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Since his New York Times op-ed column debuted in 2011, Mark Bittman has emerged as one of
our most impassioned and opinionated observers of the food landscape. The Times’ only
dedicated opinion columnist covering the food beat, Bittman routinely makes readers think twice
about how the food we eat is produced, distributed, and cooked, and shines a bright light on the
profound impact that diet—both good and bad—can have on our health and that of the planet.In
A Bone to Pick, Mark’s most memorable and thought-provoking columns are compiled into a
single volume for the first time. As abundant and safe as the American food supply appears to
be, the state of our health reveals the presence of staggering deficiencies in both the system
that produces food and the forces that regulate it. Bittman leaves no issue unexamined;
agricultural practices, government legislation, fad diets, and corporate greed all come under
scrutiny and show that the issues governing what ends up in our market basket and on our
tables are both complex and often deliberately confusing. Unabashedly opinionated and
invariably thought provoking, Bittman’s columns have helped readers decipher arcane policy,
unpack scientific studies, and deflate affronts to common sense when it comes to determining
what “eating well” truly means. As urgent as the situation is, Mark contends that we can be
optimistic about the future of our food and its impact on our health, as slow-food movements,
better school-lunch programs, and even “healthy fast food” become part of the norm.At once
inspiring, enraging, and enlightening, A Bone to Pick is an essential resource for every reader
eager to understand not only the complexities inherent in the American food system, but also the
many opportunities that exist to improve it.

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.1Big Ag, Sustainability, and What’s in
BetweenYou can eat without farms, but for the last 10,000 years few humans have. For about
9,900 of those years, though, all farms were small and--at least arguably--more or less
sustainable. That is, they put back into the earth, in the form of animal and even human waste
and plant matter, just about as much as they took out. There were no synthetic fertilizers,
pesticides, and so on, and everything was pretty much what we’d now call organic.Much has
changed. The dominant form of agriculture in the West is industrial, large-scale, fossil fuel and
chemical dependent, and heavy on water use. It isn’t sustainable--that is, it uses far more in
resources than it returns to the land--and it poisons land, sea, animals, workers, and consumers.
It’s used primarily to grow a half dozen crops, among them corn and soybeans, much of which,
sadly, are fed to animals, used as fuel (ethanol), or converted into the kind of junk that’s largely
responsible for obesity. And despite the fact that there’s enough food produced to feed everyone
on the planet adequately, tens of millions of Americans, and more than a billion people
worldwide, struggle with hunger.In short, it’s a terrible “system,” and one that could be improved



almost immeasurably if just a little bit of care were taken.How to Feed the WorldIt’s been 50
years since President John F. Kennedy spoke of ending world hunger, yet on the eve of World
Food Day, Oct. 16, the situation remains dire. The question “How will we feed the world?” implies
that we have no choice but to intensify industrial agriculture, with more high-tech seeds,
chemicals, and collateral damage. Yet there are other, better options.Something approaching a
billion people are hungry, a number that’s been fairly stable for more than 50 years, although it
has declined as a percentage of the total population.“Feeding the world” might as well be a
marketing slogan for Big Ag, a euphemism for “Let’s ramp up sales,” as if producing more cars
would guarantee that everyone had one. But if it worked that way, surely the rate of hunger in the
United States would not be the highest percentage of any developed nation, a rate closer to that
of Indonesia than of Britain.The world has long produced enough calories, around 2,700 per day
per human, more than enough to meet the United Nations projection of a population of nine
billion in 2050, up from the current seven billion. There are hungry people not because food is
lacking, but because not all of those calories go to feed humans (a third go to feed animals,
nearly 5 percent are used to produce biofuels, and as much as a third is wasted, all along the
food chain).The current system is neither environmentally nor economically sustainable,
dependent as it is on fossil fuels and routinely resulting in environmental damage. It’s geared to
letting the half of the planet with money eat well while everyone else scrambles to eat as cheaply
as possible.While a billion people are hungry, about three billion people are not eating well,
according to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, if you count obese and
overweight people alongside those with micronutrient deficiencies. Paradoxically, as increasing
numbers of people can afford to eat well, food for the poor will become scarcer, because
demand for animal products will surge, and they require more resources like grain to produce. A
global population growth of less than 30 percent is projected to double the demand for animal
products. But there is not the land, water, or fertilizer--let alone the health care funding--for the
world to consume Western levels of meat.If we want to ensure that poor people eat and also do
a better job than “modern” farming does at preserving the earth’s health and productivity, we
must stop assuming that the industrial model of food production and its accompanying disease-
producing diet is both inevitable and desirable. I have dozens of friends and colleagues who say
things like, “I hate industrial ag, but how will we feed the poor?”Let’s at last recognize that there
are two food systems, one industrial and one of small landholders, or peasants if you prefer. The
peasant system is not only here for good, it’s arguably more efficient than the industrial model.
According to the ETC Group, a research and advocacy organization based in Ottawa, the
industrial food chain uses 70 percent of agricultural resources to provide 30 percent of the
world’s food, whereas what ETC calls “the peasant food web” produces the remaining 70
percent using only 30 percent of the resources.Yes, it is true that high-yielding varieties of any
major commercial monoculture crop will produce more per acre than peasant-bred varieties of
the same crop. But by diversifying crops, mixing plants and animals, planting trees--which
provide not only fruit but shelter for birds, shade, fertility through nutrient recycling, and more--



small landholders can produce more food (and more kinds of food) with fewer resources and
lower transportation costs (which means a lower carbon footprint), while providing greater food
security, maintaining greater biodiversity, and even better withstanding the effects of climate
change. (Not only that: their techniques have been demonstrated to be effective on larger-scale
farms, even in the Corn Belt of the United States.) And all of this without the level of subsidies
and other support that industrial agriculture has received in the last half-century, and despite the
efforts of Big Ag to become even more dominant.In fact if you define “productivity” not as pounds
per acre but as the number of people fed per that same area, you find that the United States
ranks behind both China and India (and indeed the world average), and roughly the same as
Bangladesh, because so much of what we grow goes to animals and biofuels. (Regardless of
how food is produced, delivered, and consumed, waste remains at about one third.) Thus, as
the ETC’s research director, Kathy Jo Wetter, says, “It would be lunacy to hold that the current
production paradigm based on multinational agribusiness is the only credible starting point for
achieving food security.” This is especially true given all of its downsides.As Raj Patel, a fellow at
the Institute for Food and Development Policy, puts it, “The playing field has been tilted against
peasants for centuries, and they’ve still managed to feed more people than industrial agriculture.
With the right kinds of agroecological training and the freedom to shape the food system on fair
terms, it’s a safe bet that they’ll be able to feed themselves, and others as well.”Yet obviously not
all poor people feed themselves well, because they lack the essentials: land, water, energy, and
nutrients. Often that’s a result of cruel dictatorship (North Korea) or war, displacement and strife
(the Horn of Africa, Haiti, and many other places), or drought or other calamities. But it can also
be an intentional and direct result of land and food speculation and land and water grabs, which
make it impossible for peasants to remain in their home villages. (Governments of many
developing countries may also act as agents for industrial agriculture, seeing peasant farming as
“inefficient.”)The result is forced flight to cities, where peasants become poorly paid laborers,
enter the cash market for (increasingly mass produced) food, and eat worse. (They’re no longer
“peasants,” at this point, but more akin to the working poor of the United States, who also often
cannot afford to eat well, though not to the point of starvation.) It’s a formula for making not only
hunger but obesity: remove the ability to produce food, then remove the ability to pay for food, or
replace it with only one choice: bad food.It’s not news that the poor need money and justice. If
there’s a bright side here, it’s that the changes required to “fix” the problems created by
“industrial agriculture” are perhaps more tractable than those created by inequality.We might
begin by ditching the narrow focus on yields (as Jonathan Foley, director of the Institute on the
Environment at the University of Minnesota, says, “It’s not ‘grow baby grow’ ”), which seem to be
ebbing naturally as land quality deteriorates and chemicals become less effective (despite high-
tech “advances” like genetically engineered crops). Better, it would seem, would be to ask not
how much food is produced, but how it’s produced, for whom, at what price, cost, and
benefit.We also need to see more investment in researching the benefits of traditional farming.
Even though simple techniques like those mentioned above give measurably excellent results,



