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Reprint

Ten reasons for eating local

L
ast spring I was privileged to be invited to speak to the

Pender Island Farmers Institute on the subject of local

foods. The ideas presented are distilled from my eclectic

readings and observations and are therefore borrowed or

stolen. You do not have to agree with them all but I sincerely

hope that at least one will resonate sufficiently to create heat

and action.

1.Global Warming
We have all heard about global warming. It has been happening

for several generations and involves a complex of interacting

systems. I will refer to only one—energy. The affluent world and

those aspiring to affluence practice a profligate expenditure of

non-human energy. ‘Earth Overshoot Day,’ the date by which

we have already consumed all the renewable resources the

planet generates in the year, occurred in September last year;

for the remaining 25% of the year we drew down that capital. In

addition, the largest single source of the energy we use comes

from non-renewable coal, oil and gas for transportation,

plastics and petrochemicals, and so on. It’s a lot like owning a

few hundred slaves to do your work for you.

One third of that energy is used by the food industry for

farm equipment, fertilizers, irrigation, pesticides, herbicides,

fungicides, transportation, processing, preserving, packaging—

the list goes on. The average food item in North America travels

2,000 kilometres before it reaches your paper plate. To bring

broccoli from China, lettuce from Peru and apples from New

Zealand does not make sense. We grow better produce right

here without requiring an oil subsidy. And we have the climate

to grow these items fresh year round. We can even grow

asparagus, strawberries, tomatoes etc, almost year round

without resorting to greenhouses heated to tropical

temperatures; the technology is 300 years old. About 30% of

the energy used in the food industry is a direct result of

transportation. Another 30% is gobbled up by the packaging

industry, packages that more often than not, are buried for our

grandchildren to find. The food industry alone accounts for

31% of global warming. When you buy local you eliminate one

third of that energy demand.

2. Economics
When you buy an item made or grown in another country your

money leaves your pocket, your community, your region,

province and country to be siphoned off into the global

multinational system. Less than 1% may stay in the community

where the supermarket is located. If you grow your own it will

cost you a packet of seed, maybe a bucket of manure and some

sweat. If you buy from a local grower, your money stays in the

community and if your grower supports other local businesses

your dollar may be recycled 3 or 4 times before it is vacuumed

out by the banks and multinationals. 

Trade is good, it shares resources and allows us to

experience the larger community, it also invokes a

responsibility. But to give away all our money to multinationals

that are larger than many governments and behave like pirates

is irresponsible. This money does not benefit growers in

developing countries; it goes into offshore bank accounts where

it is used to manipulate global currencies enslaving millions of

people in a downward spiral of poverty and driving more

millions off their land. This unregulated and immoral house of

cards collapsed last fall when faith in the name of greed ran out

of excuses. 

International business has no morality and only one motive,

profit at any cost. You and I cannot change the world of politics

and greed, but we can ignore it. We can refuse to participate in

the avaricious game of winner take all. Learn the cash flow of

your community and spend your money there.

3. The Ethical Argument
We are omnivorous animals, eating fish, dairy products and

meat is a good thing for our diet. If you raise or catch your own,

or buy from a local farmer or fisherman, you know where that

animal came from, how it was raised and if you ask nicely, how

it was killed. I won’t go into the hypocrisy of paying someone

else to do your killing for you because I do it too, at least most

of the time. 

But where, you might ask, does the supermarket steak, pork

ribs, or chicken really come from? Certainly not from around

here. It used to be that cows and pigs were raised on grass and

wild plants for a couple of years, nowadays most beef is raised

on a corn supplemented diet for 5-6 months, shipped off to a

feedlot for force feeding, and slaughtered in 10 months. They

spend weeks, often months, on a super-fattening diet in a

feedlot standing knee deep in their own shit. (One state-side

factory farm alone warehouses half a million pigs indoors and
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produces more sewage daily than the city of Los Angles.)  

The so-called grain-fed animals are actually fed huge

quantities of corn that makes them bloated, very

uncomfortable, and frequently ill to such an extent that they

sometimes die. It is a truism that cows eat grass. They are not

adapted to eating corn, vegetable roots and certainly not

adapted to a high protein diet of meat offal. To combat this

indigestion they are also fed huge quantities of pharmaceuticals

(by far the largest use of pharmaceuticals in North America is

used to keep animals alive in the cattle, pig and chicken

factories) which ultimately means, that you end up swallowing

those chemicals also. 

Based on the bottom line it is economically cheaper to raise

cattle, pigs and chickens together in tight pens and barns, feed

them an incredibly rich diet for which they are not adapted, and

drug them into a zombie-like state that is nearer death than life,

than to simply let them range free and eat grass. 

