1. Fast Food to All Food
This first chapter of Food, Inc. opens with a brief history of thefast food industry. It depicts how fast food has transformed not only what and how people eat, but also farming practices and the entire global food system. As one example of this transformation, the chapter focuses on how the food industry has altered the way that chickens are raised, including changes in farm operations, the living conditions of chickens, and even the chickens themselves.  Running Time : 1 2 : 5 2 minutes
When most of us think of a farm, we imagine a place with a red barn, green pastures, and chickens running around the yard. But the reality of most farms in the United States today is far from that image. Farming has become so industrialized and mechanized that many modern farms are like factories.  The poultry industry is an example of this change to factory farms. As depicted in Food, Inc., chickens today are often raised in huge metal buildings with no access to light or fresh air, confined together with thousands of birds in one building, and made to grow so quickly that often their bones cannot keep up and they can lose their ability to walk. In this factory farming model, a single corporation may own or control all aspects of the chicken production process, from animal rearing and feed production to slaughter, packaging, and distribution. A corporation may also contract farmers in an arrangement where the corporation determines all aspects of raising the animals, while the farmer is responsible for the capital expenditures, the waste disposal, and much of the risk.  As the film depicts, the transition to factory farming took place partly in response to our society’s move to fast food. As people came to expect food that was inexpensive and unvarying in quality and taste, the food industry looked for ways to produce the food as efficiently and uniformly as possible. Unfortunately, while industrially produced food appears inexpensive, the price we pay at the cash register doesn’t reflect its true cost. Factory farming creates a tremendous amount of water and air pollution, can be detrimental to public health, and relies

on government subsidies—all costs our society bears.  Factory farming also clearly affects the animals. In the factory farm, the animal is considered a unit of production rather than a living creature, and efficiency and earnings often outweigh animal health and welfare. People have differing views on how much comfort and freedom farm animals deserve. Some would say that to keep food inexpensive, animals should be raised in the most efficient and cost-effective way possible. Others would argue that animals should not suffer needlessly and that they should have a certain level of cleanliness and space.

Focus Question

Do animals have the right to a certain quality of life?
• Do your pets have the same rights as the people who live with you? 
• Are there any rights that all animals should have?

• How do you think farm animals should be treated/do they have rights? How do your ideas compare to what you saw in the film?

2. A Cornucopia of Choices

In this chapter, the film explores the corn in the foods we eat today and illustrates how government subsidies of corn and other commodity crops have greatly altered the way that food is produced and consumed in the United States.  As the film describes, corn is a cheap ingredient compared to other sources, and food producers have found many uses for it, including high-fructose corn syrup, saccharin, xanthan gum, and a whole range of other food additives. R U N N I N G T IME : 7 : 5 4 minutes
The iconic American meal of a cheeseburger, fries, and shake includes several corn-based ingredients: the patty (corn-fed beef), the cheese (cornstarch), the bun (high-fructose corn syrup), the ketchup (high-fructose corn syrup and corn syrup), the fries (corn oil), and the shake (corn syrup solids and cellulose gum).  See the Corn from A to Z student handout, page 37, for a partial list of corn based food ingredients.  The United States is currently the number one corn-growing country in the world, with more acres devoted to corn than any other crop. In 1920, an acre cornfield yielded just 20 bushels of corn, compared to 180 bushels today. Several factors have led to both the higher yield and the greater total acreage of corn. First, in 1930, a hybrid seed was developed that produced plants with sturdier stalks, allowing them to be grown very closely together and to resist being blown

over. Then, in 1947, scientists discovered a way to convert surplus ammonium nitrate (which had been used in explosives during World War II) into a chemical fertilizer that increased soil nitrogen levels; this made it possible to grow corn

from year to year without exhausting the soil. In the 1970s, a major change in the U.S. farm policy included direct payments to farmers and encouraged them to grow corn and sell it at any price; not surprisingly, this resulted in a dramatic increase in the total U.S. acreage of corn as many farmers converted their land to field corn. More recently, the federal push for corn-based ethanol production as an alternative to fossil fuels prompted farmers to convert more land to field corn.  In the 1960s and 1970s, scientists discovered how to develop a low-cost sweetener from corn known as high-fructose corn syrup. Since that time, highfructose corn syrup and corn by-products have found their way into nearly every processed food and drink sold today. While cattle, pigs, poultry, and sheep eat about 60 percent of the corn grain that is grown each year, most of the remaining

corn is processed at a wet mill, which turns it into a variety of substances. The skin of the kernel becomes vitamins and nutritional supplements; the germ is crushed for corn oils; and the rest of the kernel—the starchy endosperm—is made

into acids, sugars (including high-fructose corn syrup), starches, and alcohols. NOTE This film chapter shows images of a cow with a hole in its side.  Researchers routinely put holes, known as fistulas, into some cows’ stomachs so that they can observe the digestibility of foods in cattle. The fistula and a sealing cover, called a cannula, are inserted under anesthesia, and the process does not hurt the cow. In fact, fistulated cows actually live longer than other cows because it is easier to treat them when they have illnesses.