because they’re traditional--even ancient--“technologies,” and because their benefits in profiting
multinationals or international trade are limited, they’ve never received investment on the same
scale as corporate agriculture. (It’s impossible not to point out here that a similar situation exists
between highly subsidized and damaging fossil fuels and oft-ignored yet environmentally
friendly renewables.)Instead, the money and energy (of all kinds) focused on boosting supply
cannot be overstated. If equal resources were put into reducing waste--which aside from its
obvious merits would vastly prevent the corresponding greenhouse gas emissions--questioning
the value of animal products, reducing overconsumption (where “waste” becomes “waist”),
actively promoting saner, less energy-consuming alternatives, and granting that peasants have
the right to farm their traditional landholdings, we could not only ensure that people could feed
themselves but also reduce agriculture’s contribution to greenhouse gases, chronic disease,
and energy depletion.This isn’t about “organic” versus “modern.” It’s about supporting the system
in which small producers make decisions based on their knowledge and experience of their
farms in the landscape, as opposed to buying standardized technological fixes in a bag. Some
people call this knowledge-based rather than energy-based agriculture, but obviously it takes
plenty of energy; as it happens, much of that energy is human, which can be a good thing.
Frances Moore Lappé, author of Diet for a Small Planet, calls it “relational,” and says,
“Agroecology is not just healthy sustainable food production but the seed of a different way of
relating to one another, and to the earth.”That may sound new age y, but so be it; all kinds of
questions and all kinds of theories are needed if we’re going to produce food sustainably.
Supporting, or at least not obstructing, peasant farming is one key factor, but the other is reining
in Western-style monoculture and the standard American diet it creates.Some experts are at
least marginally optimistic about the second half of this: “The trick is to find the sweet spot,” says
Mr. Foley of the University of Minnesota, “between better nutrition and eating too much meat and
junk. The optimistic view is to hope that the conversation about what’s wrong with our diet may
deflect some of this. Eating more meat is voluntary, and how the Chinese middle class winds up
eating will determine a great deal.” Of course, at the moment, that middle class shows every
indication that it’s moving in the wrong direction; China is the world’s leading consumer of meat,
a trend that isn’t slowing.But if the standard American diet represents the low point of eating, a
question is whether the developing world, as it hurtles toward that nutritional nadir--the polar
opposite of hunger, but almost as deadly--can see its destructive nature and pull out of the dive
before its diet crashes. Because “solving” hunger by driving people into cities to take low-paying
jobs so they can buy burgers and fries is hardly a desirable outcome.OCTOBER 14,
2013Sustainable Farming Can Feed the WorldThe oldest and most common dig against organic
agriculture is that it cannot feed the world’s citizens; this, however, is a supposition, not a fact.
And industrial agriculture isn’t working perfectly, either: the global food price index is at a record
high, and our agricultural system is wreaking havoc with the health not only of humans but of the
earth. There are around a billion undernourished people; we can also thank the current system
for the billion who are overweight or obese.Yet there is good news: increasing numbers of



scientists, policy panels, and experts (not hippies!) are suggesting that agricultural practices
pretty close to organic--perhaps best called “sustainable”--can feed more poor people sooner,
begin to repair the damage caused by industrial production, and, in the long term, become the
norm.Olivier de Schutter, the United Nations’ special rapporteur on the Right to Food, is the
author of a report entitled “Agro-ecology and the Right to Food.” (Agro-ecology, he explained to
me, has “lots” in common with both “sustainable” and “organic.”) Chief among de Schutter’s
recommendations is this: “Agriculture should be fundamentally redirected towards modes of
production that are more environmentally sustainable and socially just.” Agro-ecology, he said,
immediately helps “small farmers who must be able to farm in ways that are less expensive and
more productive. But it benefits all of us, because it decelerates global warming and ecological
destruction.” Further, by decentralizing production, floods in Southeast Asia, for example, might
not mean huge shortfalls in the world’s rice crop; smaller scale farming makes the system less
susceptible to climate shocks. (Calling it a system is a convention; it’s actually quite anarchic,
what with all these starving and overweight people canceling each other out.)Industrial (or
“conventional,” even though by most standards it’s anything but) agriculture requires a great deal
of resources, including disproportionate amounts of water and the fossil fuel that’s needed for
transportation, to make chemical fertilizer, mechanize working the land and its crops, run
irrigation sources, and heat buildings and crop dryers. This means it needs more in the way of
resources than the earth can replenish. (Fun/depressing fact: It takes the earth 18 months to
replenish the amount of resources we use each year. Looked at another way, we’d need 1.5
earths to be sustainable at our current rate of consumption.)Agro-ecology and related methods
are going to require resources too, but they’re more in the form of labor, both intellectual--much
research remains to be done--and physical: the world will need more farmers, and quite possibly
less mechanization. Many adherents rule out nothing, including in their recommendations even
GMOs and chemical fertilizers where justifiable. Meanwhile, those working towards improving
conventional agriculture are borrowing more from organic methods.Currently, however, it’s
difficult to see progress in a country where, for example, nearly 90 percent of the corn crop is
used for either ethanol (40 percent) or animal feed (50 percent). And most of the diehard
adherents of industrial agriculture--sadly, this usually includes Congress, which largely ignores
these issues--act as if we’ll somehow “fix” global warming and the resulting climate change. (The
small percentage of climate-change deniers are still arguing with Copernicus.) Their assumption
is that by increasing supply, we’ll eventually figure out how to feed everyone on earth, even
though we don’t do that now, our population is going to be nine billion by 2050, and more supply
of the wrong things--oil, corn, beef--only worsens things. Many seem to naively believe that we
won’t run out of the resources we need to keep this system going. --This text refers to the
hardcover edition.Review“An intelligent rallying cry for anyone seeking a safe and healthy food
supply, and all that entails.” – Kirkus Reviews“A Bone to Pick, a new collection of Bittman’s
columns and features, is destined to become a staple for those who want to consider, more
deeply, what’s on their plate.” – Salon.com“[Bittman’s] complaints about what he calls a “broken”



