopolies.


On the brighter side, in Britain and the US national rebellions are growing, made up of hundreds of community campaigns set to challenge the supermarket steamrollers. Well over 100 individual campaigns in Britain are focused on Tesco alone. The first signs of a turning tide are beginning to emerge. At the time of writing, the latest consumer research showed customer loyalty to the company to be either stagnant or in decline. Popularity was lowest among younger shoppers, boding badly for Tesco in the future.6


Ever since the 1960s, that decade has been the scapegoat of choice among a certain class of commentator alluding to any example of social breakdown. To understand what really destroys community cohesion, however, I think we’ve been looking in the wrong place. Communities are held together by thousands of threads that directly connect people in social, cultural and economic interactions; but real, face-to-face human relationships that occur in the neighbourhood are being designed out in countless, seemingly insignificant ways. They’re going because an economic system that is meant to be our servant has instead become our master, and it sees people too often as costly and inefficient. The cash machine replaces the bank clerk; automated voice-activation stands in for someone at the end of a phone. Unlike local shops, the supermarkets buy in services and goods with logistics that are remote, centralized and automatic. Even at the till – the last post of human interaction – they’re switching to auto-checkout.


Over time, with less and less direct human contact through a vibrant, distinctive and locally rooted network of shops, cafes and services, we become strangers to the people we live around. Then it spirals. We feel less connected to and therefore less inclined to invest time and energy into the community. We retreat into virtual electronic worlds where fewer social and emotional skills are needed than the full spectrum of senses we require for real life.


It almost certainly wasn’t intended to end up like this, but when you turn around and wonder why the idea of community seems to be turning into an item for display in a museum, a large part of the blame must lie at the foot of unmanaged market forces. In the crime caper of ‘who killed community’ and wore away social cohesion, it isn’t a lost decade that should be blamed but an economic system that cannot distinguish between financial price and human cost. The market did it. It’s also possible that the battle to correct this enormous imbalance and to protect the things that matter to us will look different from older struggles. Rather than a clash of left and right, political certainties are breaking down into a fight between big and small.


In some ways the supermarkets take away our choices about where and how to shop, by foreclosing on the possibility of local variety and by only stocking products that fit their fast-turnover model or come from suppliers prepared to accept their terms. In other ways they give us choice paralysis, or choice fatigue. We get lost in aisles of endless jars, tins and ready meals – food remotely mass-produced and stripped of cultural context. All of this is for sale in big, impersonal, self-interested supermarkets that have no concept of limits. In response, we understandably seek more authenticity, a sense of place, connection and human scale. Then there are the problems of climate change, global shortages of water to drink and with which to grow crops, rising drought, threats to agriculture and the need for low-carbon, productive food systems that are controlled by the people most in need. Against these sorts of challenges, supermarkets are looking increasingly out of place in the modern world.


My father ran a small business and voted Conservative. He thought the party was a friend to entrepreneurs like him. His rude awakening came in the early 1980s; the national political embrace, it turned out, was a group hug for the rich and big businesses only.


Shortly after the Labour Party took office, it appeared things might be different. Refreshingly, an enthusiastic new administration looked ready to confront the abuse of corporate power. In 1999 the Chancellor, Gordon Brown, endorsed a campaign to end ‘rip-off Britain’. Speaking at the Party’s annual conference he promised, ‘In the new Britain of enterprise open to all, we will expose and end anti-competitive practices.’ In March 2001, in a meeting with a group of farmers, Prime Minister Tony Blair criticized the supermarkets’ dominance.


Terry Leahy might have become Chief Executive of Tesco the same year that Blair came to office but, publicly at least, the retailer and the government seemed to be heading in different directions. Then it all went quiet – silent, that is, apart from the soft, brushing sound of a revolving door steadily turning.


Behind the scenes, people were on the move. Tesco hired one of Blair’s closest advisers, a strategist called Philip Gould, to shake up its approach to public affairs. His reshuffle also brought the prime minister’s former private secretary David North to Tesco to handle government relations, joining Lucy Neville-Rolfe, who had already brought inside knowledge of government to Tesco from the Cabinet Office in 1997.


When the Labour government was still quite young, Tesco generously helped it out. The government inherited the great plastic folly of London’s Millennium Dome and was desperately short of friends and funds. Then Tesco pledged millions to the Dome. Coincidentally, a proposed tax on shopping centre car parks under discussion in a government paper on transport, which reportedly would have cost the supermarket heavily, was quietly dropped from legislation.