Focus Question

Do people have the right to know what is in their food?

• In the film, food science professor Larry Johnson says, “If you go and look onthe supermarket shelf, I’ll bet you 90 percent of [the products] would contain either a corn or soybean ingredient. And most of the time, it’ll contain both.” Why might it be a problem that the majority of our food is made mostly from just corn and soybeans—so that nearly everything we eat contains them?

• Many of us were surprised to learn that corn is so prevalent in our foods. Why do you think we were so surprised? Do you think the government and food producers have kept it a secret? Why don’t more people know this fact?

• Whose responsibility do you think it is to inform us about what is in our food? Is it our responsibility to find out, the producer’s responsibility to make it more clear, or both? Why do you think so?

3. Unintended Consequences

This chapter of Food, Inc. focuses on one of the unintended consequences of our current food system: the occasional contamination of the food supply and the very real risks presented to the population. The film puts a face on this problem by interviewing the mother of a toddler who died from

E. coli contracted from eating a hamburger. The film describes how feeding cows corn—a cheap and abundant crop because of subsidies—has increased the incidence of E. coli, since corn

raises the level of E. coli in cows’ guts. In light of this higher risk of contamination, the film shows meat packers taking such measures as using ammonia to cleanse meat meant for human

consumption. R U N N I N G T IME : 1 3 : 5 6 minutes
Each year, approximately 325,000 Americans are hospitalized and 5,000 die from food-borne illness. Like two-year-old Kevin in the film, many are sickened by Escherichia coli (E. coli), a group of bacteria that live inside the intestines of humans, other mammals, and birds. While most E. coli are beneficial and help to break down food in the process of digestion, certain strains can cause serious infection, leading to severe stomach cramps, bloody diarrhea, kidney failure, and even death.

People can become infected with E. coli by consuming foods or beverages that have been contaminated with animal manure, particularly cattle manure. One of the most deadly strains, known as E. coli O157:H7, was first found in 1982 and has been traced to ground beef, sausages, unpasteurized milk and cheese, unpasteurized apple and orange juice, alfalfa and radish sprouts, lettuce, spinach, and drinking water. Recent research indicates that an increased presence of E. coli in cows’ guts may be the result of their high-corn diet, which favors acid-resistant bacteria strains like E. coli O157:H7.   Numerous federal agencies are responsible for food safety and inspection in the United States, including the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), and others. However, no one agency is responsible for all foods, and agencies may split responsibility for even the same food product. With frozen pizzas, for example, the cheese is regulated by the

FDA and the pepperoni by the USDA. One drawback with this system is that potential problems can slip through the cracks. Another is that each agency has competing priorities for funding and staffing. At the FDA, for example, most of the budget funds drug regulation—not food inspection—and at the USDA, there is a chronic shortage of meat inspectors. A wave of recent food recalls is an indication of the inadequacy of our food safety system. A recall is when consumers are asked to return potentially unsafe products for refund and usually results from an outbreak of illness. While recalls do control the immediate spread of the illness, they also underscore a systemic lack of prevention strategies. As depicted in the film, the fragmentation of our food safety system can lead to tragic results. Barbara Kowalcyk and Patricia Buck, Kevin’s mother and grandmother, have worked for years to pass the Meat and Poultry Pathogen Reduction and Enforcement Act, or “Kevin’s Law.” This bipartisan bill was

designed to increase the USDA’s authority to set and enforce food safety standards for meat and poultry. For example, if a meatpacking plant were to repeatedly fail contaminant tests, the USDA could shut it down. Some people say that regulations like Kevin’s Law would keep consumers safer. However, others argue that such regulations are impractical and based on contaminant tests that do not give an accurate picture of meat and poultry safety. Still others believe that regulations like this are only a stop-gap measure and that a reorganization of the entire food safety system is necessary for real change.

Focus Question

Who’s responsible for keeping our food safe?

• Who’s responsible for someone who has dies by E. Coli.. the farmer, big companies, grocery store?
• The mother says, “Sometimes it feels like industry was more protected than my son.” What do you think of her words?