food system are consistently balanced with viable solutions; his resounding message (“eat real
food”) is simple enough, and supports his overall goal of human health and agricultural
sustainability. Bittman’s compelling essays are a call to action and a reminder to readers that the
future of food – and of the planet – is in their own hands.” – Publishers Weekly“In this engrossing,
provocative look at the country’s food politics, Bittman examines the importance of creating a
sustainable future for agriculture and food in the US. [A Bone to Pick] is sure to be a call for
action for both readers at home and policy makers in creating a movement for a healthier future”.
– Clean EatingFrom the Hardcover edition. --This text refers to an out of print or unavailable
edition of this title.About the AuthorMARK BITTMAN is one of the country’s best-known and
most widely respected food writers. His How to Cook Everything books, with over a million
copies in print, are a mainstay of the modern kitchen, and his manifesto on pursuing a part-time
vegan diet, VB6, debuted at #1 on the New York Times bestseller list. Bittman's writings on food
policy and cooking appear in the Dining, Op-Ed, and Magazine sections of the New York Times.
--This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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ChanceTobacco, Firearms, and FoodDon’t End Agricultural Subsidies, Fix ThemStop
Subsidizing ObesityFixing Our Food ProblemA Few Final ThoughtsWhy Take Food Seriously?
Do Sweat the Small StuffAcknowledgmentsIntroductionAmerica’s food system is broken.Ten
years ago, that statement would have been met with blank stares: Most of us didn’t know exactly
what a “food system” was, let alone that ours wasn’t working: after all, we have an affordable,
abundant, and mostly safe food supply. But as issues of how our food is produced and
consumed, and the impact of both on our health and the environment, have crept further into
mainstream culture, media, and politics, more of us are realizing what’s at stake, and are joining
the conversation. And when it comes to recognizing, assessing, and fixing the shortcomings of
our food system, there is a whole lot to talk about.What you’ll find in the following pages is drawn
from the writings I have contributed to that conversation. All of it comes from the New York
Times, mostly from my weekly opinion column, the rest from the Sunday Magazine. These
articles explore a range of topics as vast and varied as food itself: agriculture, environment,
labor, legislation, health, hunger, diet, cooking, food safety, and more.Taken together in this way
the columns form a kind of mosaic, one that’s tiled with problems and solutions alike. The
problems are numerous and complex, and these are just some of them: Our fossil fuel–and
chemical-dependent system of agriculture robs the land of resources in the name of feeding the
world. At least a billion people globally—including many millions of Americans—still go hungry.
Animals are mass-produced and effectively tortured, and food system workers don’t have it
good, either. The standard American diet—too much meat, sugar, and hyperprocessed junk—is
fueling an astronomically expensive epidemic of preventable lifestyle diseases for which we are
all paying. And to top it all off, the politicians who hold the most power for positive change are all
too often in the pockets of special interests that fight and spend to preserve the status
quo.Solving these problems requires the kinds of sweeping changes that are only possible
through collective action, consciousness-raising, rabble-rousing, and political reform; voting out
the bad and electing the good is only a part of the solution. We need activists on all levels,
people doing the right thing independently of government, and that goes from cooking regularly
to making sure school lunches aren’t poison to labor organizing to supporting farmers.Following
you’ll find my first column for the Times Opinion section. Though now four years old, it remains
as good a summary of the current domestic situation as I could muster then, or now. But as I
write this—just after Election Day 2014—there are reasons to be both optimistic (Berkeley has
passed a soda tax; the school lunch program is better than ever; food workers lead the fight for a
better minimum wage) and pessimistic (the Farm Bill is as bad as ever; clean water and air and
food safety are all under attack; antibiotics are still used routinely in raising animals). But one
thing is certain: There is plenty of good work to do.I’m lucky and privileged to have a platform
from which I can say these things, and hope you find reading this collection as inspiring and
energizing as I have found the writing of it.—MARK BITTMANNEW YORK, FALL 2014A Food
Manifesto for the FutureFor decades, Americans believed that we had the world’s healthiest and
safest diet. We worried little about this diet’s effect on the environment or on the lives of the



animals (or even the workers) it relies upon. Nor did we worry about its ability to endure—that is,
its sustainability.That didn’t mean all was well. And we’ve come to recognize that our diet is
unhealthful and unsafe. Many food production workers labor in difficult, even deplorable,
conditions, and animals are produced as if they were widgets. It would be hard to devise a more
wasteful, damaging, unsustainable system.Here are some ideas—frequently discussed, but
sadly not yet implemented—that would make the growing, preparation, and consumption of food
healthier, saner, more productive, less damaging, and more enduring. In no particular
order:•End government subsidies to processed food. We grow more corn for livestock and cars
than for humans, and it’s subsidized by more than $3 billion annually; most of it is processed
beyond recognition. The story is similar for other crops, including soy: 98 percent of soybean
meal becomes livestock feed, while most soybean oil is used in processed foods. Meanwhile,
the marketers of the junk food made from these crops receive tax write-offs for the costs of
promoting their wares. Total agricultural subsidies in 2009 were around $16 billion, which would
pay for a great many of the ideas that follow.•Begin subsidies to those who produce and sell
actual food for direct consumption. Small farmers and their employees need to make living
wages. Markets—from super- to farmers’—should be supported when they open in so-called
food deserts and when they focus on real food rather than junk food. And, of course, we should
immediately increase subsidies for school lunches so we can feed our youth more real
food.•Break up the U.S. Department of Agriculture and empower the Food and Drug
Administration. Currently, the U.S.D.A. counts among its missions both expanding markets for
agricultural products (like corn and soy!) and providing nutrition education. These goals are at
odds with each other; you can’t sell garbage while telling people not to eat it, and we need an
agency devoted to encouraging sane eating. Meanwhile, the F.D.A. must be given expanded
powers to ensure the safety of our food supply. (Food-related deaths are far more common than
those resulting from terrorism, yet the F.D.A.’s budget is about one-fifteenth that of Homeland
Security.)•Outlaw concentrated animal feeding operations and encourage the development of
sustainable animal husbandry. The concentrated system degrades the environment, directly and
indirectly, while torturing animals and producing tainted meat, poultry, eggs, and, more recently,
fish. Sustainable methods of producing meat for consumption exist. At the same time, we must
educate and encourage Americans to eat differently. It’s difficult to find a principled nutrition and
health expert who doesn’t believe that a largely plant-based diet is the way to promote health
and attack chronic diseases, which are now bigger killers, worldwide, than communicable ones.
Furthermore, plant-based diets ease environmental stress, including global
warming.•Encourage and subsidize home cooking. (Someday soon, I’ll write about my idea for a
new Civilian Cooking Corps.) When people cook their own food, they make better choices.
When families eat together, they’re more stable. We should provide food education for children
(a new form of home ec, anyone?), cooking classes for anyone who wants them, and even
cooking assistance for those unable to cook for themselves.•Tax the marketing and sale of
unhealthful foods. Another budget booster. This isn’t nanny-state paternalism but an accepted