Without going into more details, it is a sickening and

disgusting business created not for your benefit but the most

expedient way to take your money for least effort; an ethic that

asserts it is better to buy stale produce from another country

that could be grown cheaper, better and tastier at home.

For at least 100 years it has been said that a visit to an

abattoir, packing plant, killing factory—choose your own

euphemism—is the best way to become vegetarian.

But it isn’t necessary to become a vegetarian, though

granted we eat far more meat than dietary needs demand.

Supermarket meat—chicken, pork and beef—is cheaper

because the cost of raising, killing and packaging the animal is a

subsidised business on a grand scale. If government subsidies

were directed to local producers as much as they are to

corporate hegemonies, local meat would be cheaper, safer,

better tasting, with a potentially far better quality of life for the

animal.

Now for the vegetarians: home-grown and market-bought

veggies can be cultivated sustainably for centuries; in Europe

there is land that has been tilled for two thousand years, in

China some of the best land has seen four thousand years of

continuous cultivation; land that is still green, productive and

healthy.

Imported rice grown on Californian or Texan desserts have

resulted in the massive water-loss of the US south and west

(water they are now hoping to recoup from Canada) and the

resultant salination of thousands of acres of land. (One of the

reasons, incidentally, that there is so much interest in

developing genetically modified crops, is to produce tomatoes

and onions that can withstand higher concentrations of salt.)

The ubiquitous soy bean likes a warm climate so millions of

acres of jungle and forest are still being cleared to satisfy the

demand for tofu. The same goes for palm oil plantations, corn,

and canola.

A mono-culture crop is not sustainable. It can be kept going

for a few years only by a massive injection of fertilizers,

herbicides, pesticides, fungicides, and a lot of water. It isn’t the

number of acres that is of concern, it is the control over

thousands of acres of land for a short term gain using single

crops. The earth in which this produce is grown is sick, the

workers get sick and the nation is sick from chemically laced

mono-cultures grown for a quick profit. In fact whole

communities are destroyed by these so-called farming practices

to provide us with a picture-perfect tomato.

Closer to home, in our mountainous province, some of the

best arable land located in the Fraser Valley has been covered

with giant houses and highways, all in the name of profit. 

The quick test is: ask where it is grown and if it has a label,

don’t buy it.

4. The Safety Factor
People in developing countries—when they do eat—eat better

than we do. That commercially grown tomato—and beef

steak—is not all it appears to be. For over 30 years we have

been told that we are a sick nation, over-weight, high

cholesterol, subject to allergies, cancers and every kind of

pathological development you never want to hear about. The

causes are complex and subject to wide variations and I am not

about to provide you with a simple panacea. Here are some

answers:

• The only way that low-cost meat and potatoes can be

produced in Mexico and China and shipped to your local

supermarket is by the use of a huge range of chemical additives.

• 40 or 50 years of eating chemically laden food will take it’s

toll. If you are prepared to buy New Zealand apples instead of

Pender Island apples because they are cheaper then, be

prepared to pay the hidden costs also.

• We all consume genetically modified (GMO) plants and

animals. If you drink any prepared pop beverage, processed

cereal, fast food, candy, then you are eating genetically

modified corn. If you buy commercial chicken, beef or pork,

you are eating genetically modified feedstock—one stage

removed.

We have all heard about the massive and highly successful

marketing of snack foods. Very briefly, these artificial food

creations are substantially GM-corn based. Add to that the so-

called modified corn starch (starch that has been rendered

down to its basic sugars and then reprocessed to replicate

natural sugars such as sucrose and fructose). Then it is treated

with highly concentrated corn oil, flavouring is added, and it is

cooked at a very high temperature. The result is a sweet/salty

crunchy thing with what food engineers call ‘tongue appeal’.

Each of those microscopic bubbles that snap when broken was

created under hundreds of pounds pressure. 

(Americans have a perverse psychology that is enamoured

with the military. This psychology informs everything from the

design of automobiles, to tools, appliances and food with snap-

and-crunch—the sound of a gun being loaded or troops on

parade.)
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5. The Food Value Argument
If you value your health eat fresh food. As we all know, fresh

home-grown produce tastes better than its agri-business

cousin; and there are two reasons for this:  first, fresh means

‘today’ not last month, and certainly not picked green and left

to ripen in the packing case. In the doubletalk of marketing

‘fresh’ now means ‘not frozen.’

The second reason is that the huge range of trace elements

and photosynthetic by-products absorbed and created in slow

growing plants grown in rich earth and under real sunlight,

require the sort of time and conditions that are not provided

under today’s agri-business mantra of speed, volume, and

consistency.