• Thinking back on our discussion, who are all the parties we identified? Which of them did we think were responsible, at least in part, for Kevin’s death?

• Do we have the right to assume that our food is safe? If so, who do you think should be responsible for ensuring its safety?

4. The Dollar Menu

This chapter of Food, Inc. focuses on the fact that fast food and processed foods are often less expensive than healthier foods like fruits and vegetables because many of the ingredients

come from crops subsidized by the federal government. The film highlights one family’s dilemma at the grocery store: Since the father has diabetes, the family members are aware that a healthier diet with more fresh foods would be best for him, but they must choose foods they can afford. As the film suggests, people with lower incomes are more likely to eat cheaper, processed foods, and are also more likely to suffer from obesity, Type 2 diabetes, and other diet-related health problems.

R U N N I N G T IME : 5 : 1 2 minutes

U.S. farm subsidies first began during the Great Depression as a way to help farmers survive wide fluctuations in crop prices. The idea was to give farmers a guaranteed minimum price for certain crops that could be stored from year to year. When prices were low, these so-called commodity crops could be taken off the market and stored until prices recovered.  Today, the federal government spends $35 billion each year subsidizing commodity crops in a complicated system of subsidies. Over time, these

subsidies have artificially lowered the prices of certain crops, like corn and soybeans, encouraging their overproduction and making them much cheaper than other crops. Since these crops are so cheap and abundant, meat and food producers have turned them into a wide range of end uses, such as hydrogenated oils, high-fructose corn syrup, and animal feed. With farm subsidies, the price of soft drinks—which contain high-fructose corn syrup—decreased by 23 percent between 1985 and 2000, while the price of fruits and vegetables increased by almost 40 percent. As author Michael Pollan says, “That’s what we’ve been heavily subsidizing, encouraging farmers to grow more of, and that’s what makes fast food so cheap.  Meanwhile over in the produce section, the head of broccoli costs more than a fast-food hamburger. Why is that? We do very little to encourage farmers to grow what are called specialty crops, which is actual food you can eat.”  The lowest-cost options at the grocery store are often those made up of refined grains with added sugars and fats. The main reason these products are cheap is that they contain one or more subsidized ingredients. For example, nearly all processed foods contain high-fructose corn syrup.

This proliferation of cheap—but unhealthy—food has had the greatest impact on low-income families, who spend a larger percentage of their earnings on food. Because they must live on tight budgets, the price difference between fresh fruits

and vegetables and food with subsidized ingredients forces them to consume more processed foods than they otherwise would. An unfortunate result is that income is now the most accurate predictor of obesity and Type 2 diabetes—two conditions linked to diet. Diabetes is a condition in which the body fails to break down glucose derived from food, a process normally aided by insulin. People who have what is known as Type 2 diabetes produce insulin, but it is inadequate. This type of diabetes is directly linked to obesity: People who are obese are up to seven times more likely to develop Type 2 diabetes than those of normal weight. Studies also show a link between Type 2 diabetes and a diet of refined carbohydrates, which causes insulin spikes in the bloodstream. Income, diet, obesity, and Type 2 diabetes are all linked, and the film suggests that our country’s farm subsidy system plays a part. Some say that food choices fall under the realm of personal responsibility; according to this view, what

we buy and eat is a choice, and individuals should be responsible for making healthier food choices. Others argue that healthy food choices should be available to everyone and not just those with means; according to this view, people shouldn’t have to choose between healthful food and medicine, for example, and the farm subsidy system should be restructured to provide healthier foods for all.

Focus Question

Should access to healthy food be a right for everyone? How could this happen?
• Would it be okay with you that healthy food is only available to people who can afford it?

• If so, what might be the consequences of that—both to individuals and society? (For example, by eating less healthy food, low-income individuals have more health issues, are sick more often, require more health care, miss more days of work, and have lower job performance.)

• If not, how might we make healthy food available to everyone?

• The film gives the impression that food is either cheap or healthy. Do you think it is true that food is either one or the other, or is this a false dichotomy?

• How does the cheap price of processed food affect low-income families? Is this fair?
• Do you think healthy eating should be a right, a responsibility, or a privilege? 