role of government: public health. If you support seat-belt, tobacco, and alcohol laws, sewer
systems and traffic lights, you should support legislation curbing the relentless marketing of
soda and other foods that are hazardous to our health—including the sacred cheeseburger and
fries.•Reduce waste and encourage recycling. The environmental stress incurred by unabsorbed
fertilizer cannot be overestimated, and has caused, for example, a 6,000-square-mile dead zone
in the Gulf of Mexico that is probably more damaging than the BP oil spill. And some estimates
indicate that we waste half the food that’s grown. A careful look at ways to reduce waste and
promote recycling is in order.•Mandate truth in labeling. Nearly everything labeled “healthy” or
“natural” is not. It’s probably too much to ask that “vitamin water” be called “sugar water with
vitamins,” but that’s precisely what real truth in labeling would mean.•Reinvest in research
geared toward leading a global movement in sustainable agriculture, combining technology and
tradition to create a new and meaningful Green Revolution.The essential message is this: food
and everything surrounding it is a crucial matter of personal and public health, of national and
global security. At stake is not only the health of humans but that of the earth.FEBRUARY 2,
20111Big Ag, Sustainability,and What’s in BetweenYou can eat without farms, but for the last
10,000 years few humans have. For about 9,900 of those years, though, all farms were small and
—at least arguably—more or less sustainable. That is, they put back into the earth, in the form of
animal and even human waste and plant matter, just about as much as they took out. There were
no synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, and so on, and everything was pretty much what we’d now
call organic.Much has changed. The dominant form of agriculture in the West is industrial, large-
scale, fossil fuel and chemical dependent, and heavy on water use. It isn’t sustainable—that is, it
uses far more in resources than it returns to the land—and it poisons land, sea, animals,
workers, and consumers. It’s used primarily to grow a half dozen crops, among them corn and
soybeans, much of which, sadly, are fed to animals, used as fuel (ethanol), or converted into the
kind of junk that’s largely responsible for obesity. And despite the fact that there’s enough food
produced to feed everyone on the planet adequately, tens of millions of Americans, and more
than a billion people worldwide, struggle with hunger.In short, it’s a terrible “system,” and one
that could be improved almost immeasurably if just a little bit of care were taken.How to Feed the
WorldIt’s been 50 years since President John F. Kennedy spoke of ending world hunger, yet on
the eve of World Food Day, Oct. 16, the situation remains dire. The question “How will we feed
the world?” implies that we have no choice but to intensify industrial agriculture, with more high-
tech seeds, chemicals, and collateral damage. Yet there are other, better options.Something
approaching a billion people are hungry, a number that’s been fairly stable for more than 50
years, although it has declined as a percentage of the total population.“Feeding the world” might
as well be a marketing slogan for Big Ag, a euphemism for “Let’s ramp up sales,” as if producing
more cars would guarantee that everyone had one. But if it worked that way, surely the rate of
hunger in the United States would not be the highest percentage of any developed nation, a rate
closer to that of Indonesia than of Britain.The world has long produced enough calories, around
2,700 per day per human, more than enough to meet the United Nations projection of a



population of nine billion in 2050, up from the current seven billion. There are hungry people not
because food is lacking, but because not all of those calories go to feed humans (a third go to
feed animals, nearly 5 percent are used to produce biofuels, and as much as a third is wasted,
all along the food chain).The current system is neither environmentally nor economically
sustainable, dependent as it is on fossil fuels and routinely resulting in environmental damage.
It’s geared to letting the half of the planet with money eat well while everyone else scrambles to
eat as cheaply as possible.While a billion people are hungry, about three billion people are not
eating well, according to the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, if you count
obese and overweight people alongside those with micronutrient deficiencies. Paradoxically, as
increasing numbers of people can afford to eat well, food for the poor will become scarcer,
because demand for animal products will surge, and they require more resources like grain to
produce. A global population growth of less than 30 percent is projected to double the demand
for animal products. But there is not the land, water, or fertilizer—let alone the health care funding
—for the world to consume Western levels of meat.If we want to ensure that poor people eat and
also do a better job than “modern” farming does at preserving the earth’s health and productivity,
we must stop assuming that the industrial model of food production and its accompanying
disease-producing diet is both inevitable and desirable. I have dozens of friends and colleagues
who say things like, “I hate industrial ag, but how will we feed the poor?”Let’s at last recognize
that there are two food systems, one industrial and one of small landholders, or peasants if you
prefer. The peasant system is not only here for good, it’s arguably more efficient than the
industrial model. According to the ETC Group, a research and advocacy organization based in
Ottawa, the industrial food chain uses 70 percent of agricultural resources to provide 30 percent
of the world’s food, whereas what ETC calls “the peasant food web” produces the remaining 70
percent using only 30 percent of the resources.Yes, it is true that high-yielding varieties of any
major commercial monoculture crop will produce more per acre than peasant-bred varieties of
the same crop. But by diversifying crops, mixing plants and animals, planting trees—which
provide not only fruit but shelter for birds, shade, fertility through nutrient recycling, and more—
small landholders can produce more food (and more kinds of food) with fewer resources and
lower transportation costs (which means a lower carbon footprint), while providing greater food
security, maintaining greater biodiversity, and even better withstanding the effects of climate
change. (Not only that: their techniques have been demonstrated to be effective on larger-scale
farms, even in the Corn Belt of the United States.) And all of this without the level of subsidies
and other support that industrial agriculture has received in the last half-century, and despite the
efforts of Big Ag to become even more dominant.In fact if you define “productivity” not as pounds
per acre but as the number of people fed per that same area, you find that the United States
ranks behind both China and India (and indeed the world average), and roughly the same as
Bangladesh, because so much of what we grow goes to animals and biofuels. (Regardless of
how food is produced, delivered, and consumed, waste remains at about one third.) Thus, as
the ETC’s research director, Kathy Jo Wetter, says, “It would be lunacy to hold that the current



