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 Amidst growing concerns over food waste, food insecurity and the projected global 
population growth that is estimated to reach 9 billion by 2050, it is clear why a class 
entitled “Food Matters” matters!   Under the New One program banner, the Food Matters 
(NEW101) class offers students at New College a sneak peek into the underbelly of how 
our food systems work.
 
Through our initial investigation, our class has discovered a complex web of practices, 
people, corporations, and forms of governance that obfuscates questions of where, how, 
and by whom our food is produced.  Their research, presented here, explores issues as 
diverse as the potential benefits and drawbacks of our reliance on “big data,” and  the 
Instagram food trend and the increasing the fetishization of food.  We also question 
whether new food scanning technology could reduce food literacy.
 
We tackle the urgent issue of Food Waste from multiple global and systemic perspectives 
including exploring the freegan movement, and the much celebrated RFID technology 
to measure food waste in South Korea.  Within the theme Food and Health, we critique 
the lack of diversity and inclusivity in alternative food spaces and argue the need for 
governments to invest in food literacy and explore the role of urban school farms. The 
connection between school programming and food literacy is especially important 
considering the global growth in obesity. 

Concluding our magazine with the theme of Food and Politics are four articles tackling 
diverse issues such as biodiversity and the green revolution, genetically modified ‘killer’ 
seeds and farmer suicides in India, and the aggregation of our global food supply via 
agribusiness monopolies in Latin America.

With such a diverse breadth and scope of food topics covered within this publication, we 
are proud to launch the first issue of Food Matters and look forward to many more issues 
to come.

Bozhoo, Hello and Bonjour.
Welcome to the inaugural issue 
of Food Matters!

Editor-in-Chief, Tammara Soma 
Global Food Equity Coordinator & Lecturer, New College U of T
Project Manager, Food Systems Lab
Co-Founder, International Food Loss and Food Waste Studies Group
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FOOD & TECHNOLOGY
Big data and technology: 
the double-edged sword
By Katherine Rockburn

In a society where we are constantly 
bombarded by new technologies, from 
the newest iPhone to the latest app, no 
industry goes unaffected by technological 
advancements, including the farming 
industry. In the past, farmers would often 
care for their crops by hand. This allowed 
for tacit learning because farmers would 
grow the food themselves, they would feel 
the soil and directly interact with the food. 
Today, direct interaction with food is being 
lost and technology and big data are taking 
center stage. Everything from the way cows 
are milked to how strawberries are picked 
is changing. The purpose of this essay is 
to explore technological changes in the 
farming industry and examine the negatives 
and positives effects of these changes, 
ultimately answering the question, how is 
technology changing the future of food?  

In Bronson and Knezevic’s article, “Big Data 
in food and agriculture”, big data is defined 
as large pieces of data that digital tools 
collect and analyze (2016). At first glance 
big data seems great: it can allow farmers 
to be more knowledgeable about their 
crops and thus treat them more efficiently. 
For example, as we learned from our guest 
speaker Dennis McCormac, growing 
almonds requires great amounts of water. 
In fact, to grow one almond it takes 3.8 
gallons of water. However, with the use of 
water sensors, water use is decreased by 
20%. Here big data is beneficial because 
it allows for more efficient production of 
produce. 
On the other hand, negative implications 
emerge when big data is not shared. As 
mentioned in Bronson and Knezevic’s article, 

all John Deere tractors now come equipped 
with sensors to detect information about 
soil and crops (2016). However, all the 
information these tractors collect belongs to 
the John Deere company, the information 
on the farmer’s crops is not shared with the 
farmers. Now an ethical dilemma arises, 
it doesn’t seem fair, shouldn’t farmers have 
access to information regarding their own 
crops? 

The ethics of big data is further explored 
later in Bronson and Knezevic article. The 
Monsanto Corporation has digital tools 
that farmers can use to collect data on soil, 
weed varieties and water (Bronson and 
Knezevic, 2016). Although this information is 
accessible to farmers, Monsanto also uses 
this information. They use it to determine 
which chemicals to invest in promoting and 
developing. Is it ethical for companies to 
use farmer’s crops to retrieve information 
for the company without rewarding the 
farmers? Should the farmers have a say in 
how Monsanto uses the information about 
their crops? 

As pointed out by Rains, Olson and 
Lewis’, “redirecting technology to support 
sustainable farm management practices”, 
global positioning system (GPS) technology 
can indicate the amount of chemical fertilizer 
and pesticides the soil needs (2017, 368). 
This is a great use of technology as it can 
decrease the amount of chemicals used on 
the crops and therefore also decrease the 
amount of chemicals that goes into nearby 
water sources. GPS technology can also 
decrease costs for farmers as they can 
spend less on chemicals. However, it makes 

farmers heavily reliant on technology, which 
can be dangerous because, due to the loss 
of direct interaction with the crops, they may 
start to lose their understanding of how to 
care for crops, instead the technology takes 
care of that for those farmers. But what if 
the technology fails? Will farmers still be 
able to take care of their crops or will that 
knowledge have been lost? Not only do 
these questions affect farmers, they also 
affect us, the consumers. If farmers are not 
producing crops we lose access to local 
produce. 

Technological advancements in the farming 
industry also emotionally distance farmers 
and consumers from food. As Steel states 
so eloquently in her book, Hungry city: 
how food shapes our lives, “How is it 
possible that I can walk past a bowl of these 
very pears at home for days on end and 
never be tempted to try even one? Here, 
plucked straight from the tree, they are pure 
ambrosia” (2009, 57). This demonstrates 
how powerful one’s connectedness to 
food can be. If we see and obtain the 
food at its source we are more likely to be 
invested and care about the food. Being 
connected with our food has all sorts of 
positive repercussions; if we care more 
about our food we are less likely to waste 
it which, in turn, means decreased food 
waste and decreased money spent on 
food. Today, technology provides us with 
an overwhelming variety and amount of 
food. Although this may seem positive, it 
can diminish the “ambrosia” like effect Steel 
experienced because, often, we do not see 
the beauty of the food, we simply see it as 
something to consume in order to function.

Image courtesy of Jatuphon Buraphon via Pexels.com
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Technological advancements can also 
increase the physical distance between 
our food and us. As Clapp points out in 
her chapter “Unpacking the World Food 
Economy”, the average plate of food travels 
1,500 kilometers before it reaches our plate 
(2016, 1). Most consumers, myself included, 
don’t know what happens in those 1, 500 
kilometers, we just know that we have a 
variety of food to choose from. As well as 
separating consumers from the source of our 
food, this physical distance, when bridged 
by faster transportation due to advancing 
technology in an increasingly globalized 

world, often takes the excitement out of 
eating. For example, in Toronto, strawberries 
tend to be available year-round but 
they are certainly not always in season 
in Canada. Due to the fact that we can 
access strawberries year-round, they are 
no longer special, there is often little to no 
excitement when seeing them on the shelves 
because they always seem to be there. In 
this case, physical distance is bridged but 
not in a positive way. Decreasing physical 
distance is important in order for one to be 
closer and more connected to the source 
of the food but physical distance cannot 

always be decreased by technological 
advancements because the specialty of 
eating food starts to disappear.

To conclude, big data and technology 
is a double-edged sword. Big data can 
increase the efficiency of our resources 
but can also lead to ethical complications. 
Technology can decrease chemical use and 
costs but can increase our emotional and 
physical distance from our food. With these 
advancements, it is clear that the future of 
food is changing, whether this change is for 
the better or worse, that remains to be seen. 

Bronson, K., & Knezevic, I. (2016). Big Data in food and agriculture. Big Data & Society, 3(1), 2053951716648174.
Clapp, J. (2016). Food: Second edition. Polity Press. 
Rains, G. C., Olson, D. M., & Lewis, W. J. (2011). Redirecting technology to support sustainable farm management practices. Agricultural Systems, 104(4), 365-370.
Steel, C. (2013). Hungry city: How food shapes our lives. Random House.

After the struggles of picking a café, getting 
there, and finally ordering, you hear that one 
friend say, “let’s wait for all the food to come 
so we can take a picture before we eat!”. 
So you wait, and we all know that when the 
food finally comes and the perfect photo has 
been Snapchatted in different angles, your 
ice cream has melted off your doughnut cone 
and your pancakes are no longer warm. 

With the increasing popularity of Snapchat 
and Instagram, food porn photos have 
become a natural part of our daily life: no 
one questions the person with a professional 
camera holding up the burger in front of a 

brick wall. But how has this trend change the 
food industry, and our perception of food?

Restaurants and businesses have begun to 
focus their efforts on the secondary factors 
in relation to food. The taste of the dishes is 
no longer the priority, but rather the way the 
food is presented: using the right ingredients 
that are of hype currently (avocados, glitter, 
pastel colours, coconut water), under the right 
lighting. The obsession with taking photos 
of food for the sake of the aesthetics has 
transformed the gastronomical experience 
into one of superficial layers. Increasingly, 
our sense of taste is being sacrificed for our 

need of viewing food as an aesthetic, and 
in turn, nourishment from food is no longer 
viewed as the primary reasons to visit a 
restaurant.   In fact, here is a list of key points 
to hit if you’re looking to make your restaurant 
the newest hot spot for Instagram and 
Snapchat posts:
 1. Bright lighting with Edison lightbulbs 
 2. Plant décor (bonus point if the wall is
     covered in plants or flowers)
 3. Marble tables 
 4. Neon signs 
 5. White brick walls 
 6. Menu written on blackboards 
 7.Food and drinks plated on anything other 

Hungry Eyes or Hungry Stomachs?

By Benita Wu

than dishes (eg. Cutting boards, pans, light 
bulbs). Note how none of these points 
include anything about food itself, but rather, 
places focus on the general ambiance of the 
café. Of course, this list is not definitive, yet 
the things listed are common in the cafes that 
you see on social media. 

This doesn’t come across as something 
new, we have all grown accustomed to 
seeing Facebook videos from blogTO or 
InsiderFood on the “newest brunch place in 
town”. The videos would include montages 
of poached eggs being cut in slow motion, 
vibrantly coloured smoothie bowls with 
berries and chia seeds, and the comment 
section would include thousands of 
comments of individuals tagging their friends 
saying variations of “let’s go here,” “omg 
this looks so good,” “we’re going.” Note 
again that, rarely, do these videos feature 
the faces behind the dish nor the nutritional 
value of the ingredients. The modern food 
system has put enough distance between 
consumers and producers already: from 
the imported quinoa all the way from Peru 
placed into beautiful packaging down in 
Whole Foods, to the oranges from Brazil 
processed into Simply Orange juice bottles. 