5. In the Grass

This chapter of Food, Inc. explores differences between small-scale farming and industrial farming, and introduces issues of workers’ rights and immigration. The chapter opens with an organic farmer comparing his farm to industrial agriculture practices. After showing the small-scale butchering of some of his chickens, the film moves to show the large-scale processing of hogs in the biggest slaughterhouse in the world. The film portrays that while the unskilled laborers in large slaughterhouses have one of the most dangerous jobs in the U.S., they have low wages, little job security, and no union to represent them. It also describes how meatpacking companies have actively recruited workers in Mexico, where 1.5 million farm jobs have been lost since 1994, partly due to U.S. policies. The final scene of the chapter shows immigration agents arresting meatpacking workers at a trailer park. NOTE This chapter of the film includes brief footage of a chicken being killed, as well as some disturbing images of a slaughterhouse kill floor.  R U N N I N G T IME : 1 3 : 4 4 minutes
Meatpacking is the wholesale packaging of meat, which includes slaughtering, gutting, skinning, butchering, and further processing such animals as cattle, pigs, chickens, turkeys, and sheep. Most meatpacking today is done in large-scale

slaughterhouses that are highly mechanized for fast and efficient processing. The Smithfield plant depicted in the film, for example, processes 32,000 hogs each day, or 2,000 hogs per hour. By using machines and other technologies,

companies are able to employ unskilled, low-wage laborers for many tasks, which reduces their cost. However, the risk of both accidents and meat contamination are high when so many animals are processed and workers must work at a high speed.

At the turn of the 19th century, the industry was unregulated, which meant little to no protection for workers or consumers from unsafe or unscrupulous meatpacking practices. After Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle was published, worker conditions slowly improved through antitrust laws, labor unions, and tighter regulations. By the 1950s, meatpacking plants offered skilled jobs at a good wage. The industry has undergone a lot of change since the 1980s, as the fast food industry has demanded more meat at cheaper prices. To cut costs, meatpacking companies lowered wages, sped up production, and had workers perform the

same task again and again to increase efficiency. They moved operations from big cities to rural communities closer to feedlots and began contracting primarily with large farm operations that raise huge numbers of animals. In addition, the

companies became more consolidated so that today, just five companies control over 83 percent of the beef packing market and 66 percent of the pork packing market. As the film portrays, these changes have had a profound impact on the workforce. Most of the jobs are low-paying ones, and an increasing number are filled by Mexican immigrants. The film refers to the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), a treaty among Mexico, Canada, and the United States that has been in effect since

January 1994. The aim of this treaty was to promote greater trade among the three countries, and, toward that end, it eliminated tariffs on goods shipped between them. NAFTA is just one example of the ways in which our food choices can affect

workers. Some argue that NAFTA has been good for Mexican workers because Mexico has seen poverty rates fall and real income rise, but others argue that it has been bad for Mexican workers because it has caused larger income

disparities within that country. As the film points out, NAFTA has caused prices to drop, thus hurting small farms with little resilience to such changes. In fact, an estimated 1.5 million farm jobs have been lost in Mexico since 1994. Although

NAFTA is only one factor in this decline,2 the trade agreement has forced small-time Mexican farmers to compete with U.S.-subsidized corn producers. As the film suggests, many of the displaced farmers and farmworkers are making their way across the U.S. border in search of work, some in response to active recruiting by meatpacking corporations and other companies.

Focus Question

When deciding what to eat, how much should we consider the workers who pick, process, and transport it?
• You’ve seen in the film how the production of some of the meat we eat affects the workers involved in the production. It portrays these people as having no choice because farmers in other countries can no longer farm as a result of our

food system. Assuming it is true that there aren’t local people to do this work, do you think companies have the right to recruit foreign workers to come into the country, as you saw in the film? What do you think of that?

• If you think it is okay for companies to recruit foreign workers this way, what might be the repercussions of that?

• Slaughterhouse workers may earn as little as $8 an hour to do the work shown in the film.  For how much money would you be willing to do this work? What else might you demand?

• If you would require a large amount of money to do this work, how would the company meet your demand? How would they cover the additional cost? If you say that no amount of money would be enough, what alternatives would the company have, since people like you will not do the work?

• When a person chooses to eat meat, who else does that decision affect?

• What might people do to make sure that their eating meat does not harm other people or animals?

• Whether or not you think illegal immigration (or the influx of undocumented workers) is a problem, how is illegal immigration connected to the food we eat?