production paradigm based on multinational agribusiness is the only credible starting point for
achieving food security.” This is especially true given all of its downsides.As Raj Patel, a fellow at
the Institute for Food and Development Policy, puts it, “The playing field has been tilted against
peasants for centuries, and they’ve still managed to feed more people than industrial agriculture.
With the right kinds of agroecological training and the freedom to shape the food system on fair
terms, it’s a safe bet that they’ll be able to feed themselves, and others as well.”Yet obviously not
all poor people feed themselves well, because they lack the essentials: land, water, energy, and
nutrients. Often that’s a result of cruel dictatorship (North Korea) or war, displacement and strife
(the Horn of Africa, Haiti, and many other places), or drought or other calamities. But it can also
be an intentional and direct result of land and food speculation and land and water grabs, which
make it impossible for peasants to remain in their home villages. (Governments of many
developing countries may also act as agents for industrial agriculture, seeing peasant farming as
“inefficient.”)The result is forced flight to cities, where peasants become poorly paid laborers,
enter the cash market for (increasingly mass produced) food, and eat worse. (They’re no longer
“peasants,” at this point, but more akin to the working poor of the United States, who also often
cannot afford to eat well, though not to the point of starvation.) It’s a formula for making not only
hunger but obesity: remove the ability to produce food, then remove the ability to pay for food, or
replace it with only one choice: bad food.It’s not news that the poor need money and justice. If
there’s a bright side here, it’s that the changes required to “fix” the problems created by
“industrial agriculture” are perhaps more tractable than those created by inequality.We might
begin by ditching the narrow focus on yields (as Jonathan Foley, director of the Institute on the
Environment at the University of Minnesota, says, “It’s not ‘grow baby grow’ ”), which seem to be
ebbing naturally as land quality deteriorates and chemicals become less effective (despite high-
tech “advances” like genetically engineered crops). Better, it would seem, would be to ask not
how much food is produced, but how it’s produced, for whom, at what price, cost, and
benefit.We also need to see more investment in researching the benefits of traditional farming.
Even though simple techniques like those mentioned above give measurably excellent results,
because they’re traditional—even ancient—“technologies,” and because their benefits in
profiting multinationals or international trade are limited, they’ve never received investment on
the same scale as corporate agriculture. (It’s impossible not to point out here that a similar
situation exists between highly subsidized and damaging fossil fuels and oft-ignored yet
environmentally friendly renewables.)Instead, the money and energy (of all kinds) focused on
boosting supply cannot be overstated. If equal resources were put into reducing waste—which
aside from its obvious merits would vastly prevent the corresponding greenhouse gas emissions
—questioning the value of animal products, reducing overconsumption (where “waste” becomes
“waist”), actively promoting saner, less energy-consuming alternatives, and granting that
peasants have the right to farm their traditional landholdings, we could not only ensure that
people could feed themselves but also reduce agriculture’s contribution to greenhouse gases,
chronic disease, and energy depletion.This isn’t about “organic” versus “modern.” It’s about



supporting the system in which small producers make decisions based on their knowledge and
experience of their farms in the landscape, as opposed to buying standardized technological
fixes in a bag. Some people call this knowledge-based rather than energy-based agriculture, but
obviously it takes plenty of energy; as it happens, much of that energy is human, which can be a
good thing. Frances Moore Lappé, author of Diet for a Small Planet, calls it “relational,” and says,
“Agroecology is not just healthy sustainable food production but the seed of a different way of
relating to one another, and to the earth.”That may sound new age-y, but so be it; all kinds of
questions and all kinds of theories are needed if we’re going to produce food sustainably.
Supporting, or at least not obstructing, peasant farming is one key factor, but the other is reining
in Western-style monoculture and the standard American diet it creates.Some experts are at
least marginally optimistic about the second half of this: “The trick is to find the sweet spot,” says
Mr. Foley of the University of Minnesota, “between better nutrition and eating too much meat and
junk. The optimistic view is to hope that the conversation about what’s wrong with our diet may
deflect some of this. Eating more meat is voluntary, and how the Chinese middle class winds up
eating will determine a great deal.” Of course, at the moment, that middle class shows every
indication that it’s moving in the wrong direction; China is the world’s leading consumer of meat,
a trend that isn’t slowing.But if the standard American diet represents the low point of eating, a
question is whether the developing world, as it hurtles toward that nutritional nadir—the polar
opposite of hunger, but almost as deadly—can see its destructive nature and pull out of the dive
before its diet crashes. Because “solving” hunger by driving people into cities to take low-paying
jobs so they can buy burgers and fries is hardly a desirable outcome.OCTOBER 14,
2013Sustainable Farming Can Feed the WorldThe oldest and most common dig against organic
agriculture is that it cannot feed the world’s citizens; this, however, is a supposition, not a fact.
And industrial agriculture isn’t working perfectly, either: the global food price index is at a record
high, and our agricultural system is wreaking havoc with the health not only of humans but of the
earth. There are around a billion undernourished people; we can also thank the current system
for the billion who are overweight or obese.Yet there is good news: increasing numbers of
scientists, policy panels, and experts (not hippies!) are suggesting that agricultural practices
pretty close to organic—perhaps best called “sustainable”—can feed more poor people sooner,
begin to repair the damage caused by industrial production, and, in the long term, become the
norm.Olivier de Schutter, the United Nations’ special rapporteur on the Right to Food, is the
author of a report entitled “Agro-ecology and the Right to Food.” (Agro-ecology, he explained to
me, has “lots” in common with both “sustainable” and “organic.”) Chief among de Schutter’s
recommendations is this: “Agriculture should be fundamentally redirected towards modes of
production that are more environmentally sustainable and socially just.” Agro-ecology, he said,
immediately helps “small farmers who must be able to farm in ways that are less expensive and
more productive. But it benefits all of us, because it decelerates global warming and ecological
destruction.” Further, by decentralizing production, floods in Southeast Asia, for example, might
not mean huge shortfalls in the world’s rice crop; smaller scale farming makes the system less



susceptible to climate shocks. (Calling it a system is a convention; it’s actually quite anarchic,
what with all these starving and overweight people canceling each other out.)Industrial (or
“conventional,” even though by most standards it’s anything but) agriculture requires a great deal
of resources, including disproportionate amounts of water and the fossil fuel that’s needed for
transportation, to make chemical fertilizer, mechanize working the land and its crops, run
irrigation sources, and heat buildings and crop dryers. This means it needs more in the way of
resources than the earth can replenish. (Fun/depressing fact: It takes the earth 18 months to
replenish the amount of resources we use each year. Looked at another way, we’d need 1.5
earths to be sustainable at our current rate of consumption.)Agro-ecology and related methods
are going to require resources too, but they’re more in the form of labor, both intellectual—much
research remains to be done—and physical: the world will need more farmers, and quite
possibly less mechanization. Many adherents rule out nothing, including in their
recommendations even GMOs and chemical fertilizers where justifiable. Meanwhile, those
working towards improving conventional agriculture are borrowing more from organic
methods.Currently, however, it’s difficult to see progress in a country where, for example, nearly
90 percent of the corn crop is used for either ethanol (40 percent) or animal feed (50 percent).
And most of the diehard adherents of industrial agriculture—sadly, this usually includes
Congress, which largely ignores these issues—act as if we’ll somehow “fix” global warming and
the resulting climate change. (The small percentage of climate-change deniers are still arguing
with Copernicus.) Their assumption is that by increasing supply, we’ll eventually figure out how
to feed everyone on earth, even though we don’t do that now, our population is going to be nine
billion by 2050, and more supply of the wrong things—oil, corn, beef—only worsens things.
Many seem to naively believe that we won’t run out of the resources we need to keep this
system going.There is more than a bit of silver-bullet thinking here. Yet anyone who opens his or
her eyes sees a natural world so threatened by industrial agriculture that it’s tempting to drop off
the grid and raise a few chickens.To back up and state some obvious goals: We need a global
perspective, the (moral) recognition that food is a basic right and the (practical) one that
sustainability is a high priority. We want to reduce and repair environmental damage, cut back on
the production and consumption of resource-intensive food, increase efficiency, and do
something about waste. (Some estimate that 50 percent of all food is wasted.) A sensible and
nutritious diet for everyone is essential; many people will eat better, and others may eat fewer
animal products, which is also eating better.De Schutter and others who agree with the goals of
the previous paragraph say that sustainable agriculture should be the immediate choice for
underdeveloped countries, and that even developed countries should take only the best aspects
of conventional agriculture along on a ride that leaves all but the best of its methods behind. Just
last month, the U.K.’s government office for science published “The Future of Food and Farming,”
which is both damning of the current resource-intensive system (though it is decidedly pro-
GMO) and encouraging of sustainable, and which led de Schutter to say that studies
demonstrate that sustainable agriculture can more than double yields in just a few years.No one