A British study back in the 1980s, discovered that proteins,

minerals and vitamins in a range of vegetables showed a

marked decline in food values from comparable pre-WWII

levels. Given that the yield per acre had increased considerably

during this time due to the increased use of fertilizers and high

yield varieties, a theory called—wait for it—‘the dilution effect’

was postulated suggesting that vitamins and minerals were still

there but ‘diluted’ by the increased size of the crop and larger

water content. (Potatoes, for example, have increased 15% in

water content in as many years. This applies particularly to

Russet potatoes that are the principal crop for commercial

production.) 

Now consider the following statements and conclusions

taken almost at random from various studies carried out in the

past few years:

• ‘Cheese from grass fed cows is more than four times richer

in conjugated linoleic acid—a cancer-fighting, fat-reducing fat—

than cheese from standard, grain-fed cows’;

• ‘Cancer yield [in rats] was reduced by about 50 percent

when fed naturally occurring CLA (conjugated linoleic acid)

found in butter from free range cows’;

• ‘The eggs from free-range hens contained significantly

more [50%] folic acid and vitamin B12’ than those from battery

chickens;

• ‘Free range chickens produce eggs significantly lower in

cholesterol than factory farm chickens’; 

• ‘[Recent] studies show a nutrient loss of 74% for onions,

75% less calcium for broccoli, 60% less iron for spinach, and

48% less calcium for carrots. Since 1985 there has been a 70%

drop in the level of minerals and vitamins in potatoes, a 60%

drop in beans, an 80% drop in apples. In 1900, wheat-germ

had a 90% protein content; in 2005 it was much lower; 

• In the journal ‘Food Technology,’ March 2005, Dr Donald

Davies, Professor of Biochemistry at University of Texas, wrote,

‘…modern crops that grow larger and faster are not necessarily

able to acquire nutrients at the same, faster rate, whether by

synthesis or by acquisition from the soil. Thus,’ he continued,

‘there can be trade-offs between yield and nutrient

concentration. We postulate that the median declines in

nutrient concentration reflect primarily unintended side effects

of increased yields (environmental and genetic dilution

effects)’; and

• The so-called Omega-3 fatty acids found in wild fish and

game are also present in free-range farm animals, animals that

are raised in a way that respects their phenotypical inclinations.

These omega 3 acids are substantially lower or absent in factory

feedlot animals.

There is a massive amount of information and

misinformation when it comes to food and nutrition so any

particular story does not necessarily carry much credibility. My

personal take is that food (both produce and meat) from

conventional factory farms is significantly poorer in taste than

my home grown produce or that bought from a local organic

farmer. My taste tells me it’s better. Those flavours that I enjoy

are a direct result of the accumulation of very complex acids

and flavournoids that are produced in slow growing plants and

animals. My guess is that if the tomato tastes like water then

that is just what it is.

6. The Security Argument
We are all painfully aware of the rise in price of oil and the knee

jerk action by the US Government to grow corn instead of

wheat thereby driving up the price of that grain. Never mind

that climatic changes can wipe out a crop overnight if there is a

hurricane in Florida or frost in California. The empirical

evidence is mounting; the world is becoming less stable and

less reliable, especially for those extensive transportation

systems.

I am not a doomsday prophet but I am a pragmatist and I

intend to live a good life as long as humanly possible. Cities

around the world are taking the initiative to control the amount

of food imported. Cuban cities such as Havana were obliged to

become self-sufficient after the fall of the Soviet market for

Cuban sugar. The city of Vancouver has declared a goal to

reduce its produce imports by 50% within the next few years.

Even Vancouver will plough up its back lanes and vacant land

to grow cabbages.

Every community in the Province has an emergency plan for

that special time—not if, but when. If you grow your own food

or have an arrangement with someone that does then why

should you care if the grocery shelves are bare for a while.

Remember, at a pinch, locally grown potatoes are much easier

to get than those stuck in a truck thousands of kilometres away.