6. Hidden Costs

This chapter takes a look at the economics of our food system and some of the market forces that influence food companies. The owner of the organic farm from the previous chapter talks about industrial food not being “honest food” because it doesn’t include the environmental, societal, and health costs associated with it. The CEO of a once-small organic yogurt producer that has been bought out by Groupe Danone (Dannon Yogurts) walks the filmmakers through the Natural Products Expo in Anaheim.  He points out other small companies that have been acquired by corporations, and explains how Walmart is now selling his company’s organic yogurts. R U N N I N G T IME : 8 : 0 0 minutes
Our modern food system is largely based on the idea that people should have access to plenty of inexpensive food, and it is designed to produce, process, and distribute enormous quantities of food as cheaply as possible. One reason for this focus on abundance is our human history of periodic famines. As recently as  World War II, global food shortages cost millions of civilian lives, and American farmers were pushed to produce as much food as possible as part of the war effort. Since then, farmers have continued to maintain high levels of production, using chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and other technologies to maximize yield.  On the face of it, cheap, abundant food is a worthy goal, especially when it prevents world famine. But as the film points out, by focusing on cost and abundance, our society may be trading off safety, health, environmental quality, and other things we value, while promoting large, profit-oriented corporations at the same time.  One thing we may have traded off is the iconic family farm. While prices for commodity crops like corn and soybeans have remained constant since about 1970, costs for fuel, seed, fertilizer, and everything else a farmer needs have risen steadily with inflation. That means that it takes large quantities of capital to run a farm, a reality that has wiped out many small farms and transformed most U.S. agriculture to large businesses. As a result, the number of farms in the U.S. dropped from 7 million in 1930 to 2 million in 2000—and of those 2 million farms,

just 3 percent produced 75 percent of the nation’s farm output.  The organic food movement has been an effort to lessen the environmental trade-offs related to agriculture. It began in the 1960s and 1970s as a response to growing public concern that agricultural chemicals were polluting water and causing other environmental problems. As an alternative to these chemicals,
organic farmers use natural fertilizers and traditional pest control methods. At first, organic products were primarily from small farms and represented a tiny segment of the food market. However, their popularity grew over the years, and large producers started to enter the organic market.  This chapter centers on the executive of a small organic yogurt company that

was bought out by a huge multinational corporation. The yogurt company executive in the film says that being part of a corporation now gives them bargaining power with large retailers like Walmart, which could bring organic yogurt to a larger market and foster more organic farming. However, others argue that because large corporations focus on the bottom line, they may cut corners by using lower-quality ingredients or paying lower wages to boost profits.

Focus Question

Does it matter to you which food companies produce your food?

• As the film suggests, small companies and producers are often bought out or taken over by very big companies. What might be the implications of that—both positive and negative?

• Why might corporations continue marketing the small companies’ products under their original labels, as we saw in the film? What do you think of that practice?

• Farmer Joel Salatin in the film says, “We’re willing to subsidize the food system to create the mystique of cheap food when actually it’s very expensive food.” What might he mean by that?

• As portrayed in the film, cost and efficiency drive our current food system. Should price be the most important force behind our food industry? Why or why not? How might our food system change if it was driven by other values, like health or environmental sustainability?

7. From Seed to the Supermarket

This chapter of Food, Inc. focuses on soybean seeds that were developed through genetic modification and patented by Monsanto. It explains that farmers used to save seeds from one

year’s crop for the next year’s planting. Since Monsanto now owns the patent on most soybean seeds used in the United States today, the company has the legal right to protect their patent and keep people from saving the seed. In the film, three different farmers and the owner of a small seed cleaning company (which cleans seeds so they can be saved) describe being sued or investigated by Monsanto for alleged violations of its soybean patent. One farmer says that he doesn’t plant Monsanto soybeans, but his fields have been contaminated by his neighbors’ and he is still held accountable. Another says he was wrongly accused of violating the Monsanto patent but decided to settle the case because he lacked the money to fight it. The third also agreed to settle and must speak anonymously in the film as a condition of the settlement.

R U N N I N G T IME : 1 0 : 07 minutes

People have been tinkering with the genetic makeup of plants and animals since the earliest farmers recognized variations among wild plants and selected those with desirable traits to sow. However, that tinkering has been taken to a new level

with molecular genetics, which has enabled scientists to pinpoint the specific gene sequence that produces a particular trait and to transfer desirable genes between species. Genetically modified organisms, or GMOs, are developed by transferring genes and their traits from one organism to another.  GMO technology offers the potential benefits of increased yield, enhanced

nutrition, and increased drought resistance to help feed the world’s poor. At the same time, it also raises concerns of antibiotic resistance and other human health impacts, unintended transfer of genes through cross-pollination, loss of