knows how many people can be fed this way, but a number of experts and studies—including
those from the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization, the University of Michigan, and
Worldwatch—seem to be lining up to suggest that sustainable agriculture is a system more
people should choose. For developing nations, especially those in Africa, the shift from high- to
low-tech farming can happen quickly, said de Schutter: “It’s easiest to make the transition in
places that still have a direction to take.” But, he added, although “in developed regions the shift
away from industrial mode will be difficult to achieve,” ultimately even those countries most
“addicted” to chemical fertilizers must change.“We have to move towards sustainable
production,” he said. “We cannot depend on the gas fields of Russia or the oil fields of the Middle
East, and we cannot continue to destroy the environment and accelerate climate change. We
must adopt the most efficient farming techniques available.”And those, he and others
emphasize, are not industrial but sustainable.MARCH 8, 2011Pesticides: Now More Than
EverHow quickly we forget.After the publication of Silent Spring, 50 years ago, we (scientists,
environmental and health advocates, birdwatchers, citizens) managed to curb the use of
pesticides and our exposure to them—only to see their application grow to the point where
American agriculture uses more of them than ever before.And the threat is more acute than ever.
While Rachel Carson focused on their effect on “nature,” it’s become obvious that farmworkers
need protection from direct exposure while applying chemicals to crops. (Cancer, of course, is
one awful risk of exposure. But there is the very real danger of anencephaly—a birth defect in
which the baby is born without parts of brain and/or skull—in the children of farmworkers, both
men and women, who were exposed to pesticides, even before pregnancy.) Less well known are
the recent studies showing that routine, casual, continuing—what you might call chronic—
exposure to pesticides is damaging not only to flora but to all creatures, including the one that
habitually considers itself above it all: us.I was impressed by a statement by the American
Academy of Pediatrics—not exactly a radical organization—warning parents of the dangers of
pesticides and recommending that they try to reduce contact with them. The accompanying
report calls the evidence “robust” for associations between pesticide exposure and cancer
(specifically brain tumors and leukemia) and “adverse” neurodevelopment, including lowered
I.Q., autism, and attention disorders and hyperactivity. (Alzheimer’s, obviously not a pediatric
concern, has also been linked to pesticide exposure.)This reminded me of recently disclosed
evidence showing that pesticide exposure in pregnant women may be obesogenic—that is, it
may cause their children to tend to become obese. The mechanism for this is beginning to be
understood, and it’s not entirely shocking, because many pesticides have been shown to be
endocrine disruptors, changing gene expression patterns and causing unforeseen harm to
health.And that in turn prompted me to recall that genetically engineered crops, ostensibly
designed in part to reduce the need for pesticides, have—thanks to pesticide-resistant
“superweeds”—actually increased our pesticide use steadily over the last decade or so. (In
general, fields growing crops using genetically engineered seeds use 24 percent more
chemicals than those grown with conventional seeds.)Although these all caught my attention,



the most striking non-event of the last year—decade, generation—is how asleep at the wheel we
have all been regarding pesticides. Because every human tested is found to have pesticides in
his or her body fat. And because pesticides are found in nearly every stream in the United
States, over 90 percent of wells, and—in urban and agricultural areas—over half the
groundwater. So Department of Agriculture data show that the average American is exposed to
10 or more pesticides every day, via diet and drinking water.This shouldn’t be surprising:
pesticide drift is a term used to describe the phenomenon by which almost all pesticides—95 to
98 percent is the number I’ve seen—wind up on or in something other than their intended target.
(This means, of course, that in order to be effective more pesticides must be used than would be
necessary if targeting were more accurate.)Much damage has been done, and it’s going to get
worse before it gets better. The long-term solution is to reduce pesticide use, and the ways to do
that include some of the typical laundry-list items that find their way into every “how to improve
American agriculture” story: rotate crops, which reduces attacks by invasive species; employ
integrated pest management, which basically means “think before you spray”; better regulate
pesticides (and both increase funding for and eliminate the revolving door policy at the
Environmental Protection Agency) with an eye toward protecting the most vulnerable—that is,
farmworkers, anyone of childbearing age, and especially women in their first trimester of
pregnancy; give farmers options for “conventional,” that is, non-genetically engineered seeds
(around 95 percent of all seeds for soy, corn, and cotton contain a pesticide-resistant gene,
which encourages wanton spraying); and in general move toward using more organic
principles.Note, please, that only this last strategy helps us protect ourselves and our families
now. But although there’s the usual disclaimer that not everyone can afford organic food, at a
time when organic food has been under attack it’s important to remember that part of the very
reason for its existence is to bring food to the market that, if not free of all traces of pesticides—
remember drift—at least contains none that have been applied intentionally. Charles Benbrook,
in his excellent 2008 report “Simplifying the Pesticide Risk Equation: The Organic Option,”
estimates that organic food production would reduce our overall exposure to pesticides by 97
percent; that is, all but eliminate it.If I were of child-rearing age now, or the parent of young
children, I would make every effort to buy organic food. If I couldn’t do that, I would rely on the
Environmental Working Group’s guide to pesticides in produce. (Their “Dirty Dozen” lists those
fruits and vegetables with highest pesticide residues, and their “Clean Fifteen” notes those that
are lowest.) But regardless of age, we need to stay awake, and remember that the dangers of
pesticides are as real now as they were half a century ago.DECEMBER 11, 2012That Flawed
Stanford StudyI tried to ignore the “Stanford study.” I really did. It made so little sense that I
thought it would have little impact.That was dumb of me, and I’m sorry.The study, which
suggested—incredibly—that there is no “strong evidence that organic foods are significantly
more nutritious than conventional foods,” caused as great an uproar as anything that has
happened, food-wise, this year. (By comparison, the Alzheimer’s/diabetes link I covered was
virtually ignored.)That’s because headlines (and, of course, tweets) matter. The Stanford study