In fact, the average plate of food eaten in 
North America travels around 1,500 miles 
before being consumed . The food distance 
has fed to the commodification of food, 
and in a way, contributes to the large issue 
of food waste today. The commodification 
of food, along with the abundance of food 
in developed nations, feed to the idea that 
nourishment is not the top priority of the 
plate. Thus leading to the mindset that we 
could always just buy more in the future, and 
that it is alright to waste food as it is always 
available. 

Yet the little screens we hold in our hands 
contribute further to this distance. In fact, a 
large portion of the largely Instagrammed, 
charcoal ice cream with various toppings 
of cereal, funfetti, and syrup, have likely 
been thrown away after the ice cream has 
been held upon a white wall and the photo 
has been snapped. In reality, the beautiful 
dessert shots are often way too sweet to 
be actually consumed fully. As we place 
more of an emphasis on creating the perfect 
photo of the food that we have purchased, 
we focus less on the taste of the food, as 
well as the labour and efforts behind the 
food: the farmers who carefully milked the 

cows (although the milk industry is largely 
mechanical now as well), the farmers who 
harvested the corn, oats, and wheat, or the 
trained and paid employee who swirled 
the ice cream into the perfect shape for that 
exact photo. 

However, the photo-conscious lifestyle 
does have its benefits. The movement 
towards a health-conscious lifestyle has 
allowed people to share and track their 
clean-eating habits and in turn, motivate 
and encourage each other to stay on top 
of their healthy habits.       Of course, not all 
of the photographed dishes are lacking in 
consideration of nutritional value or culture. 
Sometimes, the documentation of food 
provides a gratification of the beautiful dish 
that could very well also be tasty to the 
tongue. 

At the end of the day, no one can stop 
you from taking all the photos of food you 
want. Just remember to consider the story 
behind the strawberry in your eye-pleasing 
smoothie bowl, and try your best to finish 
the whole thing before disappearing behind 
your phone to find the perfect filter for the 
perfect-looking dish. 

  Clapp, J. (2016) “Unpacking the World Food Economy” Chapter 1 in Food. Cambridge: Polity Press. 1-24

“Traditional and 
healthier foods are 
much less photo-
graphed than
‘Instagrammed’ 
delicacies.”
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In today’s society, the general youth 
population is obsessed with social media. 
Everything we do has to be shared online 
in someway or another - commonly through 
Instagram. With a mindset of, “if you didn’t 
share it, you didn’t do it,” we have become 
addicted to sharing content online. Our 
addiction to Instagram has changed our 
perception of food and our belief on what 
foods are truly healthy. 

If we make something delicious, or dine into 
a restaurant, there’s is a tendency to feed our 
phones by taking a quick snap of our meal 
for Instagram even before feeding ourselves. 
This is mainly true for people ages 18 to 22 
years old as we are five times more likely to 
share a photo of our food before eating - 
compared to people 55 years old and up 
(Tandoh, 2016). With that in mind, it’s safe 
to say that the food presented online would 
not be some old fashion stew but something 
exotic and intricate that would appeal to the 
younger population. 

Today, food not only feeds our stomach 
but also our eyes. We get a feeling of 
satisfaction with the aesthetics, colourful, 
and contrasting style of food on Instagram. 
Due to Instagram, we have become self-
conscious about how food is presented 
and addicted to its visual appeal. Living in 
the age of technology, Waitrose reported 
that, 40% claim that they worry about the 
presentation of their meal more than they did 
five years ago (Tandoh, 2016). Something 
like a bowl of oatmeal for the morning has 
now become significantly more visually 
pleasing just for it to be shared online. There 

was a time when oatmeal was once just 
plain oats boiled over hot water. Now it is 
oats filled with fruits symmetrically placed, 
with a few pieces of nuts here and there, 
and coconut shreds sprinkled over the bowl. 
Ignoring the taste, time and effort are wasted 
on trying to turn every dish we eat into a 
work of art, we’ve begun to care more 
about the visuals, which has changed what 
we eat drastically. 

Instagram has also created a lot of 
misconceptions about food. It has made us 
change the way we view food in regard 
to health; people would now go and try 
food regardless of whether it’s healthy or if 
it even tastes good, they are now going just 
for the pictures (Tandoh, 2016). Not only 
are we addicted to what we share and 
how we share it, but also addicted to what 
others are eating. Food is such a popular 
topic that there are more than 200 million 
posts under #food and a list of various 
tags related to food such as #veganfood, 
#foodie, and #foods. Simply viewing my 
Instagram explore page floods my phone 
with a variety of food related images, which 
just goes to show how related food and 
Instagram have become.

Always looking for food that’s Instagram-
worthy, we tend to follow the biggest visually 
appealing food trends - which are usually 
high in sugar and/or sodium - that satisfy 
our cravings. However, there is a toll in 
doing so. In a recent study of hashtags on 
social media by Yelena Mejova (2016), 
it was revealed that with 9.3M hashtag 
“#foodporn,” which contained mainly 

unhealthy food, is a hashtag associated by 
users to healthy food! 

Instagram has managed to convince us that 
foods that have been viewed as unhealthy 
in real life, are actually “healthy”, simply 
by making them aesthetically pleasing 
through a screen and connecting them 
to healthy hashtags. In Mejova’s  (2016) 
research, hashtags related to “healthy” foods 
had far more likes on Instagram (86.7% 
average of likes), compared to unhealthy 
foods with 68.2% average of likes, even 
though they are the same thing. It was 
also discovered that there was a positive 
correlation between obesity in a population 
and mentions of healthy hashtags (Mejova, 
2016). This makes absolutely no sense as 
healthier hashtags should mean healthier 
food. However, because Instagram has 
changed our perception of health, these 
healthier hashtags are now associated with 
unhealthy foods. This trend is often seen in 
wealthier nations because the population 
has the ability to participate in healthier 
activities. Combined with Instagram, this 
gives them a false understanding of what 
health actually is.  

Overall, the relationship between Instagram 
and food has evolved faster than ever. The 
endless addiction has taken a huge effect 
on how we eat and what we eat. Spending 
extreme amounts of time on Instagram has 
affected how we perceive food, and what 
foods we consider healthy. Food, shouldn’t 
be treated as an art project. Its purpose is to 
provide us nutrients and nourishment, not to 
visually entertain us through our phones.

Tandoh, R. (2016, November 02). Click plate: how Instagram is changing the way we eat. Retrieved October 23, 2017
     from https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2016/nov/02/click-plate-how-instagram-changing-way-we-eat-food
Mejova, Y., Abbar, S., & Haddadi, H. (2016). #foodporn Around the World. Fetishizing Food in Digital Age, 2, 250-258. 
    Retrieved October 19, 2017, from https://arxiv.org/abs/1603.00229.

Food, Food & Foodporn
By Sharon Quan

Artificial Intelligence: 
Impact on the Future of Food

By Betelhem Araya Tadele

Can Artificial Intelligence teach us how to 
cook? According to recent news from MIT’s 
Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence 
Laboratory, this is indeed the wave of the 
future.

As presented in a recent article by 
Conner-Simons and Gordon (2017), a 
new artificial intelligence (AI) technology 
called Pic2Recipe, developed my MIT 
researchers can scan a picture of food, 
and then automatically suggest recipes 
and ingredients that will allow someone to 
recreate the food photographed. 
 

Currently, AI is used in food production 
and food processing. For instance, 
genetically modified crops and fertilizers 
are produced by using genetic engineering 
methods which are used to maximize food 
quantity and quality.  However, we do not 
commonly see AI in food consumption. 
To create a sustainable food system, we 
need to consider food safety, the health 
of the environment, the amount that we 
produce, and the quality of our food 
(Sinha. 2014). A sustainable food system 
can be achieved by reducing waste and 
pollution without endangering our social, 
economic, and cultural needs (Sinha. 2014). 
Currently, food waste is a major global 
issue requiring serious attention. A study 
conducted by Gustavsson et al. (2011) for 
FAO showed that food waste at consumer 
level in industrialized countries (222 million 
ton) is almost as high as the total net food 
production in sub Saharan Africa (230 
million ton).  

By specifying  the quantity of food required 
and recommending appropriate portions 
technologies like Pic2Recipe could 
potentially reduce food waste, as studies 
have shown that planning and portion 
control is important in food waste reduction 
(Gustavsson et al. 2011). The recipe tracker 
has also the potential to make cooking 
healthy food more accessible, by offering 
variety into one’s diet encourage them to try 
new healthy dishes.  

Technology proponents argue that taken 
further, AI has the potential to reduce 
energy use, and increase time efficiency, 
envisioning pre-programmed technologies 
that can make any food you want from 
recipes or a picture by itself. Furthermore, 
AI can be used in grocery shopping to 
determine the ripeness and freshness of food 
ingredients. For example, an inexpensive 
portable sensor was developed by MIT 
chemists to incorporate them with smart 
packaging (Trafton. 2015). Even though such 
technologies sound astonishing in terms of 
saving time, however, they have their own 
limitations.  

AI is highly dependent on big data, which 
is required to help developers build their 
algorithms (Conner-Simons and Gordon. 
2017). The food recipe tracker uses a big 
database to suggest the ingredients and 
instructions (Conner-Simons and Gordon. 
2017). But how reliable is that information? 
According to MIT News report, the recipe 
tracker is only capable of identifying 
common ingredients (Conner-Simons and 
Gordon. 2017), and recipes suggested from 

the database may not even be the same as 
the picture. As the technology may suggest 
unrelated recipes, users may end up with 
unwanted dishes which could increase food 
waste, waste time, money, and energy. 
Additionally, the ingredient database may 
lack cultural sensitivity, limiting its global use.  

There are also inherent limitations to AI as 
there are things that humans can only learn 
through trial and error. For example, as 
Carolan (2017) noted, a person cannot 
master riding a bike through reading a 
printed sheet, it takes practice. Cooking 
is the same. We can only fully learn from 
experiences by doing it ourselves, through 
observation, and being taught by others. 
From my own experience growing up in 
Ethiopia, injera is a staple food made in 
every home. No matter how well you read 
an instruction or have seen a person making 
it, you cannot make the perfect circle injera 
without trial and error.    

Future AI technologies that will be 
developed to cook food for us in order 
to save time and energy also comes with 
concerns. Carolan (2017) talks about social 
distancing. He argues that social distancing 
has grown so much in countries like US that 
bringing people together for face-to-face 
encounters is becoming a real challenge.  
The connection and the knowledge that 
is created in making food with family or 
friends, shopping for food, growing food, 
determining the vegetable’s freshness and 
ripeness, and the table conversations that 
often come along through meal sharing are 
important values that should be cherished.  