biodiversity, and the control of world food production by private companies.2 Genetically modified crop seeds began to be sold in the United States in 1996. By 2008, over 309 million acres—or 483,000 square miles—of GMO crops were planted worldwide.3 Despite the potential for nutritional advances, most commercially available GMO crops today have been developed solely for their tolerance to a particular herbicide (weed killer). Herbicide-tolerant crops enable farmers to apply that herbicide to kill weeds without damaging the crop; for example, Monsanto’s Roundup Ready soybean described in the film can tolerate the herbicide Roundup, which is also produced by Monsanto. According to a 2008 report by Friends of the Earth, over 80 percent of the world’s GMO crop acreage is planted with herbicide-tolerant soybean, corn, cotton, and canola.  As depicted in the film, companies like Monsanto can patent their genetically modified seeds.5 That means that they own the specific genetic sequencing contained in the seed and can control the use of all seeds with that particular sequence. It used to be that seeds could not be patented, and that farmers were allowed to save and exchange seeds. But in 1985, the U.S. Patent and Trade
Office began granting patents for genetically modified seeds. A U.S. Supreme Court decision in 2001 upheld a company’s right to patent these seeds and effectively banned the saving of genetically modified seeds in the United States.  As shown in the film, Monsanto and other companies have actively sued farmers for allegedly saving their patented seeds.  Some people believe that companies should have the right to patent genetic material that they spent money and resources developing. They might point

out that if companies are unable to protect these patents and other forms of intellectual property, future innovations that could benefit the world will be thwarted. Others believe that genetic material is not the same as intellectual property and that patenting seeds gives companies excessive power over something that is vital for everyone. They might point to the fact that most of the

world’s commercial seed today is owned by a handful of agrichemical-biotech companies.

Focus Question

Should companies be able to own the DNA contained in plant seeds?

• From Monsanto’s perspective, it is expensive to develop new seeds like these, and the seeds save farmers time and enable them to produce more soybeans. What might be the consequences—both positive and negative—of the company owning the genetic information in the seed? Why might we care whether Monsanto or another company owns the DNA in seeds?
• How does this situation compare to downloading music from “free” sites?

8. The Veil

In this chapter, Food, Inc. explores why consumers are unaware of the details of how food is processed and what it contains.  The film describes some of the measures taken by businesses

and lobbies to protect the image of their products, to hold onto intellectual property, and to avoid providing more detailed labels or warnings on their food products. It points out some connections between government regulators and agribusiness and suggests that these connections affect the regulation of the food industry. It also shows the seed cleaner (introduced in the previous chapter) defending himself in a lawsuit brought by Monsanto for “inducing farmers to break the patent law”

through his seed cleaning business. R U N N I N G T IME : 7 : 5 9 minutes
Food is a huge industry, with Americans spending over $1.5 trillion a year on food. Since there is so much at stake, it is perhaps not surprising that food corporations—from agribusinesses to food processors to retailers—do everything in their power to maximize earnings. As described in other film chapters, companies may increase profitability by using lower-cost ingredients (Chapter 4), minimizing labor costs through automation and other means (Chapter 5), consolidating operations (Chapter 6), or curtailing competition (Chapter 7).  This film chapter focuses on ways in which the food industry influences laws and regulations to protect their earnings. It presents food libel laws, food labeling laws, and patent laws as specific examples.  Food libel laws, also known as food disparagement laws, have been passed in thirteen states and make it illegal to disseminate misinformation about foods.   They also make it easier for food companies to sue critics. In 1999, Oprah Winfrey was famously sued by Texas beef producers for questioning the safety of hamburger meat.  Food labeling laws mandate that certain information be printed on a product’s label, such as a listing of ingredients, nutrition data, and allergy information.  A new labeling law went into effect in March 2009, requiring most fresh meats and some other foods to list where they originated. The food industry tends to fight

these laws as burdensome and as giving the impression of a problem.  Patent laws protect intellectual property and have been used by agribusinesses to defend the ownership of genetically modified seeds (see the Background Information of Chapter 7 for more information).  The film mentions a so-called Cheeseburger Law, which was passed by Congress in 2004. This law, formerly called the Personal Responsibility in Food Consumption Act, makes it illegal to sue food companies for obesity and other health effects of eating junk foods. Touted as preventing frivolous lawsuits against the industry, the law also enables food companies to avoid revealing possibly damning evidence about their practices, as had happened when lawsuits were brought against tobacco companies.  One of the issues of regulation pointed out by the film is that regulatory agencies and the industry often hire employees from the same pool. Since government regulators need people knowledgeable about the industry, they may hire former industry executives; since the industry needs people knowledgeable about regulation, they may hire former regulators. Reasonable and impartial regulation is possible under these circumstances, but it can be challenging for regulators to

remain objective when they may know people in the industry.  The film portrays the food industry as intentionally drawing a “veil” to keep people in the dark about their food and how it is produced. Some would argue that keeping certain information from consumers is necessary for the smooth functioning of our food system, which is so vital to all of us. They might say that

companies should be able to guard valuable trade secrets; minimize unnecessary fear in consumers, which could create panic; and keep costs down by blocking frivolous lawsuits. However, others would argue that the “veil” does more than protect the food system—it protects companies at the expense of consumers.  They might say that short-term profit is valued over health, safety, and the environment, which are also necessary for a sustainable food system.