was not only an exercise in misdirection, it was a headline generator. By providing “useful” and
“counterintuitive” information about organic food, it played right into the hands of the news
hungry while conveniently obscuring important features of organic agriculture.If I may play with
metaphor for a moment, the study was like declaring guns no more dangerous than baseball
bats when it comes to blunt-object head injuries. It was the equivalent of comparing milk and
Elmer’s glue on the basis of whiteness. It did, in short, miss the point. Even Crystal Smith-
Spangler, a Stanford coauthor, perfectly captured the narrowness of the study when she said:
“some believe that organic food is always healthier and more nutritious. We were a little
surprised that we didn’t find that.” That’s because they didn’t look—or even worse, they
ignored.In fact, the Stanford study—actually a meta-study, an analysis of more than 200 existing
studies—does say that “consumption of organic foods may reduce exposure to pesticide
residues and antibiotic-resistant bacteria.”Since that’s largely why people eat organic foods,
what’s the big deal? Especially if we refer to common definitions of “nutritious” and point out that,
in general, nutritious food promotes health and good condition. How can something that reduces
your exposure to pesticides and antibiotic-resistant bacteria not be “more nutritious” than food
that doesn’t?Because the study narrowly defines “nutritious” as containing more vitamins. Dr.
Dena Bravata, the study’s senior author, conceded that there are other reasons why people opt
for organic (the aforementioned pesticides and bacteria chief among them) but said that if the
decision between buying organic or conventional food were based on nutrients, “there is not
robust evidence to choose one or the other.” By which standard you can claim that, based on
nutrients, Frosted Flakes are a better choice than an apple.But they’re not. And overlooking
these key factors allows the authors to imply that there isn’t “robust” evidence to choose organic
food over conventional. (Which for many people there is.) Under the convenient cover of helping
consumers make informed choices, the study constructed a set of criteria that would easily allow
them to cut “organic” down to size.Suspect conclusions derived from suspect studies are
increasingly common, including these recent examples: having a poor sense of smell might be
linked to being a psychopath. People who read food labels are thinner. GMOs give rats tumors.
(That one in particular violated many rules of both science and ethics.) Usually these
“revelations” are of little more than passing interest, but they can sometimes be downright
destructive. Susan Clark, the executive director of the Columbia Foundation, summed up the
flaws of the Stanford approach perfectly in a letter to her colleagues:“The researchers started
with a narrow set of assumptions and arrived at entirely predictable conclusions. Stanford should
be ashamed of the lack of expertise about food and farming among the researchers, a low level
of academic rigor in the study, its biased conclusions, and lack of transparency about the
industry ties of the major researchers on the study. Normally we busy people would simply
ignore another useless academic study, but this study was so aggressively spun by the PR
masters that it requires a response.”When Clark says “aggressively spun by the PR masters,”
this is what she means: a Google search for “Stanford Annals of Internal Medicine” gave me
these six results in the top seven:Stanford Scientists Cast Doubt on Advantages of Organic



Meat and Produce (New York Times)Why Organic Food May Not Be Healthier for You
(NPR)Organic food no more nutritious than non-organic, study finds (MSNBC)Organic Food Is
No Healthier Than Conventional Food (U.S. News and World Report)Study Questions How
Much Better Organic Food Is (A.P., via Google)Save Your Cash? Organic Food Is Not Healthier:
Stanford U. (New York Daily News)Yet even within its narrow framework it appears the Stanford
study was incorrect. Last year Kirsten Brandt, a researcher from Newcastle University, published
a similar analysis of existing studies and wound up with the opposite result, concluding that
organic foods are actually more nutritious. In combing through the Stanford study she’s not only
noticed a critical error in properly identifying a class of nutrients, a spelling error indicative of
biochemical incompetence (or at least an egregious oversight) that skewed one important result,
but also that the researchers curiously excluded evaluating many nutrients that she found to be
considerably higher in organic foods.Even the website of Stanford’s Freeman Spogli Institute for
International Studies (which supported the research) features an article right above that about
the new study that says “study confirms value of organic farming” and details how conventional
agriculture is much more likely to contaminate drinking water with nitrates, which “can cause
serious illness in humans, particularly small children.” What’s healthy and nutritious again?Like
too many studies, the Stanford study dangerously isolates a finding from its larger context. It
significantly plays down the disparity in pesticides and neglects to mention that workers get a
pesticide-poisoning diagnosis each year. And while the study concedes that “the risk for
isolating bacteria resistant to three or more antibiotics was 33 percent higher among
conventional chicken and pork than organic alternatives,” it apparently didn’t seek to explore how
consuming antibiotic-resistant bacteria might be considered “non-nutritious.” Finally (I think) it
turns out that Cargill (the largest privately held company in the United States) provides major
financing for Freeman Spogli, and that’s inspired a petition to retract the findings.That the
authors of the study chose to focus on a trivial aspect of the organic versus conventional
comparison is regrettable. That they published a study that would so obviously be construed as
a blanket knock against organic agriculture is willfully misleading and dangerous. That so many
leading news agencies fall for this stuff is scary.Clark is right: this junk science deserves a
response. Ignoring it isn’t enough. I apologize.OCTOBER 2, 2012A Simple Fix for FarmingIt’s
becoming clear that we can grow all the food we need, and profitably, with far fewer chemicals.
And I’m not talking about imposing some utopian vision of small organic farms on the world. So-
called conventional agriculture can shed much of its chemical use—if it wants to.This was
hammered home once again in what may be the most important agricultural study this year,
although it has been largely ignored by the media, two of the leading science journals, and even
one of the study’s sponsors, the often hapless Department of Agriculture.The study was done on
land owned by Iowa State University called the Marsden Farm. On 22 acres of it, beginning in
2003, researchers set up three plots: one replicated the typical Midwestern cycle of planting
corn one year and then soybeans the next, along with its routine mix of chemicals. On another,
they planted a three-year cycle that included oats; the third plot added a four-year cycle and