Advantages and Disadvantages for Artificial Intelligence. (2014, March 26). Retrieved November 22, 2017
    from https://praveen1302.wordpress.com/2014/02/11/advantages-and-disadvantages-for-artificial-intelligence/
Carolan, M. (2017). No One Eats Alone: Food as a Social Enterprise. Island Press.
Conner-Simons, A., & Gordon, R. (2017). Artificial intelligence suggests recipes based on food photos. MIT News. Retrieved November 18, 2017
   from: http://news.mit.edu/2017/artificial-intelligence-suggests-recipes-based-on-food-photos-0720
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FOOD WASTE

Today, 40% of the food produced in the 
United States goes uneaten (Barnard, 2016). 
There are many reasons as to why there is 
so much waste. Although poor distribution 
is a leading cause, unsurprisingly, most of 
the waste is produced simply because it 
is the way companies can make the most 
profit (Barnard, 2016). This is because stores 
want to portray an image of abundance, 
variety and freshness (Barnard, 2016). As 
a result, they purposely over order food 
out of the fear that customers will go to their 
competitors if it appears they are lacking 
certain products (Barnard, 2016). To keep 
up their image, certain policies are also put 
in place that further contribute to waste. For 
example, the Florida Tomato Committee, 
“decrees the exact size, color, texture, 
and shape of exported slicing tomatoes. 
It prevents the shipping of tomatoes that 
are lopsided, kidney-shaped, elongated, 
angular, ridged, rough, or otherwise 
‘deformed.”(Barnard, 2016). 

These policies are put in place across many 
companies despite the fact that none of the 
tomatoes are nutritionally inadequate or 
pose any safety risk. Some stores have taken 
even more extreme measures to keep up the 
facade. For instance, a bakery chain called 
Au Bon Pain requires an additional $80 of 

extra food at closing time to keep up their 
image of freshness (Barnard, 2016). 

This overabundance is not without cost. It 
has huge environmental consequences. In 
addition, I wondered how it could possibly 
be sustainable for companies. Shockingly, 
many companies benefit from this system 
because it costs so little to produce products. 
They would actually lose more money by 
losing a sale than they would by having 
extra food at the end of the day (Barnard, 
2016). This is made possible by exploiting 
human labourers. Despite these shocking 
allegations, I had enough optimism to 
think that at least the excess waste would 
redistributed. Unfortunately, like before, it is 
much cheaper for companies to simply throw 
away food than to redistribute products 
(Barnard, 2016). 

Perhaps even more shockingly, companies 
make attempts to justify the huge amount 
of waste they produce by arguing that 
redistribution is a liability. In reality, the Bill 
Emerson Good Samaritan Act prevents 
companies from being sued for redistributing 
surplus (Barnard, 2016). In addition, as 
we know less and less about where our 
food comes from, we contribute to more 
waste because we have a weakened 

Diving into the Freeganism 
Movement: Freegans & 
Dumpster Diving
By Fiona Amos
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understanding of our food. For instance, 
up to 30% of food is discarded because 
consumers wrongly believe that best before 
labels reflect food safety (Barnard, 2016). 
Although disturbing, I am not surprised that 
our system is designed to produce waste. 
This is because we live in a society that 
values profit above all else and seeks for 
infinite growth despite that fact that we live 
in a world with very much finite resources. 
For that reason, I was hopeful when I heard 
that there were people opposing this system, 
each in unique ways. 

One particularly interesting movement 
opposed to this system is freeganism. 
Freegans believe our current system has 
completely disregarded  environmental, 
animal and human rights and as a result 
have totally rejected it (Barnard, 2016). 
Like vegans, freegans, do not eat meat on 
the basis that it is animal abuse. However, 
they argue that veganism is completely 
ineffective. One freegan, named Adam 
Weissman explained that buying local, 
organically and vegan products was not 
enough to stop exploitation of human rights, 
the environment and even animals because 
habitat destruction is caused by framing 
(Barnard, 2016). He explained that whether 
or not a food is ethically produced, it still 
ends up in the trash (Barnard, 2016). As 
a result, the benefits of going meatless is 
negligible. This is where the “free” aspect of 
freeganism comes in. In this sense, freegans 
refuse to buy food so they do not contribute 
to this system at all. Instead freegans forage 
for food. Adam claims he has not bought 
food in over 13 years and is completely 
self-sustained by dumpster diving (Barnard, 
2016).

Other organizations have adapted this 
freegan mindset for a larger scale. Mostly 

notably is freegan.info. The group, based 
in Manhattan, leads community trash tours 
which teach newcomers how to dumpster 
dive and find safe and abundant food 
sources in the city (Barnard, 2016). In 
addition, Food Not Bombs, takes discarded 
food from dumpsters or donations and 
redistributes it on a larger scale, for the 
homeless and underprivileged people 
as well as those interested in eating 
more sustainably (Barnard, 2016). Both 
organizations hope to encourage the public 
to actively change the system by showing 
that it is possible to work together to resolve 
hunger and help the environment by resisting 
corporate control and domination. 

These larger organizations draw parallels 
with food banks. However, they approach 
feeding people and resolving hunger in very 
different ways. For example, while Food Not 
Bombs uses all repurposed food, the Rhode 
Island Food Bank buys 40% of its food 
(Fisher and Jayaraman, 2017). They argue 
that they want to have better control over 
the quality and nutritional food despite the 
evidence that there is already an abundance 
of healthy food that goes uneaten. The 
food banks work within the capitalist system 
which does not actively stop hunger or 
reduce waste (Fisher and Jayaraman, 
2017). As a result, the events hosted by 
these organizations have very different 
atmospheres. A study of food pantries in San 
Franciso showed that customers felt helpless 
after using these services and was regarded 
as a last resort (Fisher and Jayaraman, 
2017). In contrast, many freegan events are 
the first choice of the attendees and works to 
make change.

Despite the good intentions of freegans, 
it is unclear if their work is effective. One 
problem is that many stores are very 

against the idea of freeganism and limit 
freegans ability to access food. One activist 
from freegan.info named Janet, had an 
agreement with a store to collect their excess 
food and redistribute it at a freegan event. 
However,  as noted by Barnard (2016) “[A 
customer] saw that [she] was walking off 
with the same things that they were buying, 
and they decided they weren’t going to let 
[her] do it anymore.” She added, “now I just 
get it from the dumpster, again,” (Barnard, 
2016).

In addition, freeganism is restricted to 
privileged groups. One freegan from 
freegan.info says, “Certainly people who 
have grown up with privilege, it’s a lot 
easier to break taboos and to be seen out 
digging through the trash for your food. 
That’s very basic: if you’re at the bottom of 
the economic heap it’s not as easy to say, 
“Oh yeah, I’m going to be voluntarily poor” 
because you’re not voluntarily poor, you’re 
involuntarily poor. Economic privilege is 
pretty specific to freegan stuff in that we’re 
talking about voluntary poverty, and that is 
a pretty hot-button issue for people who are 
being forced into that kind of a situation” 
(Barnard, 2016). 

Freeganism also creates a paradox because 
their whole practice is to create a world 
without waste but they base their practices 
and rely on the fact that there is consistent 
waste (Barnard, 2016). In response to these 
claims, one activist Madeline from freegan.
info explains that, “The point isn’t my lifestyle 
and how pure or impure it is. It’s not about 
[taking] shorter showers. It’s about making 
a political point and changing hearts and 
minds and getting people to take first actions 
for themselves” (Barnard, 2016). Janet from 
freegan.info also acknowledges these 
claims. She says, “It’s not our ultimate goal 
to continue living off this horrible system. But 
in the meantime, while this horrible system 
exists, we remove ourselves from it and we’re 
not participating in it, we still do need to eat” 
(Barnard, 2016).

Overall, the effectiveness of freeganism 
is difficult to measure and little studies 
have done to measure the total amount of 
reduced waste. Furthermore, freeganism 
is a small movement because of its 
extremism. I personally do not believe 
that their lifestyle is worthwhile because 
their effectiveness of changing our current 

system is not guaranteed and currently, the 
bounds they have made are negligible. 
Despite this, it is important that changes 
are made because our current system is 
unsustainable. It is important that we work 
towards developing stronger infrastructure 
to help better redistribute food and create 
less waste. Although freegans believe that it 

is impossible to change our current system, 
I believe that change is inevitable because 
this system is not sustainable and will 
eventually collapse. It is simply of matter of 
whether we can make changes before this 
collapse.

Barnard, A. V. (2016). Freegans: Diving into the wealth of food waste in America. University of Minnesota Press.
Fisher, A., & Jayaraman, S. (2017). Big Hunger: The Unholy Alliance Between Corporate America and Anti-hunger Groups. MIT Press.
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There are many instances in our daily lives 
where we are short on time, and want to 
be as efficient as possible. Many people 
eat at fast food restaurants every day, and 
at times, may forget to separate their waste; 
inadvertently putting food into landfills. Food 
waste is an understudied subject (Lee and 
Soma 2016), but is becoming a major issue. 
This is prevalent in the global south, where 
populations are increasing, along with 
the amount of waste produced. The food 
waste problem in the global south arose 
due to similar reasons seen in each different 
country, specifically, poor segregation of 
food waste, and urbanization. However, 

many initiatives by their respective 
governments are aimed at a solution to food 
waste.

Food waste is a major issue, especially 
in the global south. This arose due to a 
wide variety of factors commonly seen in 
many of these countries. The segregation 
of food waste from municipal solid waste is 
often done poorly, with their systems being 
incomplete (Thi et al. 2015). The majority 
of solid waste in these countries is in fact, 
organic matter. In China, 67.3 percent of 
waste composition was organic matter in 
1998, 41.8 percent for India in 1995, and 
70.2 percent in Indonesia in 1993 (Idris et. 

al 2004). This has led to a wide variety of 
environmental problems, such as the release 
of methane gas. Additionally, this poses a 
safety hazard for those that are around food 
waste on a constant basis, as explosions 
and landslides may occur. By generating 
a high amount of organic wastes, not only 
does this lead to possible environmental 
problems, but also jeopardizes the safety of 
people who are around landfill sites.
The food waste issue will not diminish in the 
future, but will in fact, continue to grow. This 
can be attributed to the rapid development 
and urbanization occurring, especially 
in Asian countries (Thi et. al 2015). It was 
predicted that food waste would increase 
by 44% between the years of 2005 and 
2025 (Thi et. al 2015). A prime example 
of this urbanization is seen in Indonesia, 
where supermarkets are becoming more 
prevalent compared to local vendors. This 
is highlighted in Tammara Soma’s research 
in Indonesia, where she followed 21 low, 
middle, and high class families on their 

Food Waste & its Management 
in the Global South
By Gabriel Tjong

“It’s about making a 
political point and changing 
hearts and minds and 
getting people to take first 
actions for themselves.”

