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Podcast Host: Robert, welcome at TrustTalk. 

 

Robert van Gorcom: Thank you. 

 

Podcast Host: When talking about food, there is an abundance of subjects to cover. However, 

with 10 billion mouths to feed in 2050, the most challenging one is the question: can we trust 

all those engaged in the food production chain to do the right thing? 

 

Robert van Gorcom: Well, I'm afraid I have to answer your question, your first question, with a 

question, because we don't know yet. Or actually, I should if I phrase it as a question: do we 

know what to do to feed the world in 30 years in a sustainable way, respecting our planet? 

Because those are essential elements on also doing the right thing? And at the moment, the 

answer is partially no. The way we are currently exploiting our planet and if we would continue 

that way, then we will never be able to do it in a good way. We are losing essential biodiversity, 

we deplete the resources of this planet. So we have to change a lot of things before we will be 

able to feed that many people. And even by depleting it in the current way, it would already be 

difficult. So the challenge is big.  

 

Podcast Host:  Louise Fresco, President of Wageningen University & Research, recently called 

for restoring trust on how we should follow up on the challenges in food science. What is your 

take on this? 

 

Robert van Gorcom: Well, science can only be part of the answer, and the restoration of trust 

needs really more. But I think science can show possible choices. We have to deepen our 

knowledge on the problems we face and the alternatives we can develop. And science has to 

deliver the innovations that are necessary for this food problem of the world, the sustainability 

problem of the world. And we really have to do that without out-of-the-box thinking to get the 

real breakthroughs because that is essential to do. But again, it's only part of the solution. And 

as Louise stated, the challenges are immense and diverse, and in my opinion, I think we have to 



redesign our thinking of food production and what we as consumers pay for our food because 

there is also an essential point. The question is, do we really pay enough at the moment already 

 

Podcast Host: From all that being written and said about food, I would like to pick three factors 

that create trust in food. One, you already mentioned sustainability and the others are safety 

and supply. So let's start with safety because that's your core business. I'm here at the 

Wageningen University & Research at the Safety Research Department. So safety is your core 

business. So let's start with that one. 

 

Robert van Gorcom: Yeah as a citizen, we all realize that safety is an item that comes with 

costs. We know that we, if we buy a car from India at the moment, then you know that it's not 

that certain that it will be the safest car where if you buy an expensive car from Germany, the 

chance that it will be a safe car is a lot better. So we know that we have to pay for safety. But 

safety also has a lot of other aspects because even if we drive that car from India, we think as 

the driver of the car, that we are driving safe. And but we also know that when driving a car, 

safety isn't 100 percent, there is always a risk and it can be a substantial risk if you're driving a 

car. But as a consumer with food, there is something different. We all expected our food is 100 

percent safe and then with 100 percent, I mean, I don't mean 99.99. No, as a consumer, we 

expect that it is 100 percent safe and well, we know that the food production is also the work of 

humans, so safety issues also will occur there. And you see already that the transparency that 

we give nowadays here in Europe with the recalls where it shows that the system works 

because the recall means the product has been found that it's not safe and that is now taken 

from the market, that that actually causes a decrease of trust instead of an increase of trust. 

And of course, I understand why, because people are confronted with the fact that food on the 

market is not safe. But actually here is a, well, a difficult issue. How can we increase the trust in 

our system by doing it in such a way that the consumer understands that these kind of recalls 

are part of that? And there is, I don't know how to phrase that in a good way, but it's a difficulty 

for especially with food where if we drive, we know that there is part that we.  

 

Podcast Host: take it for granted. 

 

Robert van Gorcom: We take it for granted. There is a risk by taking your car, but we find it 

easier to do it that way then than walking. And by the way, also walking has it's dangerous sites, 



 

Podcast Host: but with food, we don't get that level of 

 

Robert van Gorcom: we only expect, accept 100% percent safety 

 

Podcast Host: and that's a huge challenge of course, 

 

Robert van Gorcom: That's a huge challenge and there is something which goes far beyond my 

job because that's more psychology and these kind of things. But it's a real challenge to have 

that to have people understand that also with food, there is risks. And even while a nice 

example is we eat, we like some cheeses which are made from raw milk because they have a 

better taste. But raw milk cheese has, of course, more safety issues than if you use milk that is 

pasteurized or sterilised. Since we like that cheese better or we take it, but we 

 

Podcast Host: don't take, we don't take the risk. 

 

Robert van Gorcom: We don't accept the fact that that is more risky than using the cheese, 

which comes from a factory where it's all sterilized and no bacterial problems in it. 

