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Introduction  

 An issue that is central in my own life – and central to all of our existence – is food. 

Asking myself questions about food is central to my everyday life. Where does our food come 

from? Is it sustainably grown or produced? Can meat production ever be sustainable? Can you 

claim to be an environmentalist, yet still eat meat? I’ve chosen to focus on my connections to the 

food I eat because these are decisions that I actively make everyday – this is one aspect of living 

that I have almost complete control over.  

In this paper, I’ve chosen to focus on three books that have influenced my ideas on 

sustainability and specifically on the sustainability of food production. With the help of experts 

in the field of food production, I argue that our connections with the land and with our food 

sources are seemingly fading. As most of us have no idea where our foods come from, and we 

are eating highly processed “foods”, our relationships with our food are suffering. The Western 

diet continues to include exotic, unsustainable foods from around the world, as well as highly 

processed food products.  

 As meat consumption continues to rise, many unsustainable and environmentally 

destructive farming techniques have emerged to produce more meat in a shorter period of time. 

This issue means a lot to me because I’ve always had a sense of guilt about where my food 

comes from, and the conditions in which it is produced, especially in terms of meat production. 

After reading a lot about meat production, including the mistreatment of animals on many farms 

and environmental degradation, I stopped eating meat in high school. This helped me feel 

slightly better about myself in terms of food-related guilt. About a year ago, I gave into 

temptation and began eating meat again, creating a new sense of guilt and giving up on my 

vegetarianism. Since this is a personal issue I struggle with and one that affects my daily life, I 

chose to look at it more closely here.  

After reading a few books on our food consumption patterns a few years ago, such as 

Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma and later, In Defense of Food, and Jonathan Safran 

Foer’s Eating Animals, I began to reconsider what I was eating. While I now realize that a 

vegetarian or vegan diet is not necessarily “more sustainable”, since certain farming techniques 

can still create a lot of environmental change, at the time I thought that cutting out meat was a 

simple solution to make myself feel better. At the same time, I am in no way putting down 

vegetarianism or vegan diets, as I would prefer one of these diets if I had the willpower, 

resources and time to make this life change. Aside from vegetarianism, I have always had a 

passion for gardening and wanting to grow my own food. Helping my grandparents on their 

small farm as a child – feeding chickens and picking vegetables – instilled in me a love for fresh 

food.  

Michael Pollan’s book In Defense of Food stresses the importance of our relationships 

with our food. Pollan (2008) asks,  

What would happen if we were to start thinking about food as less of a thing and more of 

a relationship? In nature, that is of course precisely what eating has always been: 

relationships among species in systems we call food chains... very often there develops a 

relationship of interdependence. (p.102)  

 With obesity rates, preventable diseases and food-related environmental degradation on the rise, 

thinking about these relationships seems more crucial than ever.  Pollan (2008, p.1) makes a 

simple suggestion – the main tenet of his book In Defense of Food – “Eat food. Not too much. 

Mostly plants”. While this may sound like an oversimplification, he expands on this throughout 



his book. He claims that much what we are eating today is not food at all – it is highly refined, 

and can be better described as “processed food products” (Pollan 2008, p.1).  

Similarly, in his book Eating Animals, Jonathan Safran Foer explores topics of factory 

farming and commercial fisheries (and their environmental impacts) as well as cultural meanings 

of food. Safran Foer (2009, p.58) summarizes some important findings, including the UN’s claim 

that raising animals for food (in factory farms or traditional farms) “is one of the top two or three 

most significant contributors to the most serious environmental problems, at every scale from 

local to global…” and animal agriculture should be a major policy focus when dealing with land 

degradation and climate change. Eating Animals has been seen as somewhat controversial, 

possibly because of claims by Safran Foer (2009, p.59) like, “someone who regularly eats 

factory-farmed animal products cannot call himself an environmentalist without divorcing that 

word from its meaning” when talking about the term “environmentalist”. While I’m not sure I 

agree with this statement, it’s definitely something that we all need to consider, especially as 

some of us would consider ourselves “environmentalists”, or at least “environmental educators”. 

In thinking about these relationships between food and our environments, photographer 

Peter Menzel has done a lot of work on food and cultures around the world. Menzel’s 

photography shows a glimpse into the daily lives of individuals and families living in diverse 

societies all around the world. Two of Menzel’s photography books on food – Hungry Planet 

and What I Eat – give us an idea of various diets around the world and offers a new perspective 

on the foods that people choose to eat and feed to their families. While often their meals are not 

so much a choice, but the only option, since they’re eating whatever they have grown or is 

available locally, we have the luxury of eating a countless variety of foods from any part of the 

world. For example, comparing what our own families consume, versus the Ayme family – an 

Ecuadorian family of nine, who eat mostly local fruits and vegetables – can force us to think 

about where our food is coming from, how it got there, and its impact on the rest of the world 

(Peter Menzel, 2005).   

