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What’s your background?
I started working at the United Nations 
(UN) with food and its policy work around 
the agricultural part of the organisation. 
So professionally I come from that kind 
of world but personally I’m Italian and my 
family owns a little food shop in a village in 
Italy. There’s a farm and a room for making 
pasta and so on the personal side I have 
foodie Italian roots.

How did you get involved with Slow Food?
I was a Slow Food member for a long time 
in various different countries because I used 
to live in America and Australia. When I 
moved here from Sydney I got to know the 
UK Slow Food people and they started to 
ask me for help and it led me to becoming 
CEO. I had a background which could help 

them re-establish Slow Food in the UK in a 
professional way. That was really my job.

Tell me about the Slow Food movement 
because many of readers will have 
heard of it but perhaps don’t know 
about it in-depth…
It started in Italy around 20 years ago and its 
main aim across the board is to help people 
think and act differently about food. I guess 
you could say in the UK we encourage a better 
way for people to eat and the global slogan 
is ‘Good, clean and fair.’ So we believe that 
food should taste good, be clean in terms of 
the environmental record, and fair towards the 
workers and producers who make it.

Is the Slow Food movement a direct 
reaction to our fast food culture?

Many people have heard of ‘slow food’ but 
perhaps don’t know what it fully stands for. 
The global organisation was founded in 1989 in 
Italy and now has a UK branch with thousands 
of paying members. Clare Riley spoke 
to CEO Catherine Gazzoli 
to find out more
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Absolutely, yes. Its roots and conception 
were a reaction to fast food because 
McDonald’s really started to move in the 
Italian sphere. Slow Food began as a protest 
in front of the restaurant where little old 
ladies were handing out fresh pasta.

What attracted you to the organisation 
and what elements do you enjoy?
What attracted me to Slow Food, or Slow 
Food in Britain more than anything, was 
that the UK’s solutions around food issues 
are very practical and pragmatic. I have to 
say that I would always want to do Slow 
Food in Britain rather than somewhere 
else because I feel that here it’s always 
very hands-on solutions to food problems. 
Our work is very much centred around 
education and so we focus on family dining 

and children. We have three core elements 
that incorporate a holistic life cycle so we 
help parents and babies right through 
to young children and into adulthood. It 

teaches people to cook and get 
their hands dirty. We work with 
students too on something 
called Slow Food on Campus 

and we challenge students 
to change ingredients used 
by the cafeterias so that it’s 

more locally focused and 
supports the region.

What would you 
say have been 

some of Slow Food’s 
biggest successes?

The success comes when we design 
innovative ways to engage people with 

food especially when it’s hands on. I’ve 

already talked about Slow Food Baby and 
Slow Food on Campus but Slow Food Kids 
is going really well too. We did about 40 
food festivals last year where we taught 
parents how to cook for their kids and that 
involved Jamie Oliver and Alex James. The 
programme involves the five senses and so 
they get to touch, taste and feel food. On 
our website we have four main projects, 
babies; kids; students and the Chef 
Alliance. So I think that’s our major unique 
selling point – it’s something that people 
touch, feel and learn but in short segments 
so the whole family can get involved. Slow 
Food is often considered as a manifesto, 
lifestyle or an ethos and I wanted it to feel 
like it was pragmatic enough for people to 
engage with.

Do you think the perception of food has 
changed over the last five to 10 years?
It’s so topical and I think it has really 
improved. Just coming down from Scotland a 
few days ago and the work the government 
is doing there is all about policy and every 
minister and politician is able to talk about 
it. It effects jobs in terms of local farmers 
and producers and the local economy. In 
Orkney at the food festival we had, there 
were a lot of people who came because 
food is an important part of the lifecycle for 

a community. I think the quality of food we 
have is so topical, not only because of the 
health issues we have, but because of the 
economic climate where people are thinking 
twice about going out to eat. There’s been a 
shift in the way people tackle food planning 
and preparation for a family. We see a lot of 
professional women coming to Slow Food 
who are more engaged in food now they 
have children and a family to consider. It’s not 
just about the hardcore foodies.