Waste pickers dig through the Trash at Jakarta’s Bantar Gebang
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shopping trips and meal preparation. A 
pattern was seen where middle and upper 
income families tended to stock up more, 
due to larger fridge sizes and access to 
these supermarkets, therefore generating 
more food waste (Lee and Soma 2016). 
The opposite was seen in lower income 
families, where smaller amounts of food 
were bought, but food waste was still 
generated, but to a lesser extent (Lee and 
Soma 2016). Through urbanization and 
incomplete systems to segregate food 
waste from solid wastes, food waste has 
become a major issue in the global south 
countries.

Currently, food waste segregation in 
many developing countries is poor, 
due to incomplete legislation (Thi et. al 
2015). Additionally, infrastructure of the 
segregation systems are poor, and have 
provided little economic reward (Thi 
et. al 2015). As many of these global 
south countries are starting to feel the 
effects of the food waste issue, policies 
are beginning to get implemented, and 
changes are occurring. Malaysia’s “Solid 
Waste and Public Cleansing Management 
Bill” is fairly recent, and was introduced 
in 2007, with the intention of improving 

waste management. Although the amount 
of organic matter in Malaysia’s waste 
composition  decreased to 43 percent 
in 2005, it still made up the majority of 
waste produced (Periathamby et. al 2008). 
Additionally, methods of segregating 
food waste such as composting are not 
well practiced in Malaysia, with only one 
percent of waste being composted in 2005 
(Periathamby et. al 2008). Landfills are also 
the main form of disposal, with 90 percent 
of waste being disposed using this method 
in 2002, going down to 59.4 percent in 
2006 (Periathamby et. al 2008).

Although this bill relates to both public 
cleansing and waste management, by 
attempting to minimize waste and improve 
the infrastructure of the management system, 
more food waste will be diverted out of 
landfills in Malaysia. An emphasis on 
educating the population on these issues 
is also needed. In many global south 
countries, people are unaware about 
what is occurring in terms of waste issues. 
Specifically, in Malaysia, the “Solid Waste 
and Public Cleansing Management Bill” 
had a ten-year delay, with many previous 
environmental endeavors failing due to a 
lack of response and awareness from the 

public (Periathamby et. al 2008).

Thailand is also an example of another 
global south country that is attempting 
to educate its population on food waste 
segregation. The government in Thailand 
provides free organic waste bins in an 
attempt to make food waste disposal more 
convenient while also educating them 
about waste management (Thi et. al 2015). 
A method of this nature is important due to 
the fact that as there is urbanization in these 
developing countries, people are living 
more fast paced lives, and making food 
waste disposal more convenient benefits 
increasing the diversion of food waste out 
of landfills.
 

Food waste in the global south can be 
attributed to factors common to many 
of the countries, which are poor waste 
management systems, and urbanization. 
Although food waste is poised to increase 
in the global south, many policies are 
starting to get implemented with the 
intention of reducing food waste in landfills. 
Additionally, by doing this, countries in 
the global south will educate their people 
on this matter, which will benefit future 
generations.

Idris, A., Inanc, B., & Hassan, M. N. (2004). Overview of waste disposal and landfills/dumps in Asian countries. Journal of Material Cycles and Waste Management,
    6(2), 104-110.  Retrieved November 21, 2017, from https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10163-004-0117-y?LI=true.
Periathamby, A., Hamid, F., & Khidzir, K. (2009). Evolution of solid waste management in Malaysia: impacts and implications of the solid waste bill, 2007. 
J Mater Cycles Waste Manag,2009(11), 96-103. Retrieved November 20, 2017, from https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10163-008-0231-3?LI=true.
Soma, T., & Lee, K. (2016). Chapter 10: From ‘Farm to Table’ and ‘Farm to Dump’: Emerging Research on Urban Household Food Waste in the Global South.”, 
     In: Anderson, C.R., J. Brady and C.Z. Levkoe (2016) Conversations in Food Studies. University of Manitoba Press.
Thi, N. B., Kumar, G., & Lin, C. (2015). An overview of food waste management in developing countries: Current status and future perspective. 

     Journal of Environmental Management,157, 220-229. Retrieved November 20, 2017, from http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0301479715300256

In a world where food wastage is 
increasingly becoming a problem due to 
large volumes of food wastes in landfills, 
nations are developing means to reduce 
food waste given its vitality for development, 
and its status as a basic need. Since late 
2013, South Korea has been looking for 
approaches to introduce enforceable food 
wastage policies (PBS, 2017). The nation 
became the first in Asia to implement food 
recycling. Unlike nations where food, 
electronic, metal and other forms of wastes 
are combined, South Koreans separate 
littered food from other wastes to ensure it 
is recycled by using it as food for animals 
or development of compost for agriculture 
(Choon, 2016). Other than the conventional 
methods of food recycling, the have also 
introduced innovative food wastage 
programs using technology and strict 
legislation to promote consumption of ample 
food and recycling of the surplus. Given the 
scarcity of natural resources for the provision 
of sustainable food, South Korea has chosen 
to enforce serious food wastage policies 
with strict commitment to legislation and 
technology, unlike other Western nations 
with enormous food wastages. 

South Korea has signed treaties with 
international players pledging not to pollute 
the environment with food waste. In 2014, 
the South Korean government became 
part of the London Convention for Marine 
pollution at the International Maritime 
Organization, preventing the nation from 
dumping wastes into the ocean or other 
water bodies. However, this approach of 
agreement to global processes does make 
it seem that the nation is a single player in 
the fight against environmental degradation. 
The food industry is a combination of 
different players, from producers to retailers 
and consumers. The commitment to food 
sustainability will therefore, depend on 
other international players, who in this case 

are not solely represented by South Korea. 
This results in a resistance to long-term 
implementation, as the proposal do not 
attract monetary and resource contribution. 
This, according to Lee (2016), can be tricky 
to coordinate. 

While the practice of developing a 
disposal management system that relies 
on technology to enforce the law on food 
waste and recycling is great, it may also 
lead to a cultural deadlock given the 
long-standing culture of waste disposal 
that has been practiced since. Under this 
system, each household is expected to have 
a trashcan registered via a bar code. The 
bar code is linked with a Radio Frequency 
Identification usually in the form of a card 
with a citizen’s personal tag. The registration 
includes personal details such as their name, 
national identity number, and records. When 
waste is produced, the RFID weighs and 
records it, thereby deciding a charge to its 
owner. According to Lee (2017), there is a 
comprehension ambiguity in the handling 
of household wastes, and in the interaction 
processes of food management practices. 
Without comprehension, it is impossible to 
realize the full implementation of proposed 
food wastage policies. This brings into 
question the area of implementation of such 
policies. In the rural areas, it is impossible 
to enforce such management practices; 
however, in an urban setup, these reduction 
policies and initiatives would work more 
effectively to reduce food wastage (Lee, 
2017). 

The Korean Environmental authorities’ 
demands that waste are disposed 
separately. If anyone violates garbage 
disposal and collection rules, they are fined 
a million won. These steps have ensured that 
food waste is reduced since people try to 
minimize food waste to avoid extra food 
disposal expenses. These machine centers 
have cut food waste by 80% since they are 

easily accessible to the public at any time 
of the day or night. The machine converts 
the food waste instantly and the products, 
water and fertilizer are made available to 
everyone. Although these modern efforts 
may seem to be hugely advantageous, 
the truth is the process itself requires a 
large amount of money to set up and run 
successfully in the long run. Governments 
that want to implement these policies need 
to be prepared to invest large amounts of 
money and be confident of the results it will 
bring. 

Korea is an agricultural country as they 
grow crops and keep livestock. South 
Korea benefits from reusing food waste to 
make fertilizer and water to use in growing 
crops and making animal feeds for cows 
and pigs (Salemdeeb et al., 2017). Korea 
environmental authorities also burn food 
waste to produce biogas that generates 
energy, which can be used for lighting  
homes or run industrial processes. Koreas’ 
food waste disposal regulations have 
reduced food waste by 30% and reduced 
pollution significantly (Salemdeeb et al., 
2017).

Food waste in the US is incomparable to 
that in South Korea. According to the US 
Department of Agriculture, between 30-
40% of produced food finds its way into 
landfills, approximately 60 million tons. Food 
wastage policies in the country are not as 
advanced and proactive either. Agencies 
such as the USDA and Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) have only minor 
successes in giving citizens the US Food 
Waste Challenge based on the three Rs: 
Reduce, Recover and Recycle; the challenge 
has since produced minimal details on food 
waste reduction.

Prior implementing or developing 
strategies to oversee food management, 
it is important to demonstrate to citizens 

South Korea’s Take on Fighting Food Waste 

By Yun Sun Fred Liu
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The city is bustling with crowds of people 
that are walking all the time.  There´s always 
traffic in the streets and beggars seize this 
opportunity to ask for food from drivers or 
try to sell them their candy. This scene can 
be seen every day in Lima´s streets. There´s 
uncertainty of what will happen tomorrow 
for many citizens, but one thing is for sure: 
you may find food at a relatively low cost 
anywhere. With 9,111,000 people living 
in Lima´s 43 districts (Instituto nacional 
de estadistica e informatica, 2017) and 
many restaurant brands from all over the 
world, Peru is a country where regardless of 
economic status and ethnic backgrounds, 
food is a big part of Peruvians lives.

Food is a reason for friends to meet, and 
a reason to be proud of your nationality. 
Peru´s national food can range from 
seafood to chicken and rice, along with 
national specialties, such as ´ají amarillo´ 
which means yellow pepper (Weinzweig, 
2010). Some may ask, what brings the 
people of Peru together? The answer to that 
question is that food is a reason to be happy 
and it is the identity of Peruvians. To put it into 
a single word, “food” is what represents and 
unites Peruvians as a whole.  

 
Peruvian supermarkets dump nearly 300 
million Peruvian soles worth of food every 
year due to outdated tax laws, making 
donating costlier than dumping food; 
the taxes and regulations do not allow 
companies to donate more than 10% of 
its annual net income. “Around 7million to 
9 million tons of fruit and vegetables go 
to waste every harvest in Peru” noted in 
Collyns’ article in the British newspaper: The 
Guardian (Collyns, 2015).

Big supermarkets such as ´Tottus´ are trying 
to minimize food waste (Dos Manos Peru 
news, 2016). To accomplish this, ´Tottus´ 
has signed an agreement with the Food 
Bank of Peru that enables them to donate 
food whose expiration date has already 
passed. Although this seems crazy, the food 
is still edible and safe to eat for schools 
and houses that are in need around the 
poorer areas of Lima, which are common. 
Furthermore, it is predicted that the Food 
Bank will manage to collect half a ton of 
food monthly.

In the Northern hemisphere of the globe, 
in Canada, there is a completely different 
city from any in Peru called Toronto. It is 

the capital of the province of Ontario and 
has a smaller population than Lima, with 
2,731,579 habitants. Most of Toronto 
is completely city with modern and tall 
buildings. Most buildings are offices and 
companies. The few restaurants (e.g. Tim 
Hortons) that are around are mostly to do 
business and most people that go there 
wearing a suit and carrying a suit case 
don´t spend much time eating as they are 
working. It feels like food is more of a quick 
meal where you sit down, eat and… NEXT! 