An old (and not very good) joke about American politics had it that the Republicans were the party of big business and the family, whereas the Democrats were just the party of big business. Not far into the long day of Blair’s government, the morning dew of many progressive ambitions quickly evaporated. The same bad joke could almost be made today in Britain, substituting Conservative and Labour for Republican and Democrat. Neither, though, can claim to stand for family and community if they continue to put the interests of global corporations first. The year after Blair said that the supermarkets had the country’s rural livelihoods in an ‘armlock’, Leahy was knighted for his services to British business and became Sir Terry Leahy.


But It’s Not All Their Fault


Belatedly, I should mention an important caveat. I appear to be loading a lot of criticism on to Tesco. But at one level, the company is merely doing what the system, or lack of one, allows it to do, and what City investors expect of it. Its dominance, with all its attendant problems, is merely a logical consequence of a badly designed and failing marketplace. Misplaced priorities mix with confusion about what appropriate economic goals should be.


At a deeper level, Tesco and the other big supermarkets thrive because governments have yet to understand our greatest challenge: how we can meet all our basic needs, including the pursuit of happiness and well-being, while living within the world’s environmental limits. The enterprising management of Tesco couldn’t solve this problem, even if it wanted to. Fundamentally rethinking the legal form of the corporation is not a technocratic issue. It is not even a call for newfangled innovations. It is a call to remember the thinking that heralded the birth of the modern industrial age. Back then, a Scottish academic whose name has been too frequently taken in vain understood that what we needed a ‘moral economy’ to guide the building of a new age. His name was Adam Smith and, surprising as it might seem to people who associate his work with the brutal rise of ‘free market’ economics, he was one of history’s fiercest critics of corporations. If he were alive today, I like to think that after a hard day campaigning against the new corporatism manifested by companies like Tesco, he would sit down in the evening to a nice game of Anti-Monopoly to witness, once again, how people pay when markets fail.





CHAPTER ONE



Identity Theft


‘There is nothing in front but a flat wilderness of standardization either by Bolshevism or Big Business.’


G. K. Chesterton, The Outline Of Sanity, 19271



Quiet Death of the Soul:
Six Months of Your Life in a Supermarket


A part of me is dying. I’m standing in the chilled-food aisle of a Tesco supermarket. I think I can feel my soul wither. But this is my neighbourhood; I should feel comfortable and at home.


On the site of the former South London Hospital for Women, this store was built in 2006 against local opposition and after a long planning dispute. The council and a government planning inspector rejected the supermarket, but Labour Minister Stephen Byers overruled them. Even abandoned, the building had retained a fading pride. Large, distinctive lettering on the façade spelled out its name, keeping alive local history and a sense of place. Anyone passing in the street would see a quiet monument to caring and social purpose. Those traces disappeared, sandblasted away when the building was eventually remodelled into the store. The only memories salvaged of the building’s former public service are chiselled into two old discoloured foundation stones. The exterior was further disfigured by an ornamental staircase that would have seemed more at home announcing the nouveau-Essex mansion of a London gangster.


For more than a year after opening, Tesco operated on the site, without planning permission. The building had been listed, situated in a conservation area and described as a Wren-style landmark. Conditions were set with the original permission to protect its character. But virtually all that remained after the visit from Tesco’s demolition crew was the building’s brick front. Residents and councillors were ‘shocked’. The store had to reapply for retrospective permission. Had the council known of Tesco’s track record ignoring planning rules, it might have watched developments more closely.2


Three things confront you as you step through the glass entrance doors. To the right is a Krispy Kreme doughnut display. Exclamation marks almost equal the doughnuts in number: ‘See us soon!’ ‘Any time!’ ‘Store locations!’ ‘Pick up our doughnuts!’


To the left of the entrance there is a whole wall of cigarettes for sale. Straight ahead is a CCTV monitoring station. A bored employee in uniform stands watching aisles of produce. Clearly the store is vulnerable to attack at any moment. By manipulating a joystick, the guard has the ability to track individual customers around the store. His presence near the front door establishes a tone of distrust. As you move further inside, the unease builds into evidence of mild corporate paranoia.


There are cameras everywhere. Notices on each aisle remind customers, each apparently a potential shoplifter, that the supermarket is part of a ‘civil recovery scheme’. It takes time to translate the euphemism. One avenue of shelves is heavy with wine and spirits. Each bottleneck is ringed with a security tag. Together they look like a prison party allowed out only on condition that they remain in chains; a chain gang within a chain store.


