
M
ichael Pollan, in his book In Defense Of Food:
An Eater’s Manifesto, shows us some great
paradoxes and dangers in our modern world

food system, as well as a strategy to optimize our health
using food. Here’s a summary which I hope will encourage
everyone concerned about a healthy future to read this
book.

Symptoms of a Sick Food System
North Americans are overfed but undernourished (a new
phenomenon), with much of our diet supplied by fast food
that is cheap, quick and easy. 

Most humans choose their foods based on cost,
emotional needs and convenience.

We got fat on the low-fat diet prescribed in the last 25
years. The past 30 years of vilifying fats in our diet in
favour of carbohydrates is not only a failure, but it lacked
evidence to support the move away from fats from the
beginning. Why have we not been informed that this low-
fat diet is a mistake? 

Conversely, we are becoming a nation of orthorexics—
people with an unhealthy obsession with ‘healthy’ eating.

Humans are omnivores and should be eating many
foods. Wheat, soy, corn and rice now make up the 65% of
our daily calorie intake, which is quite disturbing when
you realize that humans need between 50 and 100
different chemical compounds to be healthy. In your
supermarket, 91% of the processed foods contain corn.  

Nutrient content of foods have significantly declined
since 1950, probably due to soil fertility depletion and also
the fact that modern varieties focus on maximizing yield
rather than  maximizing nutrition, or even taste. Have you
eaten a tasty tomato lately?

Pets, such as dogs and cats, probably eat a more
balanced diet of protein, carbohydrates, fat, fiber, vitamins
and minerals than most Canadians.  

A signpost near junk food vending machines in a major
zoo warns: ‘Do not feed this food to the animals or they
may get sick and die.’ If junk food may kill a 400lb ape,
who is very similar biologically to us, can it be good for a
40lb child?

Your Money and Your Health
We are are unhealthy nations, with cancer, obesity, heart
disease and diabetes rising to epidemic levels. These are
all food-related diseases. Is it a coincidence that native
populations, living in isolation as their ancestors did, have
few of these Western diseases, but will develop these
diseases if they arrive here and start eating as we do?

In 1960, spending on food was 17.5% of income and
5.2% on health care. Now it has reversed to 9.9% on food
(reduction of 43%) and 16% on health care (increase of
208%). 

An extra dollar spent on quality food results in a far
greater saving on future health care costs. Why and how
have we been brainwashed into buying cheap food?

Food Production Facts
Even though the healthiest foods for people are fresh fruits
and vegetables, there is little money to be made by farmers
in producing fresh fruit and vegetables. Some apple
farmers in the Okanagan were only making 12¢ a pound
for apples last year, even though the apples sold for over
$1 per pound (an 800% mark-up). 

The sad truth is that the fruit industry in Canada is
gradually fading away, with prices paid to farmers so low
that orchards become unsustainable. Why are there no
subsidies for healthy foods?

A Saskatchewan grain farmer gets only $5 for a bushel
of organic wheat, yet a chicken farmer pays almost $20 for
a bag of organic wheat for chickens. Since a bushel
contains more than a bag, someone is pocketing that
400% mark up.

Reprint from Volume 23 Number 16 August 11, 2011

Visit www.islandtides.com for more interesting articles on other BC, national & international topics

Reprint

Taking control of your food system 
HARRY BURTON

© Island Tides Publishing Ltd.This article may be reproduced with the following attribution, in its entirety, and notification to Island Tides Publishing Ltd.

‘This article was published (August 11, 2011) in ‘Island Tides’, an independent, regional newspaper distributing across the 
Southern Strait of Georgia from Tsawwassen to Victoria to Nanaimo.’

Island Tides, Box 55, Pender Island, BC, Canada       Phone: 250-629-3660       Fax: 250-629-3838 

Email: islandtides@islandtides.com     Website: www.islandtides.com

http://www.islandtides.com


© Island Tides Publishing Ltd.This article may be reproduced with this attribution, in its entirety, with notification to Island Tides Publishing Ltd. 

‘This article was published (August 11, 2011) in ‘Island Tides’, an independent, regional newspaper distributing across the 
Southern Strait of Georgia from Tsawwassen to Victoria to Nanaimo.’

Island Tides, Box 55, Pender Island, BC, Canada       Phone: 250-629-3660       Fax: 250-629-3838 

Email: islandtides@islandtides.com     Website: www.islandtides.com

The marketplace is full of examples of how little
farmers receive and how much the food processing
industry takes.
Product Farmer Gets Consumer Pays Mark-up
Milk (glass) $0.18 $2.00 1100%

Chicken $1.20 $4.99 420%

Corn Flakes $0.11 $3.54 3200%

Beef $1.83 $14.04 770%

(If you buy directly from the farmer, there is no
middleman, and the farmer receives 100% of your money.
This is how you vote to keep that farmer in business.)

Money or Mother Nature
There is much money to be made by middlepersons or
food processing, which is a $32 billion per year industry.
Though we know more about food, we use this
information to manipulate the components of foods into
other food-like substances. 

Nuritionalism, says Pollan, is the theory that foods are
just a sum of their parts, so discover the parts and then
they can be added together to make up other foods. 17,000
new food-like substances are created each year.

Despite all our extra knowledge we still do not even
know all the components in any food let alone how they
interact. We are discovering that Mother Nature’s foods
are more than the sum of their parts. 

Babies still do better on mother’s milk than they do on
the most nutritionally complete baby formula. Trust
Mother Nature.

Eat an apple and benefit from all Mother Nature’s
magic. You do not need to know anything about that apple
magic to gain the health benefits. 