Focus Question

Should a company have the power to decide what information to give consumers about the food it produces?

• In the film, Noel Kramers of the California Farm Bureau says that the bureau is against labeling because it “creates unnecessary fear in the consumer’s mind.” Do you agree with this reasoning? Why or why not?

• Can you name different consumer products that have warning labels about their use or safety (cigarettes, alcohol, appliances, games, and so on)? What impact, if any, do you think these labels have?

• Health experts recently called for warning labels on energy drinks, pointing out the effects of “caffeine intoxication”—a syndrome that can cause anxiety, insomnia, gastrointestinal upset, tremors, rapid heartbeat, and even death. Would a warning label affect whether or not you buy energy drinks? Why or why not?

• How effective are labels in helping consumers make decisions about their food? What might be more effective?

• In the film, Barbara Kowalcyk appears to be afraid to say how her eating habits have changed as a result of her son’s death, and she does not reveal the source of the meat that killed him. What do you think of that?

• Who do you think should have the power to decide food policies, laws about food safety, and other food-related matters?

9. Shocks to the System

In this chapter, the film touches on some of the other major issues raised by our current food system, including the possibility of a world food shortage, the tremendous amount of energy that goes into food production, and the impacts of industrialized food on our health and environment. The film

points out that while the average consumer may feel powerless in the face of these issues and the vastness of the food system, the system does respond to consumer demand. R U N N I N G T IME : 7 : 07 minutes
It is easy to feel overwhelmed by the enormity of issues raised by the film about our current food system. The manner in which our food is produced and marketed affects not only our personal health, but also the health of our society and our planet. This film chapter offers hope that individual and collective actions can make a difference and move us toward creating a more sustainable food system. One way that individuals can effect change is through their food purchases. As the film makes clear, corporations can and do alter their practices based on consumer demand. One example mentioned in this chapter is Walmart switching to rBST-free milk as a result of consumer pressure. A synthetic hormone injected in cows to increase milk production, rBST or recombinant bovine somatotropin has been controversial since its approval by the FDA in 1993. While it elevates

milk production, it also increases udder infections, which require the use of more antibiotics and may lead to a greater probability of antibiotic-resistant diseases.  Another example mentioned in the chapter is the recent change in public policies related to tobacco. For centuries, a major factor in the development and enforcement of tobacco policies has been the economic importance of the tobacco industry. However, scientific research, lawsuits against the government and the industry, organized education campaigns, and other efforts have led to significant progress in changing the industry and tobacco policies worldwide.

Today, policies that tax tobacco, restrict smoking in workplaces and public areas, promote education, and regulate tobacco manufacturing have all made a difference in reducing the number of smokers. As suggested by author Eric Schlosser in the film, a similar multipronged approach could bring change to our food system.  Because food is something people consume three times a day—every day— personal behaviors and choices can have an impact on the food system through a multiplicative effect. In addition to food purchases, individuals can also advocate for more healthy lunch options at school, better labeling, improved working conditions, and safer food. 
Focus Question

What individual or collective actions are you willing to take to improve our food system, and what would be their impact?

• Yogurt company executive Gary Hirshberg states in the film, “The consumer does not feel very powerful, but it’s the exact opposite. When we run an item past the supermarket scanner, we’re voting for local or not, organic or not.” What does he mean by this statement? Do you agree or disagree with it? Why or why not?

• Aside from the supermarket, in what other arenas can individuals and groups make an impact on our food system?

• As portrayed in the film, our food system has become very mechanized as a way to cheaply and efficiently provide vast quantities of food. Would it be possible to feed the hundreds of millions of people who live in our country without this kind of industrialized food system? If so, how? If not, what might we do to avoid the problems that seem to come with it?
• In the film, farmer Joel Salatin asks us to “imagine what it would be if as a national policy we said we would be only successful if we had fewer people going to the hospital next year than last year.” What changes would need to happen for this to be a reality? What other goals might we have for our food system?

• Author Michael Pollan points out in the film that “to eat well in this country costs more than to eat badly. It will take more money and some people simply don’t have it. And that’s one of the reasons that we need changes at the policy level so that the carrots are a better deal than the chips.” If healthful, environmentally sustainable food were to cost less than other food, do you think people would eat more of it? Why do you think that?