 

Podcast Host: In a 2015 report called "Food Trust", the accountancy and consultancy firm PwC 

signals that trust in food has been destabilized. People want to know more about food they are 

eating. It's a public health concern, a significant political issue and a substantial risk for food 

companies and governments that get it wrong. What's your take on this? 

 

Robert van Gorcom: Yeah, we already touched this, of course, in the previous question. But 

communication about risks in food is difficult because we don't accept it. But we have we all 

have to realise that food is manmade and therefore error-prone. And of course, you can try to 

reduce those risks as much as possible, which companies do and which the governmental 

system also stimulates. But we have to realise that still things can be can go wrong. You can't 

check every bottle of milk on all the different risk issues that might be in it, and because then 

we can't afford food anymore. So it's the same contradictory, we want to hear everything is 

safe. We just want to hear that we can sleep well and that everything is taken care of, but we 

have to realise that also food has its own risks, risks and that we have to accept those risks. 



 

Podcast Host: The other factor I just mentioned is sustainability. The food system, from 

production to consumption and waste, has a significant impact on the environment on health 

and food safety. With the "Farm to Fork Strategy" presented in May 2020, the European 

Commission aims to create a sustainable EU food system that safeguards food security and 

protects people and the natural world. What do you see as the greatest challenges for a 

European approach? 

 

Robert van Gorcom: Well, of course, this is a little bit less my speciality, but indeed, I think we 

have to design a food system that's in the long term in balance with our planet. Biodiversity is 

essential, enough and clean water too, and the resources of our planet should not be depleted. 

So we have to start thinking and designing in a sustainable in a circular way. We have to use 

free energy. So not the carbon, the normal, well, fuels and oil-derived energy we use now. But 

we have to use the capacity of our plants to use to make biomass from CO2 and sunlight and 

water. And the urgency is high since our current system will not be able to feed those 10 billion 

people within the boundaries of our planet without resourcing the resources of our planet. So 

the ambitions of the EU are high. And the question is not whether they are too high, but more, 

whether they are high enough. 

 

Podcast Host: All right. The third trust factor we mentioned in food is supply. In the same PwC 

report I just mentioned, global food supply is mentioned as one of the big changes in the food 

industry. Maintaining oversight over food supply chains is becoming more challenging. Food 

companies are spending millions on the integration of their supply chains to improve safety, 

traceability and processing facilities. At the same time, governments are issuing policy and 

strategic announcements to encourage the integration of supply chains to assist in making 

improvements. What are your views on this subject? 

 

Robert van Gorcom: Well, we've made our food supply chain too complex. If you buy a frozen 

pizza in the supermarket, there's a good chance that there will be ingredients in that pizza from 

all five continents of the world. And the question is whether that indeed is what we have to do 

in the long run. Shouldn't we look at shorter chains, have more local foods and not wanting to 

have Kiwis year-round, but only when it is their season? So I think part of this sustainability 

issue is also related to these chains and for me, it's clear that the current system we cannot 



continue in, it's in this way. With COVID 19, we were extremely lucky that it was not food 

transmissible, but if it would have been food transmissible, it would have been a disaster for 

the world. A real disaster, 

 

Podcast Host: A bigger disaster than it already is  

 

Robert van Gorcom: A far more bigger disaster than it's already at the moment. And so the 

complete system has to be redesigned based on sustainability issues based on these complex 

supply chain issues and also based on, well, the fact that we have to feed 10 billion people and 

within the boundaries of our planet. So it's quite a huge challenge we are facing for the coming 

years 

 

Podcast Host:  Given what you just said, what is the role of the consumers? Because we can do 

all things. But if the consumer doesn't cooperate, then this may fail. 

 

Robert van Gorcom: Yeah, of course, the consumers are at the end the world an extremely 

important factor, but also consumers are influenced by what they see and what they get 

presented in the supermarkets or in their local shops. And so it's the consumer which has to 

realize that, for example, the price they currently pay for food is not always the real price 

because we don't pay for the depletion of all kind of resources, we don't pay for the animal 

welfare of the meat, the animals that gave the meat that we are eating. But with the 

consumers, it's also the supermarket chains, which are very important there. And if you see, for 

example, 10 years ago, there was a big debate and a big demand of the consumer to reduce the 

amount of pesticides in our crops and fruits and vegetable products. And then we saw that it's 

not the pressure of the consumer, but it's actually the supermarket chains that changed the 

system and it started with German supermarket chains that just asked from the producers to 

reduce them in such a way that they could tell the consumer that their products were in that 

respect, better. And so the consumers will have to pay more and the supermarket chains will 

have to change the way they source the products. And because they are maybe even a more 

important factor than the consumer. 