The food experience in Toronto can be 
summarized in one word: multicultural. Here, 
you can find specific restaurants that are 
specialized to a particular country´s food. 
For example, Chinatown, in downtown 
Toronto is well known for its Chinese food 
and culture. The same goes for Italian 
food, as well as Korean, Japanese, Indian. 
The city is so immersed in multiculturalism, 
with over 200 languages spoken from 16 
common ancestry groups (World Population 
Review, 2017), that there is great variety of 
restaurants in Toronto, including fast food 
served from (food) trucks.

Nonetheless, according to studies done in 
2014, in Canada at least $31 billion worth 

of food end up in landfills or composters 
each year” (Mancini & Vellani, 2016). 
This is equivalent to 1.3 billion tons of food 
being thrown away, while in other countries 
like France and Italy, the government puts 
restrictions to regulate food waste and 
ensure there is little to no food thrown out. 
The paradox is that 850, 000 Canadians 
use food banks every year. Toronto has 
worked for years to reduce this figure by 
implementing a Food Strategy and a Food 
Policy Council supporting healthier and 
more sustainable food system, and improve 
food access and policy development 
(Toronto Food Policy Council).

In both countries, food waste is a big 
issue, with Canada ($31 billion) wasting 
significantly more food than Peru (S/.300 
million). Food waste is being managed 
in Toronto but not efficiently in Lima. The 

fact that Peru is a less developed country 
as a whole, results in the government not 
implementing policies for the reduction 
of food wastage as there are bigger 
problems yet to be solved, such as crime 
and education around the country. Similarly, 
no free donation of excess food to people 
who need it most is allowed in Peru. Peru´s 
companies are not allowed to donate more 
than their 10% annual income.

The implications of food waste may be 
environmental, social and global related 
(Papargyropoulou et al., 2014) including 
land filled organic matter which would 
emit 25 times stronger and more damaging 
carbon dioxide to the atmosphere; 
increased average household expenditure 
worth of food each week, resulting in 
increased total waste annually; wasting 
more solid food per person.

 
It is not difficult to solve the food waste 
problem. Food banks are non-profit, 
charitable organizations that distributes 
food to people who are not able to 
purchase food to avoid hunger. So instead 
of using food banks which don’t provide 
appropriate amounts of food based on 
a strong demand, the supermarkets could 
donate their surplus to people lacking 
food to eat, instead of throwing it away.  
Moreover, I would implement a food waste 
hierarchy which distinguishes between food 
waste and surplus, as well as avoidable 
and unavoidable waste.  Introducing food 
waste hierarchy in both cities is proposed in 
order to prevent and manage surplus food 
waste, and to avoid food waste implications 
mentioned earlier. 

Food Taste & Waste 
in Lima & Toronto
By Ken Ogata

how the proposed actions will lead into a 
change in behavior and context, in terms 
of purchase and consumption (Lee and 
Soma, 2016). Unlike the United States, 
South Korea’s policies on food wastage is 
far off implementable and successful due 
to the reliance on advanced techniques, 
the enforceable legislation and modern 

technology. In the current global platform, 
technology ensures government monitoring 
of its efforts and citizens’ adherence to the 
law although some of these implications 
may be costly. Other countries like the USA 
should use South Korea as an example 
to improve food wastage problems. We 
should all understand that unless the culture, 

perceptions and actions against food 
wastes are legally implemented, the menace 
of environmental degradation from vital 
basic needs such as food, will continue to 
increase and place a higher global burden 
on pollution.
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Alternative food systems are widely 
known for being sustainable, not only 
environmentally, but also socially in 
supporting people’s effort to regain a 
stronger understanding of their food. 
However, buying local foods is not a 
one-size-fits-all solution, while aspects of 
shopping at a farmer’s market may be more 
ethical than at a mainstream grocery store, 
there are still issues surrounding local food 
movements that need to be addressed. As 
Jennifer Clapp said “the global political and 
economic dimensions of [alternative food] 
systems are often left unpacked” (2016). An 
issue that is not often discussed is the lack of 
representation of people of colour in these 
local food systems, from both a consumer 
and producer standpoint.

Drawing from a series of interviews and field 
observation in local alternative food systems, 
specifically farmers markets and co-ops, 
Rachel Slocum showed that consumers of 
these systems “tend[ed] to be economically 
and/or socially middle class” and critiqued 
that these spaces are often constructed in a 
way that caters for mainly white, middle class 
consumption (2006). While alternative food 
systems are not built to intentionally exclude 
people, many do subconsciously create a 
space that does not broadly appeal or is 
not accessible to people of lower income 
or different racial or ethnic backgrounds. In 
Slocum’s paper, one commentator noted 
that “[r]ace is embedded in the way that 
a vegetable is picked”, that by leaving the 
roots off of cilantro, the vegetable is of lower 
quality to Indian or Thai cooks who want 
the full vegetable (Slocum, 2006). It is not 
an act of exclusion that draws people of 
diverse backgrounds away, but rather a lack 
of active inclusion that comes from a lack of 

broader understanding.
 
Another perspective is shown in a study done 
by researchers at the University of British 
Columbia on the lack of representation in 
Metro Vancouver’s local food movement. 
It was found that while “38.9% of Metro 
Vancouver farmers and farm managers 
reported belonging to a visible minority 
group” as of 2006, this diversity is not 
reflected in the local food movement 
community (Gibb & Wittman, 2013). In a 
strange twist, the lack of Chinese-Canadian 
representation in local food movements 
is accredited not to exclusion of any sort 
presently, but rather exclusion in the past 
that lead to the creation of their own local 
networks. In short, due to exclusion from 
mainly white wholesalers in the early-to-mid 
20th century, Chinese-Canadian created 
their own ways of distribution locally 
through on-farm markets and felt no need to 
participate in local farmer’s markets when 
given the option (Gibb & Wittman, 2013). 
While this does not promote integration or 
visibility in a predominately white space, this 
tactic is less recognized yet contributes just as 
much to the practice of localizing food. 

While these anecdotes do not encapsulate a 
universal experience for marginalized people 
in local food systems, they do highlight a 
shared feeling of exclusion. In both cases, 
people are drawn to finding other sources 
of food or ways to food distribution rather 
than fitting into the dominant alternative food 
networks already existing.

Clapp, J. (1963). Food. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.
Slocum, R. (2006). Whiteness, space and alternative  
    food practice. Geoforum, 37(3), 520-533.
Gibb, N., & Whittman, H. (2013) Parallel alternatives: 
    Chinese-Canadian farmers and the Metro Vancouver 
     local food movement. Local Environment, 18(1), 1-19
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and connection by developing social ties; 
increase recognition of social diversity; and 
improve local ecology and sustainability, 
leading to improvements in long-term health 
(Morrissey et. al, 2016). Thus, community 
gardens are beneficial for a community’s 
physical, mental, social, and cultural health.
Children living in poverty are among the 
worst affected by food insecurity (Morrissey 
et. al 2016). This is a huge problem because 
a balanced diet is crucial to many aspects 
of proper development. Most strikingly, 
food insecurity negatively impacts children’s 
cognitive outcomes (Alamio et. al 2001, 
Morrissey et. al 2016). Specifically, children 
experiencing food insecurity score lower on 
reading and math tests compared to others 
their age. In addition to their intellectual 
development, children’s behavioral and 
social skills are also impaired (Alaimo et. 
al, 2001). Consequently, young children 
living with food insecurity issues have worse 
educational outcomes than those that are 
food secure because of the cognitive, 
behavioral, and social impacts of food 
insecurity. This is significant because 
proper early education benefits children’s’ 
academic performance in higher education 
and beyond.

While community garden projects 
show potential to improve the health of 
neighborhoods experiencing poverty, they 
have even more potential educational 
and health benefits when used in schools. 
School gardens are also extensions of the 
classroom. The notable developmental 
psychologist and educational philosopher, 
Alfred Dewey, was an advocate for school 
gardens being used to teach natural 
sciences as well as to foster appreciation 

of the environment (Dewey 1996). This is 
especially important for children in urban 
settings, as it offers a chance for them to 
reconnect to the environment (Ralston, 2012).
A prime example of this practice is the 
Edible School Yard Project (ESY) in Berkeley, 
California. Alice Waters, a celebrity chef 
and promoter of the Slow Food movement, 
founded the edible education program. 
Originally, the focus of the project was to 
improve student diets. The program has since 
aimed to strengthen knowledge, behavior, 
and skills in five main subject areas. The first 
area the ESY focuses on is sustainability. 
Similar to Dewey’s original teachings, this 
focus urges children to fall in love with the 
natural world as an incentive to continue 
to care for it later. Also, similar to Dewey’s 
philosophies, the second focus of the 
curriculum integrates hands-on academic 
teaching with the gardening curriculum. The 
third focus is to strengthen communication. 
ESY does this by encouraging children 
to work with students who are different 
than themselves and focus on teamwork 
and collaboration. The fourth focus area 
encourages proper nourishment. This is 
accomplished by allowing the children to 
interact with their food from seed to table 
and practice healthy eating. Lastly, ESY 
cultivates life skills by familiarizing children 
with cooking practices and kitchen tools that 
increase understanding and appreciation 
of the farm-to-table-process, by building 
knowledge about food preparation, and 
food waste.

Ideally, introducing a school garden (that 
works like the ESY) would facilitate skill and 
habit building, but also function as a closed 
loop system (Soma et. al, 2013). A simple 

closed loop system entails food grown in 
the garden supplementing children’s diets 
at breakfasts and/or lunches and any food 
waste being collected in a green bin. Then 
the food waste from green bins would be 
composted and the compost would be 
spread onto the school garden. By providing 
nutrients through compost, the cycle also 
reduces the need for chemical fertilizers in 
the gardens (Brown and Jameton, 2000). 
Essentially, the cycle is a win-win: food 
waste from the school is diverted from 
landfills providing nutrients to produce 
greater yields of tasty, locally grown foods 
instead. This cycle helps children establish 
sustainable habits in the long-term. It is 
the combination of these habits and the 
implementation of educational curricula 
like ESY that have important implications for 
reducing food waste systematically. 

It is important to recognize that while 
community and school gardens have a 
lot of potential, they are not a long-term 
solution to all the flaws in the food system. 
The issues that perpetuate food insecurity 
and food waste require the restructuring of 
local and global food systems (Pothukuchi 
and Kaufman, 1999). In the meantime, 
community and school gardens serve an 
important role in reducing food insecurity. 
As outlined above, these gardens are 
especially important for urban areas 
experiencing poverty as they offer a form 
of self-reliance and community building. 
Moreover, by implementing community 
gardens in schools, teachers can introduce 
science through hands-on activities, practice 
life skills, inspire healthy eating, reduce food 
waste, and reconnect youngsters with the 
earth.