Tesco is proud of its market share and the sheer number of customers it attracts through its doors. But having worked so hard to attract them, it doesn’t seem to trust them very much. This matters in ways that are not immediately obvious. Extensive research into human well-being shows that a lack of trust is one of the most powerful drivers undermining individual happiness and a sense of community – what academics like to call social capital.3 Whether or not people are fundamentally trustworthy is an endless source of grumbling by moral guardians. But perhaps the time has come to ask if supermarkets are really people-worthy.4


Interestingly, and this is bad news for supermarkets, the same body of research also shows that rising levels of consumption do nothing to increase our sense of life satisfaction, and that the culture of ‘shop till you drop’ also ends up making us more listless and depressed.5


The sullen atmosphere in the store is underlined by its downbeat staff members, who seem to slump from place to place. They are strangely nothing like the perky perma-grins seen in television adverts. Almost cruelly, they have to wear contradictory, bright red bibs spelling out promises of customer support.


It would be hard to design an environment more capable of inducing alienation or, for that matter, family arguments. On cue, I’ve stepped into the store with my wife and our two-year-old daughter. Within seconds of entering, we have a mild disagreement about how to juggle a child with a tricycle in tow, and my intention to gather information. This is, after all, a research trip. I have no intention of buying anything despite the full-spectrum, 360-degree assault by carefully refined marketing tactics. For a moment I worry, reacting as I have to the surroundings, that I have become overly sensitive. But I grew up in the suburban sprawl of Chelmsford, Essex. I am accustomed to spiritual wastelands.


Moreover, it seems, I am not alone in sensing that a quietly corrosive nothingness, imported through a culture of unquestioning consumerism, is beginning to hollow me out from within as I wander through the land of the major multiple retailer. Big supermarkets make us feel bored, frustrated, stressed and overwhelmed. The bigger the chain, the worse they make us feel. Tesco, in particular, makes us feel more bored and stressed than any other major supermarket, and equally as frustrated and overwhelmed as the next worst.


Here are some numbers. According to The Grocer magazine (required reading for supermarket-watchers and the retail trade), 56 per cent of Tesco customers were ‘bored’ by the shop, 53 per cent were ‘stressed’, 52 per cent ‘frustrated’ and 51 per cent ‘overwhelmed’. That means over half of Tesco shoppers were unhappy in their stores in one of four variously unpleasant ways.


Of the big food retailers, only in Waitrose – tiny in comparison to the ‘big four’ of Tesco, Asda/Wal-Mart, Sainsbury’s and Morrisons – are negative feelings balanced or overcome by more positive sensations, such as being ‘pleased’, ‘organised’, ‘interested’ or ‘satisfied’.6 Tesco customers experiencing these positive feelings were few in proportion: only 24 per cent (pleased), 29 per cent (organised), 15 per cent (interested) and 24 per cent (satisfied).


It would matter less were it not for the fact that, according to current trends, the average British shopper is set to spend six months of his or her life in a supermarket.7 We choose to spend so much time making ourselves miserable in order to fill our cupboards and fridges with what we need to keep going. If there were no alternatives (and, unfortunately, in many places there increasingly aren’t) it would be understandable, but would still be a trigger for change. Yet even where choices exist, we are complicit in a kind of corporate coercion that lessens our quality of life.


The way we shop is forming the backdrop of an ideological death scene. If much of how the country and world are run is based on the assertion that people behave rationally when they make economic decisions, the rest of our lives are nevertheless loaded with contradictions. So, it’s always been odd to assume that, where numbers are concerned, we would suddenly become cool and logical. History shows quite the reverse to be true. From tulip mania in seventeenth-century Holland to the stock market crash of 1929 in the US, and the executive crimes and denials of the twenty-first-century energy firm Enron, we have known, where money is concerned, of the power of popular delusion and the madness of crowds.8


That a form of misery-making, daily dependence on supermarkets has emerged is by itself important, symptomatic, and something I shall return to later. But walk through the doors of a major supermarket, and you walk into a much wider world of dysfunction. In this other, less than attractive place it is possible to see how the global economy is being engineered in ways that will also make people poorer, foster an environmentally destructive culture of over-consumption and blow a suffocating fog of banality over the communities we live in. Although this book contains more than enough information about the particular phenomenon of Tesco, it is really about looking through the lens of the dominant supermarkets to observe a flawed economic system. To understand what is going wrong and why, it is necessary to look beyond the bland reassurances of wall-to-TV-to-magazine-to-billboard-to-wall supermarket advertising. Then we can start to think about how to do things better.


Just then, at precisely the moment when I have nearly convinced myself that all is lost, something happens to revive my crushed sense of being and makes the forthcoming battle seem almost like fun. My daughter reappears, squealing with delight. She barrels around a corner into the chilled-food aisle, pushed by my partner in an otherwise empty trolley, and rushes headlong towards me. At this point, under the gaze of disapproving security guards and anxiously pivoting CCTV cameras, we leave Tesco and head into the park outside. We were made to feel a bit like criminals and bought nothing. Out in the sun, our hands are empty of shopping, but our souls are a little lighter.