alfalfa. The longer rotations also integrated the raising of livestock, whose manure was used as
fertilizer.The results were stunning: The longer rotations produced better yields of both corn and
soy, reduced the need for nitrogen fertilizer and herbicides by up to 88 percent, reduced the
amounts of toxins in groundwater 200-fold, and didn’t reduce profits by a single cent.In short,
there was only upside—and no downside at all—associated with the longer rotations. There was
an increase in labor costs, but remember that profits were stable. So this is a matter of paying
people for their knowledge and smart work instead of paying chemical companies for poisons.
And it’s a highstakes game; according to the Environmental Protection Agency, about five billion
pounds of pesticides are used each year in the United States.No one expects Iowa corn and
soybean farmers to turn this thing around tomorrow, but one might at least hope that the
U.S.D.A. would trumpet the outcome. The agency declined to comment when I asked about it.
One can guess that perhaps no one at the higher levels even knows about it, or that they’re
afraid to tell Monsanto about agency-supported research that demonstrates a decreased need
for chemicals. (A conspiracy theorist might note that the journals Science and Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences both turned down the study. It was finally published in PLOS
ONE; I first read about it on the Union of Concerned Scientists website.)Debates about how we
grow food are usually presented in a simplistic, black-and-white way, conventional versus
organic. (The spectrum that includes conventional on one end and organic on the other is not
unlike the one that opposes the standard American diet with veganism.) In farming, you have
loads of chemicals and disastrous environmental impact against an orthodox, even dogmatic
method that is difficult to carry out on a large scale.But seeing organic as the only alternative to
industrial agriculture, or veganism as the only alternative to supersize me, is a bit like saying that
the only alternative to the ravages of capitalism is Stalinism; there are other ways. And
positioning organic as the only alternative allows its opponents to point to its flaws and say,
“See? We have to remain with conventional.”The Marsden Farm study points to a third path. And
though critics of this path can be predictably counted on to say it’s moving backward, the
increased yields, markedly decreased input of chemicals, reduced energy costs, and stable
profits tell another story, one of serious progress.Nor was this a rinky-dink study: the background
and scientific rigor of the authors—who represent the U.S.D.A.’s Agricultural Research Service
as well as two of the country’s leading agricultural universities—are unimpeachable. When I
asked Adam Davis, an author of the study who works for the U.S.D.A., to summarize the
findings, he said, “These were simple changes patterned after those used by North American
farmers for generations. What we found was that if you don’t hold the natural forces back they
are going to work for you.”This means that not only is weed suppression a direct result of
systematic and increased crop rotation along with mulching, cultivation, and other nonchemical
techniques, but that by not poisoning the fields, we make it possible for insects, rodents, and
other critters to do their part and eat weeds and their seeds. In addition, by growing forage crops
for cattle or other ruminants you can raise healthy animals that not only contribute to the health
of the fields but provide fertilizer. (The same manure that’s a benefit in a system like this is a



pollutant in large-scale, confined animal-rearing operations, where thousands of animals make
manure disposal an extreme challenge.)Perhaps most difficult to quantify is that this kind of
farming—more thoughtful and less reflexive—requires more walking of the fields, more
observations, more applications of fertilizer and chemicals if, when, and where they’re needed,
rather than on an all-inclusive schedule. “You substitute producer knowledge for blindly using
inputs,” Davis says.So: combine crop rotation, the re-integration of animals into crop production,
and intelligent farming, and you can use chemicals (to paraphrase the report’s abstract) to fine-
tune rather than drive the system, with no loss in performance and in fact the gain of animal
products.Why wouldn’t a farmer go this route? One answer is that first he or she has to hear
about it. Another, says Matt Liebman, one of the authors of the study and an agronomy professor
at Iowa State, is that, “There’s no cost assigned to environmental externalities”—the
environmental damage done by industrial farming, analogous to the health damage done by the
“cheap” standard American diet—“and the profitability of doing things with lots of chemical input
isn’t questioned.”This study not only questions those assumptions, it demonstrates that the
chemicals contributing to “environmental externalities” can be drastically reduced at no sacrifice,
except to that of the bottom line of chemical companies. That direction is in the interest of most
of us—or at least those whose well-being doesn’t rely on that bottom line.Sadly, it seems there
isn’t a government agency up to the task of encouraging things to move that way, even in the
face of convincing evidence.OCTOBER 19, 2012
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gnarlaar, “This is a useful book that will sit on my food book shelf .... This is a useful book that
will sit on my food book shelf alongside other thought-provoking writers such as Pollan and
Taubes. Since, as other reviewers have noted, it is a collection of newspaper columns, I think it is
best read slowly, since each chapter was written as a stand alone. A problem with these discrete
articles written over a period of time is that there is not always a unified message. One chapter
argues that fast food is actually expensive, a later one refers to it being inexpensive. One chapter
says that butter is OK, a later chapter advises avoiding all dairy. I do appreciate Bittman's
steering us from extremes (instead of giving up sausage completely, just eat less). And I agree
with his message that we should try to avoid white food (sugar, white flour, potatoes), which
squares with the other recent food writers who have done their homework.”

Dan Sherman, “Important discussions of the food we eat and easy ways to make our diets
better. Mark Bittman is known both as the author of a number of cookbooks and also as
someone who writes about the business of food, that is how food is grown, processed, and
distributed to consumers. The title really sums up the various short pieces (most 2-4 pages
written to a single topic), namely most of us are eating food that is not very good for us, largely
because it is highly processed and generally grown in environmentally unsound ways, with the
meat we eat coming from animals that are often raised inhumanely. Bittman identifies problems
with policy (agricultural subsidies; lax FDA enforcement) and increasing industrialization of food
production and processing that help supply us with large amounts of relatively cheap, processed
food, with many additives and generally reduced nutrition.Perhaps in the best world, we would
all follow Michael Pollan's dictum (cited here several times) to "Eat food, not too much, mostly
plants." What I like about Bittman is his emphasis on moving us in this direction, with the advice
we can all do better to cut back on fast food dining, to eat at home more, to eat more fruits and
vegetables, and prepare more of our own food using less processed ingredients. This to me is
not an "elitist" approach that requires we eat only high priced, organic ingredients (some of
which may be hard to find) but simply eat more the way people did before so much food came
packaged and required minimum preparation. This isn't necessarily expensive, but it requires
we spend more time thinking about what we eat, shopping more carefully, and move toward
eating better food (which may be more local, may involve less meat, and has less "added"
ingredients in form of chemicals to make it available to us). Bittman repeatedly says we all would
do better to move in this direction - e.g., one less fast food meal a week, eating some local fruits
in season).This is definitely a browsing book that tends to repeat itself a fair amount, in that it
does collect columns that made the some points as others. It is an easy read though (Bittman is
a fine writer) and should give readers the sense of some of the ways they can improve their own
diet and that of the families. We spend a lot of time eating and a fair amount of our budget on
food (with lots on restaurants) -- this book gives a lot of insight and help will help us be better



consumers.Recommended!  Well worth reading!”

Ebook Library Reader, “Good book. A compilation of Bittman's columns and articles .... Good
book. A compilation of Bittman's columns and articles over the past several years. An easy read,
but occasionally a thought provoking one.”

globalfruitfy, “Mark Bittman is the smartest food writer in America, .... Mark Bittman is the
smartest food writer in America, and he will help change how we all eat, as well we should ... that
America's food supply is in deep trouble isn't his fault.”

MaryAnnShurlow, “Excellent, thought-provoking book by a very good author. Excellent, thought-
provoking book by a very good author.”

Chef Dave B, “Five Stars. Another gem by Bittman!”

The book by Mark Bittman has a rating of  5 out of 4.1. 36 people have provided feedback.
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