Urban School Farms: Investing in young 
minds and a more sustainable future
By Kyra C. Bingham

Food security is the ability to regularly afford 
and access healthy foods. In the United
States and Canada, it is estimated that 
about 13% of people are food insecure 
(Coleman et al. 2017, Tarasuk et. al 2014). 
Because food security is often restricted by 
an individual’s or family’s financial status, 
it is unsurprising that poverty is predictive 
of food insecurity (Morrissey et. al, 2016). 
Furthermore, since packaged and processed 
food is cheaper and lasts longer, people 
experiencing food insecurity usually eat 
large amounts of processed food. This 
means that food insecure individuals face 

a higher risk of health issues related to 
unhealthy eating, such as asthma and 
diabetes that are expensive to treat. This 
demonstrates how issues of food insecurity 
and issues connected to poverty are 
intertwined.

Urban community gardens demonstrate 
potential for resolving many of the issues 
experienced by neighborhoods with 
high rates of poverty. A 2007 case study 
conducted in the South-East side of Toronto, 
showcased the effects of urban community 
gardens in a neighborhood with high 
poverty rates (Wakefield et. al, 2007). 

Most notably, the residents discussed 
the cost-savings benefits of their garden. 
They were able to grow food cheaper 
than the food purchased in grocery stores 
and they could also grow more culturally 
appropriate foods not normally offered in 
supermarkets (Wakefield et. al, 2007). In 
addition to improving access to food with 
better nutrition, studies show that community 
gardens can: increase physical activity; 
improve mental health, security, and safety 
in local communities; provide opportunities 
for community development through 
education and job training; increase trust 

Alaimo, K., Olson, C. M., & Frongillo, E. A. (2001). Food insufficiency and American school-aged children’s cognitive, academic, and psychosocial development. 
    Pediatrics,108(1), 44–53.
Brown, Kate H. & Jameton, Andrew L. (2000). “Public Health Implications of Urban Agriculture”. Journal of Public Health Policy. Vol. 21, No. 1. pp. 20-39.
Coleman-Jensen, A., Gregory, C., & Singh, A. (2017). Household Food Security in the United States in 2016. SSRN Electronic Journal. doi:10.2139/ssrn.2504067
Dewey, J. (1996). The Collected Works of John Dewey: The Electronic Edition. L. A. Hickman (Ed.). Charlottesville, VA: Intelex Corporation.
Morrissey, T. W., Oellerich, D., Meade, E., Simms, J., & Stock, A. (2016). Neighborhood poverty and children’s food insecurity. 
    Children and Youth Services Review, 66, 85-93. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2016.05.006
Pothukuchi, K and Kaufman, J. (1999). Placing the food system on the urban agenda: The role of municipal institutions in food systems planning. Agriculture and Human Values.  
    Retrieved from: http://www.clas.wayne.edu/Multimedia/seedwayne/files/kami/15AHV.pdf
Ralston, S. J. (2012). Educating future generations of community gardeners: A Deweyan challenge. Critical Education, 3(3). Retrieved from Retrieved 15, November 2017.
    from http://ojs.library.ubc.ca/index.php/criticaled/article/view/182349
Soma, T., Bidordinova, A., & Naresh, V. (2013). A map of Toronto’s Eco School: From food waste to food gardens. In Food: An Atlas. Guerilla Cartographers: University of  
    California Berkeley.
Tarasuk, V. (2005). Household Food Insecurity in Canada. Topics in Clinical Nutrition, 20(4), 299-312. doi:10.1097/00008486-200510000-00003
The Edible Schoolyard Berkeley. (n.d.). Retrieved November 15, 2017, from https://edibleschoolyard.org/Berkeley
Wakefield, S., Yeudall, F., Taron, C., Reynolds, J., & Skinner, A. (2007). Growing urban health: Community gardening in South-East Toronto. 
    Health Promotion International, 22(2), 92-101. doi:10.1093/heapro/dam001
Whitaker, R. C., Phillips, S. M., & Orzol, S. M. (2006). Food Insecurity and the Risks of Depression and Anxiety in Mothers and Behavior Problems in their Preschool-Aged
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The supermarket: it invokes visions of rows 
and rows of every imaginable food; it is 
the magical place where we use money 
to purchase whatever we feel like eating 
that day. But, it is much more than that, it is 
essentially the final destination of food as it 
journeys along the food supply chain, and 
it is the symbol urbanization. It is also the 
underlying cause of the pandemic known 
as obesity. 

When thinking about the possible causes 
for obesity the obvious answer that the 
majority of people would attribute it to 
would be personal choice. The action 
and inaction of the individual is what most 
think leads to the condition, whether they 
are eating unhealthy or failing to exercise. 
Although, there are less apparent reasons 
which attribute to this problem in a more 

socially significant manner. The Global 
South provides the perfect observational 
subject to examine how urbanization and 
globalization are the underlying cause of 
obesity pandemic. 

The driving force of obesity can be 
attributed to urbanization, as it leads to 
a nutrition transition (Malik, Willett & 
Hu, 2012). This is a complex issue, as it 
involves a shift in dietary patterns due to the 
modernizing of society causing complete 
lifestyle changes (Malik, Willett & Hu, 
2012). In the Global South, many countries 
are now undergoing rapid urbanization, 
which leads to various lifestyle changes. 

Overproduction of oils is a major factor 
of increasing obesity levels in the Global 
South. In higher-income countries, the 

advancement of technology has led to 
the improvement of the extraction of oils 
from oilseeds, and therefore more oil can 
be removed (Popkin, Adair, Ng & 2012). 
The increased amount of production in oil 
makes it abundant and thus cheap because 
there is such a vast amount. This allows the 
access to be exported from industrialized 
countries to less industrialized nations. In 
a study conducted on rising obesity levels 
in the Global South it was found that, by 
2010, inexpensive oils were available 
throughout the Global South. Between 
1985 and 2010, individual intakes of 
vegetable oils increased between three 
and sixfold in the Global South depending 
on the subpopulation studied (Popkin, 
Adair & Ng, 2012). These cheap oils are 
then used in the production of the cheap 
unhealthy products that dominate grocery 

The World’s BIG Future 
By Hayley Vlcek

stores across the globe. 

The places in which people shop for food 
have significant influence on the types 
of food available, and with urbanization 
comes the rise of supermarkets and 
hypermarkets whose large variety of 
foods lead to a change in diet. They are 
replacing wet markets and local farmers’ 
markets, which sell locally grown and 
made foods, as the regular place for the 
public to shop (Malik, Willett & Hu, 2012). 
One study found that, “an interview with 
a vegetable vendor revealed that his 
sales had shrunk due to competition with 
supermarket prices” (Anderson, 2016). On 
the other hand, these multinational stores 
are stocked with processed, high energy 
snack foods, as well as sugary beverages 
and foods (Malik, Willett & Hu, 2012), 
the complete opposite of what is sold at 
traditional markets in the Global South. 
The modern hypermarkets make these 
unhealthy products more accessible to 
everyone, and low prices allow people 

to purchase them, regardless of economic 
status. Thus, these “food temples” increase 
the public’s exposure to sugary and fatty 
foods, creating an unhealthy shift in diet. 
An increase in GDP, as well as the fast 
pace of urban life are both lifestyle 
transformations that contribute to the rising 
levels of obesity. Along with an increase 
in GDP comes enhanced purchasing 
power (Popkin, Adair & Ng, 2012). This 
not only allows for families in the Global 
South to buy more, but to also buy from 
more alternative locations than before. 
Therefore, the flourishing of supermarkets 
results in more families buying at these 
stores, and thus consuming more of the 
cheap unhealthy foods. 

These aspects of urbanization contribute 
to the phenomenon known as a nutrition 
transition, which encompasses the increase 
in over nutrition within the population 
(Malik, Willett & Hu, 2012), and in 
the Global South it means people are 
adopting a ‘Western’ style diet, high in 

sugar and fat (Mitchell, Catenacci, Wyatt 
& Hill, 2011). This creates problems with 
health, and contributes to the rising levels 
of obesity because many of these factors 
clash with human biology. One of which 
is the preference for sweet food, which 
results in higher consumption of the sugary 
and artificially sweetened foods (Popkin, 
Adair & Ng, 2012). 

Similarly, the appetite for fatty foods leads 
to obesity as people turn to these foods 
more often, especially since they are 
widely available with the high production 
of cheap oils (Popkin, Adair & Ng, 2012). 
So, with rising obesity levels across the 
world it is time to acknowledge more 
than just personal choice as a cause, and 
focus on the underlying issues as well. 
So, a decrease in obesity levels depends 
on whether or not we can make social 
changes to improve diets, and we must ask 
ourselves, can eating locally grown food, 
traditionally done so in the Global South 
can be a worldwide solution to the crisis?

 
Soma, T., & Lee, K. (2016). From “farm to table” to “farm to dump”: emerging research on household food waste in the Global South. Conversation in food studies, 243-266.
Malik, V. S., Willett, W. C., & Hu, F. B. (2013). Global obesity: trends, risk factors and policy implications. Nature Reviews Endocrinology, 9(1), 13-27.
Mitchell, N., Catenacci, V., Wyatt, H. R., & Hill, J. O. (2011). Obesity: overview of an epidemic. The Psychiatric clinics of North America, 34(4), 717.
Popkin, B. M., Adair, L. S., & Ng, S. W. (2012). Global nutrition transition and the pandemic of obesity in developing countries.  Nutrition reviews, 70(1), 3-21.



24 25Food Matters        -

FOOD & POLITICS

Farmers are killing themselves every day in 
India. Since 1997, there have been about 
200,000 cases of farmer suicides. Factors 
such as crop failure, famines, low yield and 
low profits, result in farmers accumulating 
debt, showing an increase in suicide rates. 
There has been a growing interest in 
liberalizing trade internationally in the 
agricultural sector. Many developing 
countries were encouraged to liberalize 
trade in this sector under the structural 
adjustment programs introduced by the 
World Bank and IMF in 1986. Thus, owing 
to WTO’s seed policies, India was forced 
to open its doors to corporate agricultural 
giants in 1988. This enabled the entry of 
seed companies like Monsanto, Cargill and 
Syngenta.  Soon, more than 90% of the seed 
market was controlled by Monsanto. They 
brought in genetically engineered seeds 
which had traits that ensured that seeds, 
previously a renewable resource to the 
farmers, became non-renewable. Since the 
seeds couldn’t be saved like before, they 
had to be bought in every season of the 
plantation. 