Sustainable Food Production  
Some alternatives to our Western diets, or ways to “eat for a healthy planet”, may include 

eating sustainable seafood, eating more meatless meals, eating organic, and eating locally (David 

Suzuki Foundation, 2012).  But can our current population ever be considered sustainable? Can 

we sustainably produce food for our current population?  

In Derrick Jensen’s book Endgame: The Problem of Civilization, Jensen makes twenty 

premises surrounding sustainability, including the statement that civilization is inherently 

unsustainable. He talks specifically about carrying capacity – why the land can only support so 

many people – and explains an inevitable population crash. He asks many powerful questions 

about our food, and asks us to ponder where it comes from, and just how sustainable it is. Jensen 

(2006) asks,  

Consider the land where you live. How many people could it have permanently supported 

before the arrival of our extractive culture? How many people did it support? What did 

these people eat?... And now? What will those who come after eat? If you were to rely 

only on local food harvested sustainably – by which I mean entirely without the 

assistance of civilization or its technologies (e.g. no fossil fuels or mining) – what would 

you eat?... How many people could live in your place forever? How many people will live 

there after the crash? (p.103).  

While he sounds somewhat prophetic and often pessimistic, I feel that this is an unfortunate truth 

– we’ve exceeded earth’s carrying capacity, and the environment is paying the price.  



Other experts, including Canadian writer and epidemiologist David Waltner-Toews, in an 

excerpt from his upcoming book The Origin of Feces: What Excrement Tells Us About 

Evolution, Ecology and a Sustainable Society, says that “given the human population on this 

planet, even a vegan diet is associated with the deaths or slow disappearance of millions of 

animals through habitat loss” (Alternative Journal 2013, p. 27). This loss of habitat is due to 

overconsumption and a growing demand for food, as our population continues to grow and 

exceed earth’s carrying capacity. Waltner-Toews (2013, p.27) explains, “Every life has a cost. 

Every hectare of land cleared to raise or feed pigs or chickens or cattle or people is a hectare of 

land unavailable to feed other species”, which leads to loss of biodiversity and environmental 

changes in general. This can be clearly seen around the world, as deforestation as a result of food 

production continues. For example, the deforestation of the Amazon in Brazil (which has 

reportedly slowed in recent years) is due to a number of factors, including cattle ranching 

(Greenpeace 2011). Making way for these farms, due to growing demands for beef, has led to 

immense habitat loss.  

 

Solutions? – Eating Local vs. Organic 

While the problem of our ever-growing population exists, does a solution to the food 

crisis and environmental degradation associated with food production exist? Could feeding our 

current population ever be seen as sustainable? Some would argue that it is possible – by eating 

mostly organic, and mostly local foods. But in practice, what does this mean, and are these 

“solutions” as environmentally friendly as they sound?  

  The David Suzuki Foundation (2013) stresses that “understanding the resources that go 

into producing our meals can make us more aware of the relationship between food and climate 

change, and can help us make better choices”. While merely understanding is not enough for 

many people – since organic or local foods may be a lot more expensive, out of season for much 

of the year, or sometimes unavailable in their area – this is a good start. We are all aware of the 

problems with certain types of meat production (like factory farms or overgrazing), chemical 

agriculture (which use synthetic pesticides and fertilizers) and overfishing – so what can we do 

to make better food choices?  

 Eating food that’s produced closer to home, eating organic food as much as possible, 

growing as much of our own food as possible, and encouraging others to do the same is a healthy 

start. While the local vs. organic debate is a complex issue, it is important to understand that not 

all local food is necessarily good for the environment, and may not be better than organic food 

which has been imported. For example, one study showed that lamb raised in New Zealand and 

shipped 18,000 km to the UK produced less than one quarter of the greenhouse gases than local 

British lamb (consumed in the UK) (David Suzuki Foundation 2013). The reason for this is not 

due to where the lamb came from – but rather in how it was raised. The local flocks in the UK 

were grain-fed (which takes a lot more energy to grow), while the New Zealand flocks were 

naturally grazing on grass. According to similar studies, “food miles” (the distance food travels 

from production to the consumer) makes up a relatively small percentage of the overall carbon 

footprint of the food (about 11%), while the way food is grown takes up a larger percentage 

(about 83%) (David Suzuki Foundation, 2013). While eating locally may be beneficial for many 

reasons, and organic food debates (which are a separate issue) continue, in terms of carbon 

footprints, in many cases, organic food seems like a better option. 

 While there is no simple solution to our current environmental crisis, educating ourselves 

to make better decisions regarding our food is a great first step. As environmental educators it is 



crucial for us to teach about food systems, sustainable eating practices, and community 

involvement – including encouraging meatless meals, eating organic, and growing our own foods 

as much as possible. As earth’s population continues to grow, the Western diet must be adapted, 

and we need to make meaningful changes in the way that we see food and our relationship to it 

and the planet.   
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