 

Podcast Host:  Trust in food is, for a large part, dependent on whether the public knows how 

food comes to the table. What are the challenges you see for the next years in that respect? 



 

Robert van Gorcom: Yeah, that's also a difficult question to answer. In the U.K., a supermarket 

chain designed the system, well, I don't know how many years ago, that by a barcode on your 

meat product, you could see from which farm that product came and how the animals there 

were grown up. That's of course, a system that showed transparency, but at the end, hardly any 

consumers looked at it. But the fact that they could do it was very important. So I'm sure that 

the transparency in the system has to grow that that will also stimulate trust. But there again, 

each signal that something is not good like a recall, as we said earlier, gives the consumer a 

signal something is wrong. And I'm not an expert in the consumer trust science. But there also 

we have to understand better what to do to give the consumer the feeling that they are eating 

the food from a system that feels itself responsible in bringing them the safe food. 

 

Podcast Host:  You just mentioned I would call it the traceability of food so that people know 

where it comes from so they can make informed decisions. Is that also contributing to trust to 

make informed decisions by the consumer? 

 

Robert van Gorcom: It is, but usually it's only for a small part of the consumers. And I know 

research done by others, so I don't know the details, but that there is one group where the 

informed decision is very important for and those are women, usually women, but maybe you 

can say parents of very young children or pregnant, because in that phase, you're even more 

concerned of the quality of the food for the unborn child and the young born child. And that's a 

group of consumers where the informed choice is extremely important for they really take the 

time to look at the quality of the product. Most consumers don't take that time. 

 

Podcast Host: You would expect or hope I would say, that people that have underlying health 

conditions, have the same attitude. Or if you are obese or if you have a tendency of getting and 

you have health problems, you would expect people to be more inclined to be informed well 

about where the food comes from, what it contains, is it good for my position and stuff like 

that. 

 

Robert van Gorcom: Well, I think that the group of obese people there, it will be less. But if you 

look at, for example, which is also a substantial portion of the consumers that have an allergy or 

intolerance for food, these are also very keen in finding out whether indeed the products are 



safe for them and whether so where there are no allergens of their problematic group of 

allergens are in the food. So these are also consumers that are much more focused on the 

traceability on finding the right food, especially for some of these consumers, the proportion of 

the food products they can buy is very small because you see nowadays on products, it's for 

example, produced in a factory where also nuts are processed. And then for a very allergic 

person, it means that he or she can really not eat the chocolate where there is no nuts in it. And 

so for them, having a good transparency, a clear picture of what's in and what's definitely not in 

the food is very important. 

 

Podcast Host:  There are those who have an unwavering belief in technology as a remedy to 

sustain food production. I mean, we are here in the middle of one of the most famous 

universities, I think if it comes to food, so what is your view on this? So, so the role of 

technology  

 

Robert van Gorcom: Well, technology brings good things, but can also be used in the wrong 

way. I think this university is an example of that. Intensive farming is a lot of research on 

intensive farming has been done in the past in this university and is now exploited in the world, 

but also exploited with very negative effects. But technology is, of course, learning and science 

is learning each time, and now this university and other big universities and research 

organizations in the world are also looking and are important in the field of how to get our 

farming system sustainable. But technology is only one part of it, but it's an important part. I 

think innovation is crucial in redesigning this system, getting an improved sustainability, getting 

at the end also improve trust, but it's only one part. It's also as for us as consumers, how do we 

act? Are we really willing to pay the price for a product that has been made in a more 

sustainable way. 

 

Podcast Host: a true price, 

 

Robert van Gorcom: A true price, yeah. So that's an important one. And are we accepting that 

we are not able to eat oranges year-round or cabbage year-round or other products year-

round? And so there is also an important actor are the consumers. And of course, policy is an 

important actor because you can design a better system in one country, but it has to be 



designed worldwide. Otherwise, there is, the competition is not fair. Well, so it's a very complex 

system of many actors which all have to change their behavior in a new way.  

 

Podcast Host: It's an extremely challenging subject, very interesting subject, and I'm sure that 

in the coming TrustTalk podcasts, we will be talking more about this subject because if there is 

an area where trust plays such a decisive role, it's food. And as you just said, you are an expert 

on food safety. I'm sure we will be in the future talking with people also on the same subject 

that are important for food. Thank you very much, Robert, for being available to TrustTalk 

podcast. I wish you good luck with the research, as you just said, innovation is very important. 

Well, we are at the heart of a very innovative university, so let's hope we'll see some great 

breakthroughs in the coming years. 

 

Robert van Gorcom: Thank you very much. 

 

Podcast Host: Thank you. 

 

Robert van Gorcom: You're welcome. 
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