• There is plenty of research showing that healthful food makes people feel better, have more energy, and stay well. Do you think if more people knew about this research, they would make different food choices? Why or why not?

• Which do you think would be a more effective way to change people’s food choices: changing policy or informing the public about health benefits and environmental impacts? Why do you think so?

• What are other things we can do—either individually or collectively—to encourage our families, our friends, or others around us to make changes in their lives toward food that is more healthful and environmentally sustainable?

Vocabulary

Antibiotic resistance The ability of bacteria and other microorganisms to survive and multiply in the presence of an antibiotic compound that once killed them.

Arable land which is suitable for farming

Boycott To protest by refusing to buy or do business with a particular company or organization.

Breeding to produce offspring (babies) (selective breeding: choosing specific characteristics for plants and animals)
Cash Crop: where a crop is sold in the market for cash; the term is often applied to crops grown in developing countries which are exported to the developed countries

Cereals: crops where the seeds are the main product e.g. wheat, corn.

Compensation: money paid to someone who has experienced loss or injury
Crop Rotation: a method of farming which avoids growing the same crop in a field continuously. A regular change of crops maintains soil fertility and reduces the risk of pests and diseases. 

Cultivation: the growing of crops.

Desertification the reduction in the fertility of the land as a result of human or natural processes. Causes include overgrazing, over-cropping, gradual destruction of trees for fuel, the use of cattle dung as a fuel, deforestation and climate change.

Diversification switching from farming specialising in a particular product e.g. crop or animal to one depending on a range activities for an income e.g. bed and breakfast, paint-balling, farm zoo, pick-your-own fruit etc. 

E. coli (Escherichia coli) A group of bacteria that live inside the intestines of humans, other mammals, and birds.

Economic Concerning financial resources (money).

Fallow: a field left for a year with just grass in order for it to naturally regain its nutrients after several years of crops. This is usually part of a Crop Rotation cycle.

Feedlot A building or stockyard where livestock is fattened for market.

Fertiliser: nutrients applied to the soil, either artificial (inorganic) or natural (organic).

Food recall to take food off the shelves of the grocery store if something is wrong with it- usually a statement is issued to the public

GMO (genetically modified organism) An organism whose DNA has been deliberately altered by laboratory methods.

Grain -fed (vs. grass-fed) Livestock raised on a diet of corn, soybeans, and other by-products, rather than pasture or grass.

Guaranteed Prices a type of farm subsidy: the farmer is guaranteed a minimum price for everything produced.

Herbicide poisonous chemicals applied to crops to kill weeds.

HYVs High Yielding Varieties: new types of seed which have been scientifically developed to produce more food per plant.  ie selective breeding
Mechanization machinery takes over the work of humans and animals to increase productivity/lower labour costs
Organic food Food produced without synthetic pesticides, artificial fertilizers, hormones, antibiotics, or genetic modification.

Over-Cultivation: the excessive use of farmland to the point where productivity falls due to soil exhaustion or land degradation.

Overgrazing: the destruction of the protective vegetation cover by having too many animals grazing upon it.

Pesticide: poisonous chemicals applied to crops to kill pests (bugs)

Poultry domesticated birds (ie chickens) raised for eggs and meat

Ranching: rearing of beef cattle on a large scale.

rBST-free Dairy products produced without the use of the bovine growth hormone rBST (recombinant bovine somatotropin).

Subsidize when part of the cost of producing is paid to make a product cheaper for a buyer

Yield how many crops a particular field, farm, or area of land produces. It also applies to milk (yields) from dairy cows.
Types of farming:

Commercial Farming: farming for a profit, where food is produced by advanced technological means for sale in the market. Often very few workers are employed.

Dairy Farm: one which specializes in dairy cows, producing milk, butter, cheeses, yoghurt etc.

Extensive Farm: it usually covers a large area and has a low output of capital per hectare.

Factory Farming: keeping animals in intensive artificial conditions indoors, usually large scale

Intensive Farming: a small area of land, and high outputs of capital

Organic Farming: this avoids the use of inorganic chemical fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides.

Pastoral Farm: one which specializes in the production of animals/animal products e.g. sheep farming in the Welsh hills..

Peasant Farming: small-scale farming in developing countries that is done mainly to support a family or small group

Plantation: a large farm in the tropics where one main cash crop is grown, often run by a transnational corporation.

Subsistence Farming: farming which uses simple technology, low capital investment, and in which the production of food for the individual farmer's family is the priority. There is often no food left to sell. 

Sustainable Farming: farming which avoids soil erosion and pollution: it does not destroy the land for future generations also known as green farming