7. The Aesthetic Argument 
There is a lot to be said for growing and making your own life.

Realistically, we cannot make or produce everything we need to

live. Even Thoreau retreated to the Walden Pond only when he

could afford it. But walking out in the late afternoon and

selecting fresh beans, broccoli, salad mix, picking sun-warm

tomatoes and basil, or fresh berries and fruit from the tree, is a

satisfying, aesthetically pleasing experience. I choose to make

my own bread for the sheer satisfaction of activating the yeast,

kneading the dough until it is silky, watching it raise, and

baking it hot for dinner.
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For generations European chefs spent their early mornings

down at the market selecting only that which is fresh—hours

old —and that which is local. Not for nothing did the Italians

begin the Slow Food Movement. The French have a term

‘terroir’ which applies to food grown and produced in a very

specific area and their labelling will state not simply who made

it or what it contains, but precisely from which valley, farm and

hillside it came. Terroir really implies tasting the earth, because

produce from this field and this farm have such unique

properties that you, the discriminating eater, can taste the

difference. This cultural concept is diametrically opposed to the

MacWorld of zero boarders and universal sameness. It’s like

tasting a fine wine; we want to know more about it and we take

the time to savour its unique complex of flavours. So it is with

cheese, tomatoes, carrots, bread, chicken, apples, cream and

lettuce. If food is important to you, learn where it comes from.

8. The Control Argument
In traditional cultures, including ours up to a few generations

ago, families and communities were essentially self sufficient, if

not in exotic goods then at least in the basic necessities. A lot of

that changed in the 20th century with the development of the

corporation. And it radically changed again with the creation of

the MBA. The Harvard MBA program was developed after

WWII at the request of corporate leaders and it brought

together two strange bedfellows: experts in commerce and

experts in war. The accountants and productivity experts sat

down with retired generals and commanders and learned to

apply the techniques of war to control the way they did

business. What resulted was  control of the way you and I live.

The ethics and the metaphors of commerce are taken from the

battlefield: strategy, control, manipulation.

We no longer talk about people, or quality, and the idea of

living the ‘good life’ has become laughable. We don’t even have

patients in hospitals any more—people are simply consumers. 

Last December, American economist Curtis White argued:

‘We need to come to an honest acknowledgement of what

capitalism is, and that has been made very clear for us in recent

months by the Chinese entrepreneurs who fill our pet food,

toothpaste, animal feed, even our Viagra with toxic filler. For

the entrepreneur, such filler is poison only if someone dies;

otherwise it’s just a profit margin. The [war] game is to take

profit as close to the poison line as possible.

When, on occasion, profit spills over into poison and

someone dies, there is a wild wringing of hands (and in China,

death sentences) but soon back we go in search of that ideal

between profit and death. We see very much the same principle

at work in industrial agriculture. Just how much herbicide and

pesticide can we put down before it starts killing more than

bugs and pigweed? Here we see the creed of ‘cost/benefit

analysis’ presided over with loving kindness by accountants and

legions of liability lawyers.’

In short, we have lost what little control we ever had over

our lives. I cannot take on General Foods or Monsanto, but I

can ignore them and get on with my own life. I will not be

dictated to by the CEO’s of superpowers; they don’t need me

and I can do very well without them. Life in the ‘real’ world is a

hazardous process of seeking pleasure and avoiding pain and

now that process has been usurped by those who would put

profit before life.

Choosing to live in a small rural community speaks volumes

about the values to which you and I aspire, otherwise, why are

we here? As individuals we cannot turn the world around but

we can make small gestures toward the good life, a life worth

living and a life where responsibility begins at home. Buying

local is a statement in ethics, community, and independence.

Think globally, but begin by buying locally.

9. The Meeting Place
Recent studies in the US found, not surprisingly, that people

who frequent a local farmer’s market meet and converse with

other people ten times more than those who frequent a

supermarket. As we quickly noticed on Mayne Island, the

market is not simply an alternative source of lettuce and

chutney, the marketplace is a forum, a place where friends are

made and friends meet; a place where needs and desires are

aired, supported and sometimes refuted. Frequenting a

farmer’s market implies belonging, you know you will meet

friends and neighbours there, you just don’t always know which

ones. In short, you often don’t really belong unless you go there.

10. Building Community
Most of these arguments have a direct appeal to our personal

wellbeing. The resultant actions also impact the community, in

monetary terms and in the trade and intercourse with the

people we meet. Buying local, supporting local organisations

and events builds community. The community is not an

abstraction somewhere out there, it is the sum of our actions,

and a strong community is a better place to live, so conscious

efforts made by you to look after yourself can in fact come full

circle. The stronger the community that you help to make will

in turn look after you, your family and your grandchildren. In

these uncertain times some communities are growing stronger

and some are falling apart. They fall apart not because of ‘crime’

or ‘recession’ but because of apathy and selfishness.

Food is the primordial community builder; it implies trust,

for why else would I feed it to my children. But that trust has

been broken by greed. Making money is the mantra of the

times and you will not make much of that selling carrots at a

farmer’s market. You will instead create a richness of culture,

friends and community, values we all wish we had but cannot

find on the shelf of any store.

This article can be found at www.islandtides.com, in the

Reprints section of our online archive, go through ‘The Good

Life,’ box in left column. 0
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