Engineers of the Human Day


Before we even start to think about how to level the shopping playing field in a world rigged in favour of the supermarkets and against independent and local shops, consider: is it actually possible to live without them?


The innovative campaign group Anti-Apathy (strapline: Because waking up is hard to do), invited ten people to try and live without supermarkets for one month.9 Unsurprisingly perhaps, considering that the ‘big four’ control over three-quarters of Britain’s grocery market, the results were mixed. The following personal accounts illustrate a range of responses.


One participant, Meredith Cochrane, struggled: ‘I’ve broken down and bought small bits and pieces (no big shopping trips though!).’ She spent much of the time without milk and bread in her house, and resorted to liberating food from her colleagues at work, going hungry and ‘eating out A LOT’. But Meredith also came away with a profoundly different awareness of what supermarket dominance meant: ‘The difficulties I faced have spoken volumes about what the large supermarkets have done to local accessibility. I’ve also found it liberating not going to my fridge every week after a massive shop and throwing out tonnes of rotting food from “overshopping”. I have thrown out a total of one carrot.’ After the experiment Meredith said she thought she would use supermarkets again, but the experience has changed her approach to shopping. She said she would use them less, and smaller shops more.


Participant Nadia Raafat, on the other hand, happily settled into her ‘supermarket-free life’, without being dogmatic about it: ‘I like spreading my money around,’ she said. ‘I enjoy going to the markets. My diet has become healthier as a result – less of the chemically-subsidised [sic] crap and much more fresh and organic produce.’ She didn’t vow not to use supermarkets again, as she did not feel the need to be that rigid. She said she would take it ‘a week at a time’ and not feel guilty if she did use one.


Another participant, Lucy Hughes, conveniently spent the first few weeks of the experiment in Bourg-St-Maurice in the French Alps. There she gorged on locally produced vegetables, quiche, cheese and sausages. Things got more difficult when she returned to Essex to visit her mother. Still, she managed to obtain fruit and vegetables from a farm shop, as well as some locally made strawberry jam. Being at home in London was a ‘shock’, she wrote; however, she ‘managed very easily not to go to a supermarket’. Instead, Lucy bought all she needed at her inexpensive local Turkish shop. Her conclusion at the end of the experiment is worth reading:


The last month has made me realise how much of what I eat is processed and/or imported. I have also realised that I didn’t miss going to the supermarket at all. Everything I need, I can get from elsewhere. It is sometimes more expensive (particularly cleaning products and toiletries), however the amount I saved by walking to the shop instead of driving to the supermarket probably balanced [that] out. In fact, I probably saved money, because every time I went shopping I just bought what I needed instead of being wooed by a load of advertising, ‘special offers’ and cunning shop layouts, and leaving with a load of stuff I didn’t need.


Tesco, Tesco, Everywhere


By the time this book is published, Tesco will be Britain’s biggest retailer – not just the country’s biggest supermarket, known for selling food and groceries, but its biggest for everything that isn’t food as well. Tesco alone takes £1 out of every £8 spent by British shoppers, and its share is rising. The company’s chief executive, Terry Leahy, really isn’t joking when he says that still leaves the other £7 left to go for.10 Suddenly, a twisted Orwellian vision of an economy centrally planned, not by the state but by a single, unstoppable commercial enterprise, begins to emerge from the realm of paranoid delusion and creep into the world of distant but credible possibility.


[image: image]


The UK is divided up into 121 postcode areas. In a single year, Tesco rose from being the dominant grocer in sixty-seven of these areas to dominating the market in eighty-one. In an additional twenty-four areas, the store is the number-two retailer. In six areas, Tesco takes over 50 pence of every pound spent on groceries. Communities in these areas have become known as ‘Tesco towns’. In Southall and Truro, that figure was 57 pence; in Swansea, 54 pence; in Inverness, 52 pence; in Twickenham and Perth, 51 pence each. Only four areas were silent in 2006 to the ringing of Tesco’s cash tills: the Outer Hebrides, Lerwick in the Shetlands, Kirkwall in the Orkneys and the well-preserved northern town of Harrogate.11


Having outgrown all the other UK supermarkets, Tesco is also leaving in its wake the UK’s previously biggest non-food retailer, ARG, owner of Argos and Homebase. According to the analysts who predicted Tesco’s ascent to the shopping throne, such unprecedented dominance by a single retailer will lead to ‘casualties from almost every corner of the market’.12


In Orwell’s vision, endlessly copied in literature and film by anyone seeking to paint the dark side of highly centralized societies, the state does everything for you. There is little, now, that Tesco does not promise in terms of meeting our daily needs. It is the fulfilment of a decades-old dream held by supermarket chains. In 1970, Harry Cunningham, the founder of the huge US discount store chain K-mart (which would later be eclipsed by Wal-Mart), promised to ‘take care of the needs of the typical American family’. But exactly how many corners of our lives would Tesco like to inveigle itself into?