Vitamins were discovered in the 1930s when they were
added to refined flours. In 1996, they started adding folic
acid to flours. 

Avocados became a bad food in the 1970s with the push
to low fat diets, but they are now considered a great source
for good fats. 

Food processors use extensive taste tests to determine
the exact formulation of components that humans prefer.
Food-like substances are manipulated to be the most
appealing to our tastes, as indicated by taste test results.
Sugar and salt have become the tastes most preferred by
people, and most used by the food processing industry.
The smell of McDonalds is not by chance—it is an appetite
stimulant.

How did butter, a natural product, ever become the
‘bad guy’ and margarine, a man-made product, ever

become a ‘good guy’? Mother Nature did it right with
butter. She set the standard that food processors are still
trying, unsuccessfully, to copy. 

Manipulating Fats
Margarine is a classic example of the trial and error
methods of the food processing industry. They have been
telling us since the 1950s that food-like margarine was
better than butter. In 1960, they assumed that animal fat
was unhealthy, so they tried to replace them with
transfats. In 1972, when we learned that transfats were
unhealthy, then the margarine formulation was simply
changed to avoid transfats. 

Omega-3 fats do not keep well and so were removed
from many processed foods, even though they turn out to
be one of the most valuable part of our diet. In the 1990s,
omega-3 fats which had previously been removed, were
again added to margarine. The food processors are still
playing catch up to Mother Nature. 

The Politics of Food
The food processing industry is a profit-driven business.
Politically, government subsidies to corn, soy and wheat
producers, result in huge savings for the processed food
industry, and provide them with a very cheap raw resource
to produce cheap, unhealthy food. 

The sugar industry (which has a huge government
lobby) is not happy that the USA’s maximum permissible
level of sugar in our diet is set at 25%. They would like to
see it increase, although the United Nations sugar level is
10%.

You would think that the government of any country
would want a healthy population. Citizens are the strength
of a country, the work force, tax base and small business
incubator for the nation. Why would countries such as
Canada or the USA not try to keep their populations as
healthy as possible?

Food Savvy
We have surrendered our food eating instincts to the
scientists, yet we are not being directed in a healthy
manner. How have we lost the ability to know what foods
are good for us? Even the deer outside my fence and the
chickens in my yard have maintained their ability to eat
according to what their body needs. Chickens are
wonderful to watch as they do circuits through the
orchard, constantly varying their diet. I eat more kale now
that my chickens have shown me how healthy it is.
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A Plan For Enjoyment & Health 
In Defense of Food Michael Pollan gives us a plan to get
back to a healthy diet. He is very optimistic since it is
much easier now, than 40 years ago, to eat well. His
subtitle: ‘Eat Food, Not Too Much, Mostly Plants’
encapsulates it. To expand on that a bit: the best food for
us is unprocessed foods—fruits, vegetables and meats that
are grown in the manner of our ancestors. These foods all
come in the package that Mother Nature created for them.
Not only are fresh fruit and vegetables the best value for
your money, they are also the healthiest food. 

Eat what Mother Nature intended, enjoy cooking and
searching out healthy, tasty foods. 

Take back control of your diet. Shed the passivity and
get actively involved in your food; enjoy eating with
friends; get healthy. We either make time for our wellness;
or we will be forced to take time for our illness. 0
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Good Food Guide
Michael Pollan with Harry Burton

More of This…
Eat like an omnivore.

Eat more plants, with an emphasis on leaves.

Eat wild—Lamb’s Quarters is one of the most nutritious

plants in the world. A bitter taste is sometimes a sign of

increased antioxidants (part of the plant’s defensive system

aiding survival). These days, we breed plants to taste sweet.

Eat grass fed or pastured meat (usually that means local).

Look a farmer in the eye, connect with your food, shop at

farmers markets.

Eat foods grown in an organic, healthy soil. They contain

more nutrients and minerals because they must be strong to

survive a hostile environment. This means they contain

more antioxidants such as salvestrols, that help fight off

cancer.

Eat less sugar and avoid high fructose corn syrup

Buy from the edge of the supermarket. Avoid the centre,

where the processed foods are. Get out of the supermarket

whenever you can. 

Plant a garden. If you don’t have land, connect with an

‘adopted’ garden. If you have gardens, but cannot work

them, connect with people wishing to grow food. Most

gardens could always use help and it will connect you even

more with food. 

Try to take a daily tablespoon or two of these superfoods:

garlic, honey, apple cider vinegar.

And Less of That…
Avoid food with unfamiliar, unpronounceable ingredients. 

Avoid anything your grandmother would not recognize. 

Avoid food with artificial flavours and colours. 

Don’t seek out individual nutrients as a solution, but realize

that with Mother Nature, a food (plant) is more than the sum

of its parts. It is your whole food intake that makes you

healthy.

We do not know all the subtleties of nature. For instance, the

vitamin content from butter produced by cows on spring

grass is higher than that from cows raised on winter forage.

Don’t get your fuel from the same place your car does.

Means Better Health and More Enjoyment…
Pay more for your food. Eat less.  

Fresh foods require preparation and cooking; enjoy the

process of creating a good meal.

Listen to your stomach; don’t let the size of your portion tell

you when you are full. The people of Okinawa have an 80%

concept: quit eating when you are 80% full.

Eat your meals slowly, at a table. 

Have a glass of wine with dinner.

Sharing food is one of the oldest pleasures in the world,

crossing all cultures. Relax and enjoy—it is a gift from

Mother Nature. Give thanks!

Harry Burton owns AppleLuscious Orchard on Salt Spring

Island; he produces the Island’s Apple Festival in October.