Moreover, GMO seeds turned out to be 
unsuccessful against pests and weeds, 
making crops prone to failure. The high 
prices of the seeds forced farmers into 
practicing monoculture, which has high 
risks of failure. Ever since Monsanto 
entered India, the price of cotton seeds 
has shot up by 80,000%. The company’s 
advertisement of these seeds was far from 
the truth. It was a corporate play on the 
illiteracy and unawareness of the farmers 
to ensure high profits. According to Shiva 
(2013)  Monsanto’s seed monopolies; the 
destruction of alternatives; the collection of 

super profits in the form of royalties; and the 
increasing vulnerability of monocultures has  
created a context for debt, suicides and 
agrarian distress which is driving the farmers 
suicide epidemic in India.

This debt is further enhanced by WTO’s 
free trade policies because it ensures that 
the prices of the crops fall, making it harder 
for farmers to make significant profits. The 
cost of seeds soars high whereas the profit 
is lower, making it a negative economy.  
Fortunately, the Indian government has taken 
some initiatives to break the dominance of 
Monsanto in the Indian agricultural sector. 
New economic policies (effective from April 
2017) have established the maximum sale 
price of Bt cotton seeds to be Rs 800 ($11.9) 
for 450 grams reducing it from Rs 830 
($12.3) to Rs 1,000 ($14.8). The sharpest cut 
is in royalty or trait fees. They were reduced 
by 74%, from Rs.163 per packet to Rs.43 
(excluding taxes). The latest prices will come 
into effect from the next crop season, sowing 
for which began in June 2017 (The Logical 
Indian). These royalty cuts are expected to 
benefit a large number of cotton farmers 
and aim to pull them out of debt which can 
definitely lead to significant reductions in the 
number of farmer suicides. 

Moreover, the central government now is 
giving pressing importance to indigenous 
seeds which will help reduce production 
costs and promote local agriculture. Native 
seeds are more sustainable than hybrid 
seeds and though they have a slightly 
lesser yield than the latter, saves farmers 
the money spent on pesticides. According 
to Choudhury (2017), farmers had other 
reasons to prefer native varieties, namely, 

When Seeds Kill
By Ishan Sharma
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“their taller paddy stalks yielded valuable 
by-products: fodder for cattle, mulch for the 
soil, and hay for thatching the roofs of their 
homes, unlike the short-statured modern 
varieties.” 

While the use of indigenous seeds is yet to 
be a major agricultural practice in India, 
farmers are still in debt. More than once, 
the central and the state governments have 
announced loan waivers to help the farmers. 
These waivers, although helpful to farmers in 
the short term, can harm them in the future. 
Even if a bank waives the farmer’s loan, it 
marks the farmer as a risky borrower for the 
future. The farmer now turns to private money 
lenders because the bank is less likely to 
give the farmer capital anymore. Since any 
loan waiver doesn’t account for waiving 
money borrowed from private lenders, this 
pushes the farmer further into debt. 
One more issue that threatens the future of 
crops in India is climate change. Climate 
change has already started affecting 
agriculture in the southern parts of India 

as the Tamil Nadu faces the worst drought 
in 140 years.  Luckily, Narendra Modi 
has launched the Prime Minister Insurance 
Scheme which gives farmers the ability to 
reclaim the full value of the crop in case of a 
natural calamity. However, even though this 
scheme far outstrips previous schemes, it is 
riddled with loopholes and flaws. Moreover, 
its implementation is compromised on the 
district level due to corruption.

While India is trying to make significant 
progress in battling corporate giants and 
tackling the suicide crisis, it can learn from 
other countries. For example, the AgPal 
program in Canada helps farmers set up 
agro-businesses and has programs for youth 
interested in agriculture. North American 
giants, USA and Canada, have special 
suicide prevention hot-lines which farmers 
can reach easily. The most important thing 
to keep in mind is farmers’ mental health. 
Setting up of such hot-lines and organizing 
mental health workshops in areas where 
farmers are hit by droughts or crop failures 

can help reduce the climbing number of 
suicides. 

One more way in which debt can be 
resolved has been in use in India’s 
neighbour, Bangladesh for almost 
5 decades now. Rural Bangladesh 
uses a system of micro-credit, which is 
basically giving ’micro-loans’ to farmers 
who otherwise lack collateral or stable 
employment to be eligible for an actual 
loan. Micro loans also eliminate the need 
to borrow from private lenders. Usage of 
micro-finance can therefore, resolve the 
problem faced by loan waivers.
There’s isn’t one prime reason for farmers 
being in debt, neither is there one prime 
solution to bring them out of it. The notion of 
free trade brought in Monsanto’s corrupted 
seeds to India, starting a series of events 
that push farmers into debt and resulted in 
suicides. The future of Indian agricultural 
sector is uncertain, one can only wish that it 
achieves the glory it once had.

Choudhury, C. (2017, September 24). Why India’s farmers want to conserve indigenous heirloom rice. Retrieved November 22, 2017, 
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Shiva, V. (2013, April). The Seeds Of Suicide: How Monsanto Destroys Farming. Retrieved November 22, 2017
     from https://www.globalresearch.ca/the-seeds-of-suicide-how-monsanto-destroys-farming/5329947
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What is a genetically modified (GM) 
food? It seems Canadians for the most part 
don’t seem to know, but somehow many 
Canadians have developed strong opinions 
on whether or not GM foods are a boon 
or a bane. It appears to be in large part a 
problem of mental distancing, wherein the 
consumer is, by wanting to understand the 
food they eat, is increasing the distance 
because they don’t understand the science. 
Despite the gap in knowledge the topic 
of GM foods in the consumer supply is 
incredibly divisive and the government 
doesn’t appear in any rush to resolve the 
difference in opinion. In this article, I will 
explore the perceptions and conceptions 
the Canadian public holds about GM foods 
based on, for lack of a better word, interest 
group propaganda. We will also look at 
Canadian regulations of GM foods, or the 
lack thereof, as well as consumer demands 
of the government. By the end of the article, 
possible solutions will be fielded and 
recommended to alleviate the seeming lack 
of knowledge in the general populace and 
to answer some of their demands.

First let’s look at some of the opinions the 
Canadian public has formed on the subject 
of GMOs in our food supply. In a report on 
food safety written by Sophia Kamaldeen 
and Douglas A. Powell, published by the 
Department of Plant Agriculture at the 
University of Guelph, the authors shed insight 
on how Canadians perceived genetically 
modified organisms at the turn of the 
century. The report showed that leading up 
to the year 2000 there was a significant 
increase in public awareness of GM foods 
while understanding remained low. It also 

showed that, from a 1999 poll conducted 
by the Canadian government, Canadians 
(~60%) were willing to accept potential 
risks in exchange for possible health benefits 
that biotechnology presents. Coming 
with the demand for tougher regulations, 
total transparency of information, as well 
as exhaustive studies into effects of the 
technology. The same poll also showed that 
the biggest concern with biotechnology 
among Canadians was GM foods. Public 
opinion surveys displayed that most of the 
concerns lied in the safety and unknown 
impacts of GM foods, thus it was concluded 
that the full benefits of biotechnology 
could only be realized through consumer 
acceptance whose opinion is largely 
informed by the messages they receive 
(Kamaldeen & Powell, 2000). 
But that report was published over a decade 
and a half ago, and in a 2016 study 
conducted by The Strategic Counsel the key 
finding was that “consumers’ understanding 
and impressions of GM foods could be 
described as not that well formed” (Gregg, 
Kelly, Sullivan & Woolstencroft, 2016, pp. 
4). It was found that opinions are primarily 
shaped by controversial media coverage, 
and negative or confused views which do 
exist are often reinforced by the activities 
of opposed groups. 61% of Canadians 
hold negative conceptions of GM foods 
associating them with produce as opposed 
to livestock, dubbing them as “Franken-
Food” for oversized produce and confusing 
GM foods for compound injections. (Gregg 
et al., 2016) Much like the 2000 report, 
consumer understanding is low, creating 
an information gap that is rapidly and 
successfully filled by anti-GMO views.

Second, I’ll examine some of the policies 
and regulations that the Canadian 
government has put in place in regard to 
the general public and the dissemination of 
information about GM foods. GM crops 
were first commercialized in Canada in 
1995, prior to then, Canada overhauled 
its science-based regulatory framework 
to allow for rapid risk assessments on 
the nascent technology (Smyth, 2014). 
While this review and update allowed the 
Canadian agriculture industry to rapidly 
adopt and implement several GM varieties 
of food crops it did nothing to better inform 
the public on the potential benefits and risks 
of the new biotechnology. A fact that has 
come to bite them in the behind, considering 
that many consumers are now demanding 
widespread labelling of GM foods (Gregg 
et al., 2016).

The Canadian government’s official policies 
on food labelling are available via the 
Canadian Food Inspection Agency website, 
but regarding GM foods, the guidelines are 
as follows:
Mandatory labelling for foods, including 
genetically engineered foods, can be 
required by Health Canada where there 
are health or safety concerns that could be 
mitigated through labelling, or to highlight 
a significant nutritional or compositional 
change” (Labelling of Genetically 
Engineered Foods in Canada Factsheet). 
“Voluntary labelling is permitted in order to 
provide consumers with information that is  
not related to the safety of the product. To 
facilitate the use of such voluntary labeling, 
the Canadian government supported the 
development of a national standard to 

Canadian Consumers: the Case 
of Genetically Engineered Food
By Matthew Lee
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When you first walk into a supermarket, 
you are immediately greeted with an 
abundance of different varieties of food. 
As opposed to one hundred years ago, 
produce is now available year-round, 
and the selection of foods derived from 
staple crops, including wheat, soy, and 
rice, has never been wider. Anything you 
could possibly want to eat is right at your 

fingertips. Anything, that is, other than the 
varieties of crops that you don’t know exist. 
Over the past decades, the global food 
supply has become homogenized as fewer 
varieties of crops have been grown and 
sold commercially. In Britain alone, over 
two thousand unique varieties of apples are 
preserved in collections, yet only eight are 
actually sold in supermarkets (Steel, 2009). 

In addition, one would be hard-pressed to 
find a supermarket banana that is not of the 
Cavendish variety. These are but a few of 
the clearest examples of the growing loss 
of diversity in the global food system that 
we all depend on. Since 1900, the United 
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, 
or FAO, has found that global crop diversity 
has decreased by about three-quarters, and 

this massive loss is projected to continue well 
into the future (UN News Centre, 2010).  
 