Start with the simple things: Tesco can provide the ingredients for breakfast, lunch and dinner, and any snack or drink you fancy in between. You’ll obviously be tempted with a few loss leaders and promotions on popular items (the costs of which will be met by the suppliers, not Tesco).


You can pick up your reading material there, too. But you might find it difficult if you want anything other than a newspaper, one of the top mass-circulation magazines or the latest mass-selling pulp novel or celebrity biography. You’ll find it difficult not just because Tesco doesn’t sell anything else, but because by taking the market for high-volume, fast-turnover items, it also destroys the economics of smaller, more specialized outlets. Look for one of those and increasingly you will search the town centre in vain.


In retail, there is something called ‘the 80/20 rule’. It suggests that retailers make 80 per cent of their sales and nearly all their profits from the best-selling 20 per cent of their products. In other words, a relatively small range of products creates the economic underpinning by which, for example, an independent newsagent is able to stock a much wider range of titles. The supermarket, on the other hand, only sells the smaller range of high-turnover titles. But by taking the market for the bestsellers, it pulls the rug out from under the smaller shops, which used them to underwrite a much wider selection and remain financially viable. Tesco, of course, don’t want special-interest publications, untried modern literature or dusty old classics hanging around on the off-chance that someone might buy them. Who but a freak would want to read them anyway? The same market logic is applied to music and film, and with the same consequences. Some say that the Internet age has rendered the 80/20 rule obsolete; others hold that it merely reinforces the power of the leading retailers.


Tesco will also sell you a range of drugs and supplements to fill your medicine cabinet, and feed the fears of the worried-well. And if it gets its way with the government and licensing authorities, it will provide an in-store pharmacy and GP too. Gradually, and literally, the operation will build into a cradle-to-grave service. You can buy the alcohol and junk food with which to ruin your health, and then the drugs and ‘healthy options’ to pull you back from the brink.


At home, you can have your house decorated, furnished, lit, heated and powered courtesy of Tesco. Listen to your music (top-selling titles only) and watch your films (mostly popcorn hits) on electrical appliances also bought from Tesco. The store will clothe you, provide you with plates and dishes to eat off and also sell you the washing machine and dishwasher you need to clean them. Of course, it will also sell you the cooker for that vital in-between phase from supermarket-prepared TV dinner to plate. If it’s summer and you feel like sitting outside, there is a range of garden furniture for sale to keep you off the ground.


With such a significant stake in your home already, it’s only natural that Tesco wants to actually own it, too. To make that dream a reality, it also offers loans and mortgages (if you fail to keep up payments your home could be at risk, and all your Tesco products will be in the back of a bailiff’s van heading back whence they came). But if you pick yourself up again financially, since moving into property development, it’s now possible to buy a new Tesco-built home. Did I mention that you can also do your Tesco shopping with the benefit of a Tesco credit card or loan? But be careful; it’s a bit more expensive than the range of finance deals you can get from mainstream banks.


If you want a brief respite from the rigours of living in Tescoland, handily, Tesco can sell you a holiday. It also offers you the chance to buy insurance, not just for your holiday but for your pet, car (it’ll also pick you up if you break down), home and life as well. Just as a footnote, you can capture all those holiday memories on camera and get them printed at your local Tesco store, too.


Want to phone a friend from your mobile or home phone, or surf the Internet? Tesco is there for you. Work from home? Tesco can kit out your office with everything you need, from furniture to computers plus software. If that doesn’t work out, you can apply for a job at the store and take out a Tesco savings account for somewhere to put your pay.


Then, if life itself doesn’t work out, Tesco can provide the paperwork to make a will, get divorced, sue your boss, sue another trader, sue your neighbours, sue anyone. But don’t worry, if someone else uses the power of Tesco to sue you, the store can provide you with a paper shredder to get rid of any evidence.


As an afterthought, people with a particularly bad sense of direction can make a special request for Tesco staff to come and find them by using the new radio frequency identity tagging system. This enables a store to follow goods that have radio tags attached wherever they go. The reader must understand, however, that this is not a service advertised by Tesco and would have to be negotiated in individual circumstances – unless, of course, you forget to pay for something, in which case the store will be following you anyway, or using the information on your Tesco Clubcard combined with CCTV footage to arrange a home visit by the other boys in blue – not Tesco managers, but the police. (Note: These are real systems that have already been introduced, and the circumstances described are either technically possible or have already happened; see Chapter Three for one example.)