Does the government has the right 
approach to food education?
I think it’s something which is important for 
families to take responsibility for. As much 
as I think it’s important to make sure that 
the government is spending enough on 
things like school lunches, I think it’s very 
much a dual responsibility. We could be in 
the situation like the US is where ketchup is 

considered a vegetable in a child’s meal. We 
never want to have a government that thinks 
that way.

What kind of view do you take on 
children’s food in restaurants?
On the restaurant side I’ve actually 
met a lot of chefs, through 
the Chef Alliance, who are 

 Slow Food began as a protest in front 
of McDonald’s in Italy, where little old 

ladies were handing out fresh pasta. 
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telling me that they’re 
really passionate about 
children’s food and 
spreading the word 
about how easy it is to 
make your own food 
for kids. The chefs often 
tell me that they’re 
concerned by the 
number of their friends 
who are scared to cook 
food from scratch for their children. I think 
there’s a real scare issue going on where 
people make it sound so rhetoric and anal 
about how to make a meal. Having chefs 
doing some basic demos with people and 
showing them how to have fun with food is 
really positive.

Where did the idea come from to start 
the Chef Alliance?
When I started as CEO, it was actually 
the chefs who contacted me. They were 
the first stakeholders of the food world 
that came to me and said ‘I’ve heard that 
Slow Food UK has started, can I give you a 
hand?’. That was my first experience with 
chefs here. Some of them had heard of 
Slow Food and seen it in other countries 
and some of them believed in the principles 
and wanted to help me get it up and 
running. Key chefs like Angela Hartnett 
helped us with an event that was just for 
women and it centred around sustainability. 
We had to design a menu using ‘forgotten 
foods’ and the chefs were keen to use 
ingredients that people are forgetting 

about but are British and part of our food 
heritage. In Italy, we do have something 
similar to the Chef Alliance and it’s more 
about using special ingredients. Here the 
chefs are really keen to give up their time 
and teach people how to cook for a day. 
They don’t get paid for that. It’s something 
quite philosophic because they care about 
food for society. The Chef Alliance is a way 
of me thanking those people who helped 
me when I first started.

Is Slow Food something that restaurants 
could start to incorporate into their 
sustainability agenda?
Absolutely. It’s very much about the belief 
system that taking that extra mile to get to 
that small producer is worth it. These small 
producers aren’t part of the major distribution 
chain and so it requires a little bit more effort 
to get to them. In Orkney I met with a 
75-year old, third generation miller, 
which is the most northerly mill 
in the whole of the UK and what 
they’re producing is a very rare 
product. It’s not commercial at all 

and yet it’s helping 
restaurants. It’s special 
and unique and that mill 
means so much to that 
island. Working with less 
commercial producers 
is definitely something 
that restaurants can get 
involved with. Whilst 
Slow Food is a global 
movement, it’s still a 

professional organisation and one that we’d 
encourage restaurants to embrace.

What would you say are your key aims 
for 2012?
I think we’re really focused on encouraging 
the holistic lifecycle approach to food. I’d like 
to see us working with more chefs to 
prepare more demonstrations to new parents 
showing them the importance of homemade 
food and how easy it is. I’d like to see a lot 
more chefs help me with our Slow Food on 
Campus. It’d be great to see them out there 
with the students and I’d like to grow that so 
that the campaign is running on every single 
campus. Right now, it’s my favourite 
programme. We’re in places like Oxford, 
Cambridge, Aberdeenshire and Plymouth so 
it’s already widespread. I’d like to see it 
extend into many more campuses. Students 
really admire chefs and it doesn’t take a lot 

of time to host a workshop in the 
canteens with them. I’m really proud of 

those things and I hope we 
continue to become advocates 
for good food. 

 I have to say that I would always 
want to do Slow Food in Britain rather 

than somewhere else because I feel 
that here it’s always very hands-on 

solutions to food problems. 