This loss of biodiversity is the result of a 
complex web of factors; however, one of 
the driving forces is the Green Revolution 
movement, which has exacerbated the loss 
of crop diversity. While the Green Revolution 
may sound positive and environmentally 
beneficial, this movement, which began 
in the mid-1900s, is actually the practice 
of industrialized agriculture (Fitzgerald-
Moore & Parai). The principles of the Green 
Revolution include the widespread use of 
man-made, or anthropogenic, fertilizers, 
irrigation, and high-yield crop varieties 
(FAO, 2009). While the emergence of the 
principles led to increases in production, 
they also created controlled, homogeneous 
environments for crops; as a result, crops 
no longer needed to adapt to erratic 
environmental pressures, and organisms 
within fields became genetically similar 
(FAO, 2009). 
 
While the Green Revolution produced the 
technology that enabled the biodiversity 
loss seen today, it would not be seen on 
this large of a scale if it were not for the 
continuing trend of globalization. The 
concept of globalization itself is multifaceted 
and is primarily characterized by increasing 
rates of international economic transactions. 
This free-flowing trade has given rise 
to powerful multinational corporations 
that exert incredible influence over the 
global food system. These multinational 
corporations have purchased over one 
thousand individual seed companies 
within the past few decades, and upon 
doing so, prevent these companies from 
producing anything other than high-yield, 
commercial crops (Ehrenfeld, 2003). As a 
result, wild varieties of crops, which often 
contain unique genes for pest resistance, 
disease immunity, and other advantageous 
adaptations, are no longer cultivated 
(Ehrenfeld, 2003). In addition, greater 

connectedness as a result of globalization 
has led to a growing global, homogeneous 
culture that in turn has led to a more 
homogenized demand for foods (Khoury, et 
al., 2014). This different and limited global 
diet has also contributed to the cultivation 
of a smaller variety of crops (Khoury, et 
al., 2014). The industrial agricultural system 
developed by the Green Revolution and 
enforced by globalization now dominates 
the global food system, and the resulting 
homogeneous crops, called monocultures, 
perpetuate the ongoing loss of crop 
biodiversity.
 
Beyond limiting the varieties of foods 
available to consumers, the increasing loss 
of crop biodiversity has serious implications 
for future food security of the world. As 
biodiversity is lost, remaining crops become 
increasingly susceptible to pests and 
diseases due to their genetic similarity. If one 
organism becomes affected, all others near 
it are also susceptible. Because of this, a 
wide variety of the food products the world 
depends on are vulnerable to collapse in 
future years. The most pressing example of 
this is the story of the Cavendish banana. In 
the 1900s, the primary commercial banana 
was the Gros Michel variety. However, a 
disease nearly wiped out all Gros Michel 
bananas, which severely affected the 
banana market. Today’s Cavendish banana 
was found to be an immune replacement 
and was swiftly adopted (Ordonez, 2015). 
However, the Cavendish suffers from the 
same vulnerabilities as the Gros Michel:  all 
the organisms are genetically identical, and 
a new disease could easily wipe out the 
world’s Cavendish supply (Ordonez, 2015). 
Similar susceptibility to collapse is becoming 
ever more common as biodiversity loss in 
the global food system continues to make 
a variety of crops more genetically similar. 
This threatens the food security of the 
world, especially as the global population 
continues to increase and requires more 
food production for sustenance (Khoury, et 

al., 2014).
 
Luckily, extensive research has been 
conducted on potential solutions to the 
growing genetic diversity issue. One 
approach to preserving crop diversity is ex 
situ, or off-site, conservation. This is largely 
done through the implementation of gene 
and seed banks, which stores seeds from 
a wide variety of wild and cultivated crops 
(FAO, 2015). These storage sites effectively 
ensure that the genetic diversity across the 
existing varieties of a crop is available for 
future generations. 
 
However, this technique is only successful as 
a storage system; in other words, it does not 
actively create change within the agricultural 
system. This is where in situ, or on-site, 
conservation comes in. The goal of this 
strategy is to allow crops to evolve naturally 
in order to increase genetic diversity (FAO, 
2015). The organic movement is the best 
example of in situ conservation since it 
prohibits the use of man-made pesticides 
and fertilizers, which are both core 
components of the Green Revolution. 
 
It may seem as if individuals have no choice 
but to accept the increasing loss of crop 
biodiversity. After all, food production is 
a globalized system that could not be 
radically changed by a single person. 
However, individual efforts have a 
significant, and often overlooked, impact 
on biodiversity in local areas (Khoury, et 
al., 2014). Whether by purchasing these 
alternative varieties at farmers markets 
or by cultivating them in a small personal 
garden, anyone can take action against the 
homogenization of the global food supply. 
Everyone has the choice to raise awareness 
of this issue by discussing solutions and 
purchasing foods that do not contribute to 
the profits of the industrialized global food 
system. 
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provide  guidance on the voluntary 
labelling of products of genetic engineering” 
(Labelling of Genetically GM foods. The 
Engineered Foods in Canada Factsheet). 
The guidelines strongly indicate that while 
Health Canada is empowered to enforce 
GM labeling they choose not to because 
the conditions to do so have not been met. 
While voluntary labelling is permitted with 
guidelines available, companies choose not 
to.  To compound the major ideas drawn 

from both sections, the problems associated 
with GM foods are quite clear. Canadians 
do not really know the science behind it 
and are concerned largely in part due to an 
information gap filled by anti-GMO groups, 
and as a result demand the labeling of 
products containing GM elements. And the 
Canadian government is seemingly content 
to act in the background by instituting 
only non-committal guidelines rather than 
actively taking on anti-GMO groups with 

the dissemination of neutral information on 
solution is clear, the government must take 
an active role in combatting he negative 
campaign anti-GMO groups engage in to 
increase the public literacy on the subject. 
Then, if the public still demands labeling, 
the government should listen and implement 
comprehensive guidelines for the labeling of 
GM foods and products that contain them.

Do You Really Have a Choice?
The Loss of Biodiversity in the Global Food System
 
By Samantha Fassnacht
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The behaviour and influence of the 
United Fruit Company (UFC), a major 
US-based agribusiness specializing in 
bananas from the early to mid-twentieth 
century, illustrates the wider relationship 
between food corporations and politics.  
The UFC and its successor Chiquita 
Brand International demonstrate how 
companies interfere with the domestic 
politics of a country in which it operates 
and manipulate their government.

As a part of the oligarchical banana 
market of the early to mid 1800s, the 
UFC controlled up to 90% of the market 
share at its peak and was one of the 
most influential American agribusinesses 
in this period (Kurts-Phelan, 2008). This 
kind of mercantile power, unsurprisingly, 
translated to political powers, especially 
in politically vulnerable states.  The UFC 
has been rightfully vilified in the last few 
decades for its interference with local poli-
tics in the Latin American countries in which 
the company had its farms, most signifi-
cantly by supporting a coup in Guatemala 
of a democratically elected leader who 
threatened to bring in a new labour code 
and agrarian reform. The impact of the UFC 
in Latin America is an archetypal example of 
the influence a multinational corporation can 
have on domestic political landscapes. 

The 1954 Guatemalan Coup D’état was 
backed by the US Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) in response to the democratic 
election of Jacobo Árbenz, a liberal leader 
who intended to bring in significant agrarian 
reform including a new minimum wage 
and a redistribution of land, both of which 
would have threatened the UFC immensely 
(Hnady, 1994; Central Intelligence Agency, 
2007).  Though the US government at the 
time argued that it was interfering due to 
the fear that Árbenz brought the threat of 
communism into Guatemala, most historians 

agree that the reason for the coup was the 
UFC’s lobbying of congress members, and 
the multiple business and personal ties be-
tween Congress members and the company 
(Striffler, 2005; Schoultz, 2003). The UFC’s 
annual reports to its stockholders (which 
included members of the US government) 
highlighted the threat of Árbenz’ labour re-
forms, arguing that “extremists [ Árbenz] who 
are not a part of the company have kept 
the labourers in a constant state of unrest”  
and threatening that “as long as the political 
atmosphere remains inimical to American 
enterprise, the Company must out of neces-
sity follow a policy of retrenchment.”  After 
the coup, the company reported that the 
overthrow of Árbenz was a positive event 
for the company’s earning power (Striffer, 
2005).  In reality, though the government 
that replaced Árbenz’ squashed the agrari-
an reforms, it was not capable of saving the 
UFC and was the first in a string of repres-
sive administrations after Árbenz’ which kept 
labourers far below the poverty line

One must be wary of treating the UFC as a 
historical example of the political influence 
of corporations.  Despite the UFC’s col-
lapse in the late twentieth century, foreign 
agribusinesses continue to support repres-
sive political groups in Latin America for 
their own financial gain and contributing 
massively to the sustained political instability 
of the region.  Today, the successor of the 
United Fruit Company, Chiquita Brands Inter-
national, is one of the world’s top banana 
producers and echoes its parent company’s 
business ethics.

Chiquita has been criticized for several 
reasons from their exploitative treatment of 
labourers to unsustainable environmental 
practices.  Chiquita’s ties to their parent 
company became evident when they paid 
hundreds of thousands of dollars to the 
violent extremist paramilitary group Autode-
fensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC), labelled 
a terrorist group by both the US and the 
Columbian government.  After multiple law-
suits filed against the brand on behalf of the 

families of victims, the company plead guilty 
to the offence, though the motive remained 
disputed.  Department of Justice revealed 
that an outside council as well as members 
of the US government advised Chiquita to 
leave Columbia, but the company argued 
and chose to pay the AUC and stay in Co-
lombia in order to protect its employees from 
retaliation (Department of Justice, 2007). 
 

Internal documents released by Chiqui-
ta to the Department of Justice as a part 
of the plea deal tell a different story. The 
documents, visible to the public under the 
Freedom of Information Act, show dialogue 
within the company regarding the common-
place use of guerrilla groups (including the 

AUC) as security for the Company’s farms 
for money. ([Name redacted], 1994) These 
“Chiquita Papers” show that Chiquita lied in 
court regarding their motivation in supporting 
the terrorist groups in Colombia, and illus-
trates the direct link between Chiquita Brand 
International and the deaths of the countless 
people murdered by the terrorist groups.  

These documents reveal that the motivation 
of the conglomerate in making these pay-
ments was not, as the company argued in 
the court case, “protection money” but was 
mutually beneficial to both the company’s 
farms and to the paramilitary groups. 
The exploration of the role that agribusiness-
es play in Latin American politics is not only 

important because of what it says about 
corporate influence, but because of its rel-
evance to consumers’ lives.  Chiquita is the 
leading distributor of bananas in the United 
States and sell their products in nearly 70 
countries, yet consumers rarely consider the 
implication of what their money is funding 
when they go to the grocery store.  Agribusi-
nesses can devastate small nations and the 
developed world is ultimately responsible.  
To genuinely solve the problem of corporate 
influence in government, consumers must 
not only be aware of the decisions made 
in governments and board rooms, but must 
recognize their own power when they are 
making decisions at the grocery store.

Agribusinesses, Corruption & Instability 
in Latin America

By Denelle Carvalho
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Food unites 
us all!
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