If you’re not feeling claustrophobic yet, it might mean that you have already become institutionalized. Don’t feel bad if you didn’t see it coming. The past is full of uninintended consequences; I’m sure the Vikings never planned for the sheer, tacky awfulness of the clunky, animated mannequins celebrating their past at the Yorvik, the Viking tourist attraction in the city of York.


Not only does Tesco aspire to become the commercial equivalent of the nanny state, providing every product and service imaginable – something that is unhealthy for many reasons – it also aspires to have a store format for every location. There they are on the petrol forecourt, the high street, and the roundabout at the edge of town. Then, as you drive along the dual carriageway between towns, that huge building over there is not an aircraft hangar or medieval feudal village (but then again . . .), it’s one of the new, huge Tesco Extra ‘big-box’ outlets that will enable the company to double its size. No, that is not a printing error: if retail analysts are correct, the nation’s already dominant retailer is set to double in size if its current UK expansion plans are allowed to continue unrestrained. What is going on, and what will it mean if they do?


Invasive Species


Sometimes it’s easier to see a trend by comparison or analogy, and nature has a lot to teach economics. Massively expanded global trade and communications also carries many unintended consequences. Different species of plants and animals, for example, are able to mix across geographical boundaries at a scale and speed never before seen. The Chinese Mitten crab (Eriocheir sinensis) is now common in Britain after being carried here in the holds and bilge water of huge international freight ships. It wrecks both riverbanks and local habitats, and controlling its expansion might mean having to hunt the crab for food. (It is one of the more curious lessons of globalization for fusion cuisine that in Asia, the gonads of the Mitten crab13 [which ripen during migration] are a prized delicacy.)


Natural scientists use a whole new term to describe the current epoch of comprehensive, global human interference in ecosystems. Our time, they say, should be called the ‘Homogocene’ to describe the way distinctiveness and difference are being eroded.14 A combination of the creep of invasive species and habitats destroyed by development is driving a mass extinction event. The World Conservation Union warns that such ‘invasions’ are leading to the ‘irretrievable loss of native biodiversity’.15


Invasive species, scientists tell us, are ‘organisms (usually transported by humans) which successfully establish themselves in, and then overcome . . . native ecosystems’.16 Typical characteristics of an invasive species include the absence of predators, hardiness and a generalist diet. Whatever the reason for their arrival and proliferation, invasive species often cause a ‘disruption’ of the ecosystem that is ‘catastrophic for native species’.


Superweeds are sometimes introduced into an ecosystem by experiments that go wrong, or emerge because they are highly efficient, new predators. Take Japanese knotweed (Fallopia Japonica).17 It was introduced to Britain by enthusiastic, if naive, Victorian gardeners, who considered it an ornamental delight that could also be used as cattle feed. They didn’t realize it could grow through tarmac, pavements and brick walls, from just a scrap of root no bigger than a pea; or that, over a century later, its virtually unstoppable spread would be considered such a threat that planting or dumping knotweed in the wild carries a fine and a two-year prison sentence. The government believes it will cost, nationally, over £1.5 billion to control. Knotweed is so hated because it suffocates other plants, squeezing out anything in its path and replacing it with an unproductive, leafy monotony.


Then there is the Nile perch (Lates niloticus), branded one of the ‘world’s worst’ invaders by conservationists. It’s a freshwater fish that can grow to huge proportions, weighing up to 200 kg and stretching to 2 m long. Again, with good intentions, it was introduced in 1954 to Lake Victoria, which straddles Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda. Since then it has helped push over 200 well-established local fish species to extinction. The Nile perch ate them, and it ate their food. The Nile perch is also a cannibal, and eats its own young. It eats, in fact, pretty much anything it comes across. It breeds all year round, producing up to 16 million eggs per breeding cycle. If you struggle to find something positive to say, you can point out that the fish has been turned into an export crop. But it has also caused social upheaval in lakeside communities and killed off many of the fish that were relied upon for food. Perversely, the fact that Nile perch is traded for export means that it is also often too expensive for many local people to eat.18


Bufo marinus, otherwise known as the Cane toad, is another case of good intentions gone badly wrong. It was deliberately introduced in many places around the world as a natural way to control pests that affect cash crops like sugarcane. But like the Nile perch, it eats almost everything it comes across. The toads’ original habitat was subtropical forests but, unfortunately for other species, they’re happy to set up home in everything ranging from drainpipes to ponds, piles of rubbish around or under houses and building sites. Cane toads are not good neighbours, nor much fun to hang around with. They’re noisy, fast-spreading, ready to eat you if you’re the right size and have glands on each shoulder that exude venom.19


The Invasive Species Specialist Group of the World Conservation Union lists 100 of the world’s most invasive species. Tesco is not mentioned . . . yet. But the omission might be an oversight, perhaps explained by the fact that the store is yet to be assigned a Latin name for classification. It might not appear so, but this is actually a serious point. Remember the characteristics of an invasive species: the absence of predators (think of real commercial competition or effective regulators to hold back the supermarkets); hardiness (think of legions of corporate lawyers, financial leverage and endless commercial cost-cutting); and a generalist diet (supermarkets will sell anything to make a profit, and chain stores operate according to a low common denominator).


If you want diversity in the world around you rather than a single kind of plant in your garden, a single variety of fish in your lake and only one type of venomous, croaking toad under your shed, then you have to manage for that outcome. When we garden, we hold back aggressive, opportunistic plants in order to keep space open for a celebration of variety and colour.


There are serious parallels between the way that both ecosystems and local economies function. An ecosystem with little diversity might be less productive, less able to absorb nutrients, more vulnerable to disease, climatic shocks and upheaval and bad at recovery afterwards. A system that is richly diverse and has more species to call upon during hard times to enable adaptation is likely to fare better. Invasive species are not only hard-to-control nuisances. They’re also unsightly, cause mass local extinctions and reduce the overall productivity and diversity of ecosystems. This, in turn, undermines the ecosystems’ strength, stability and resilience.


In many ways, local economies are like ecosystems. In others, the analogy with nature is less straightforward. Commonly within ecosystems, some sort of bumpy balance struggles to establish itself. For example, the relationship between predators and prey can lead to boom and bust population cycles. If a predator that lacks its own higher predator gets the upper hand, its population increases. But then its own prey is over-consumed, decimating the population, destroying the predator’s food supply and allowing the prey to recover. In these kinds of relationships, a kind of balance, if brutal, emerges over time.


In local economies, however, that doesn’t happen. Superstores and chain retailers are not examples of either symbiosis or of species that sit in a balanced food chain. They are much more like invasive species, like Japanese knotweed, Nile perch or Cane toads. They are not in balance, nor even a boom–bust cycle with other similar, local species of shop; they are permanently displacing them. Just like invasive species, they are invariably introduced with good or at least benign intentions, by planners, town councils or governments too much in awe of big business.


But then they prove to be hungry, indiscriminate, antisocial and destructive. When no one is paying much attention, the superstores and chain shops grow to dominate and suffocate the economic ecosystem. They pass through planning regulations as easily as knotweed pushes through tarmac, devouring smaller and independent retailers with as much reflection as the Nile perch cleansing Lake Victoria of competition. And, like the Cane toad, they were often introduced to provide a specific service but outgrew their habitats until their cash-till song could be heard on every street corner, forecourt, roundabout and out-of-town centre.


Like it or not (and it is something about which most policymakers and economists are in deep denial), weakly regulated markets tend towards monopoly.20 This is the great modern economic irony. Advocates of free markets argue against checks and balances to counter the power of big business, but in doing so ultimately destroy the possibility of markets that could meaningfully be called free, or rather, ‘open’. They resist anti-monopoly regulation in the name of providing consumer choice, and in the process they ultimately destroy it.


In some important ways, we are returning to an earlier phase of corporatism. Henry Ford told customers they could have any colour of car, as long as it was black. The scale and seriousness of Tesco’s ambition means that, before long we will be able to shop anywhere we like for our groceries, as long as it’s Tesco.


This Will Be Out of Date by the Time You Read It


But Tesco is not the only ambitious store with a design on our lives. Invasive economic species don’t wait to be counted. Here are snapshots of some of them in action as they spread across Britain so quickly that the following figures are guaranteed to be out of date by the time this book is even printed.


Starbucks first arrived in Britain not very long ago; I remember it. There was a coffee shop near Covent Garden in London that I had been to. One day, in early summer 1998, I walked past and saw that it had changed into a Starbucks, which at the time, seemed exotic. It’s hard to believe now, but the corporation only arrived in the UK and in Europe as a whole in May of that year, when it bought sixty-five outlets of the Seattle Coffee Company.


Within three years there were over 200 Starbucks branches. By mid-2006 – a year in which the company plans to open 2,000 new outlets globally to add to the 12,000-odd it has already – there were over 500 in the UK.21


Starbucks promotes a laid-back, US West Coast image, offering its shops as an extension of your own living room. It invites you to ‘relax and linger’ in its, ‘cosy and intimate’ outlets, where you can ‘huddle on a sofa’ if you’re looking for ‘an intimate [again] place to meet friends’. How much warmth and intimacy can you handle? Some people might be relieved to know that Starbucks’ business methods actually – how should I put this? – rather contrast with its self-styled fireside warmth. But you might also be surprised that Starbucks refers to its own approach in terms of economic cannibalism. When it opens stores in clusters to squeeze out any competition, the practice is so aggressive that it has sometimes undermined its own outlets.22


Beneath a thin top layer of careful marketing, there often lies a much less attractive coat of managerial paint. Three large supermarkets near where I live offered to cash in each other’s discount vouchers in order to spoil their respective competitors’ promotions. A friendly delicatessen and coffee shop opened in the neighbourhood, triggering a small quality-food renaissance, with a successful Sunday farmers’ market and an organic fruit and vegetable store opening within a year. Then came Starbucks. While the coffee chain’s new premises were being fitted, the local delicatessen took a lead from the supermarkets and jokingly declared (in its regular email to customers) that Starbucks vouchers would be redeemable at the farmers’ market. Almost immediately, a letter arrived from Starbucks.


Given the supermarkets’ precedent, it’s hard to imagine what rules if any were being broken, but the global coffee corporation threatened legal action. The delicatessen was to ‘cease and desist’ from making such offers, or Starbucks would get nasty. As though the charge-list against clone stores were not already long enough, legal intimidation now sat where the company’s sense of humour should have been. Some people will go to any lengths to protect a bland, hot coffee milkshake.


In 2004 the international development agency Oxfam collaborated with Starbucks to promote fair trade. That relationship didn’t last very long. Coffee makes up nearly half of Ethiopia’s income from exports, and 15 million Ethiopians depend on the trade. Speciality coffees like Sidamo and Harar, which earn farmers between 30 and 59 pence, are sold for up to £14/lb in the coffee shops of rich countries. To capture more of the value of the coffee for its own people, the Ethiopian government tried to trademark the names of several types of coffee beans like Sidamo, Harar and Yirgacheffe. Oxfam estimated that this could earn an extra £47 million for Ethiopia, where eight out of ten people live on less than $2 per day. But when the trademark applications were filed with the US Patent and Trademark Office, Starbucks prompted complaints; at least two of the applications were denied. In a single week, more than 60,000 outraged people faxed or called Starbucks to ‘express their support for Ethiopian coffee farmers’. Starbucks: ‘cosy, intimate, relaxing’.23


Blockbuster, the US home entertainment chain, is yet another example of winner-take-all clone retailing. The first Blockbuster store opened in the UK in March 1989 in London’s Walworth Road. After that, for millions of people during the 1990s, Blockbuster became synonymous with Friday and Saturday night trips to pick up a film, some ice cream and popcorn, not to mention additional trips to make ‘late payments’ after forgetting to return the videos on time. In just two decades, the company has established 9,000 stores internationally, with over 700 in the UK – its largest presence outside the US.


The history of McDonald’s in the three decades since its arrival in the UK (which has been extensively explored elsewhere) is one of a dramatic rise to power. The company’s extraordinary proliferation in that time shows that, in fact, the paint is really still wet on the chain-store backdrop of our communities.


The first McDonald’s outlet in the UK also opened in south London, in October 1974. The company now has around 1,250 fast-food outlets nationwide, though its seemingly unstoppable expansion has been hit by several factors. Long, embarrassing legal cases have been fought, ironically to protect the company’s reputation, which instead have put more health and environmental information into the public domain than a burger-munching public might have wanted to know. Films followed about the impact of McDonald’s food on people’s health. Then a new, invasive fast-food outlet arrived to profit from its ill fortune. Early in 2006, McDonald’s actually closed twenty-five UK outlets.24 Was the tide turning for the imported US chains?


Probably not, because the sandwich chain Subway arrived and, in 2002, announced plans to open 2,000 outlets in the UK and Ireland by 2010. Store #700 opened in July 2006 in Bilston, West Midlands. New outlets began appearing at the rate of fifteen per month, or roughly one every two days. (Subway began life in 1965 – the year I was born – and now has over 25,000 sandwich shops. It makes me feel like such a slacker.)


In Britain and the US, concern grew linking an epidemic of obesity to the massive growth of fast-food outlets and their penchant for ‘super-sizing’ portions and tempting you with ‘guilty pleasures’. The movement rose like a protesting wave of nausea. Subway likes to be seen as a healthier alternative to the burger chains; the last time I passed a local branch, however, its window advertised a special offer to buy one large sandwich overflowing with cheese and layers of cooked meat, and get one free. The other window promoted Subway’s own special cookies. The enormous private profits made in the fast-food sector are passing equally overweight costs on to the public health service, as doctors and hospitals must cope with a wide range of problems connected with the effects of overeating.
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